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Summary of the Doctoral Dissertation 

 

The Landscape and Settlement-Historical Development of Northern Bihor until the Fall 

of Oradea 

This dissertation is grounded in the fundamental premise that the medieval development of 

Northern Bihar should not be interpreted as a peripheral or delayed phenomenon, but rather as 

an early-structured, multi-layered central region. The aim of the research was to uncover how 

landscape-ecological conditions, ecclesiastical institutions, royal administration, and economic 

infrastructure were interconnected within a long-term spatial structure that, from as early as the 

eleventh to thirteenth centuries, determined the developmental trajectories of the region. The 

methodological distinctiveness of the study lies in its interdisciplinary approach: by integrating 

archaeological, charter-based, ecclesiastical-historical, and historical-geographical data into a 

unified interpretative framework, the dissertation reconstructs not isolated histories of 

individual settlements, but the structural interconnections underlying them. 

The analysis of landscape and historical foundations has demonstrated that the hydrological 

systems of the Ier and Barcău rivers, the possibilities of floodplain economy, and the 

differentiation between lowland and hilly zones already shaped the directions and density of 

settlement in the early period. The spatial pattern of archaeological sites, the distribution of 

tribal and occupational place names, and the micro toponymic data together outline a 

multipolar system organized according to a clear centre–periphery logic. The formation of the 

royal county, the establishment of the ecclesiastical institutional system, and the transformation 

of landscape use are to be understood not as successive processes, but as mutually reinforcing 

dynamics that, in the long term, produced a stable spatial structure. 

The examination of ecclesiastical organization further refined this picture. The emergence of 

the parish network cannot be interpreted as a spontaneous, bottom-up process, but rather as a 

form of institutionalization guided by episcopal strategy and closely connected to the early 

structures of royal power. In Northern Bihor, the formation of the ecclesiastical landscape was 

inseparable from the establishment of the county system and from the broader process by which 

the early Hungarian kingdom integrated this region into its administrative, judicial, and 

religious order. 

Biharia occupied a particularly important place in this process. As an early comital centre and, 

according to the tradition preserved in the sources, one of the first episcopal nuclei of the 

region, it represented a point where secular and ecclesiastical centrality overlapped. The later 



transfer of the episcopal seat to Oradea did not simply mark the replacement of one centre by 

another, but rather the reorganization of a broader ecclesiastical space. Oradea gradually 

became the dominant episcopal and cultic centre, especially through its connection with the 

memory and cult of Saint Ladislaus, while Biharia preserved the significance of an older 

institutional core within the territorial structure of the county. 

The early concentration of central churches, the presence of saintly titularies of Byzantine 

origin, and the distribution of parish churches all indicate that ecclesiastical organization 

followed a conscious territorial logic. Churches were not established randomly, but in 

settlements that already possessed, or were expected to acquire, administrative, economic, or 

strategic importance. In this sense, the parish network functioned as a mechanism of territorial 

stabilization: it fixed communities in the landscape, created regular liturgical and fiscal 

obligations, and integrated rural settlements into the institutional framework of the diocese. 

The fourteenth-century papal tithe registers provide a particularly important cross-section of 

this process. By that time, the parish network of Northern Bihor appears as an already 

consolidated structure, reflecting not only the religious organization of the region but also the 

hierarchy of settlements. The differences in tithe payments and clerical revenues reveal 

important distinctions between stronger ecclesiastical centres, ordinary rural parishes, and 

smaller or more peripheral communities. Thus, the tithe registers are not merely fiscal 

documents; they also serve as indicators of demographic density, economic capacity, and 

institutional maturity. 

The A–B–C typology of parishes made it possible to demonstrate these internal differences 

more clearly. Type A parishes were characterized by stronger institutional continuity, higher 

ecclesiastical revenues, more complex liturgical infrastructure, and a closer connection with 

administrative or market functions. They generally corresponded to settlements with a central 

role in the regional hierarchy. Type B parishes represented an intermediate level: stable 

communities with clear local importance, but without the full institutional complexity of the 

major centres. Type C parishes, by contrast, belonged mainly to smaller rural settlements or 

peripheral zones, where the church ensured integration into the diocesan framework but did 

not necessarily generate higher urban or market functions. 

This typology also helps explain why the development of market towns did not follow a 

uniform pattern. Ecclesiastical strength could support urban development, but it did not 

automatically produce it. In some cases, such as Biharia, ecclesiastical centrality was combined 

with comital, judicial, and historical functions, creating a complex and early form of centrality. 

In other cases, economic circulation, access to roads, customs points, bridges, or the salt route 



played a more decisive role. Elsewhere, the trajectory of a settlement depended on noble 

landholding strategies, estate organization, or the changing priorities of royal and ecclesiastical 

power. 

Consequently, the development of the oppida of Northern Bihor must be understood as the 

result of intersecting trajectories rather than as the outcome of a single evolutionary model. 

Ecclesiastical organization provided stability, legitimacy, and institutional depth; economic 

infrastructure created circulation and exchange; royal and noble land policies shaped local 

hierarchies; and the landscape itself determined the viable directions of expansion and 

settlement density. The parish network therefore did not merely accompany the development 

of the settlement system, but actively contributed to its formation. 

From this perspective, the ecclesiastical organization of Northern Bihor was one of the essential 

mechanisms through which the region became a structured medieval space. The church 

connected central settlements with their rural hinterlands, transformed local communities into 

stable institutional units, and reinforced the broader hierarchy created by the county 

administration, market networks, and transport routes. The analysis of parish structures thus 

confirms the main argument of the dissertation: medieval Northern Bihor was not a marginal 

or loosely organized territory, but a region whose landscape, institutions, and settlement 

network were integrated from an early period into a coherent and durable spatial system. 

The analysis of transport and economic infrastructure revealed that the road network, toll 

stations, bridges, and mills not only reflected the existing settlement hierarchy but actively 

shaped it. Routes organized along crossing points and compulsory corridors determined by 

hydrological conditions created nodal points from which toll and market centres, and later 

market-town nuclei, developed. The regional axes of the salt trade, as well as the legal and 

economic role of mill sites interpreted as locus molendini, demonstrate that landscape use, 

ecclesiastical land policy, and royal decisions formed an integrated system. 

In Northern Bihor, the medieval road network was strongly conditioned by the natural structure 

of the landscape. Rivers, wetlands, marshy lowlands, wooded areas, and periodically flooded 

meadows did not allow free movement in every direction. Instead, they channelled circulation 

along higher and drier ridges, river crossings, valleys, and strategically usable corridors. As a 

result, roads were not neutral lines of communication, but spatial structures determined by the 

interaction between natural constraints and institutional interests. The most important routes 

followed those passages where people, goods, judicial authority, and fiscal control could move 

most efficiently. 



This explains why crossing points became decisive in the formation of local hierarchies. A ford 

or bridge did not merely facilitate communication; it concentrated traffic, created the possibility 

of toll collection, and generated the conditions for regular exchange. Settlements located near 

such points gained an advantage over ordinary villages, because they could combine transport, 

trade, taxation, and administrative functions. In a landscape shaped by the Ier and 

Barcău/Berettyó river systems, the control of crossing points became one of the most important 

mechanisms of territorial organization. 

The salt trade gave this network a wider regional significance. The area of Sălacea, Olaszi, and 

Săcuieni functioned as a meeting zone of the salt routes coming from Sălacea, Dej, and Cluj, 

while another important axis connected Marghita, Sălard, Biharia, and Oradea. These routes 

did not simply pass through the region; they integrated Northern Bihor into the long-distance 

economic circulation of the medieval Kingdom of Hungary. The movement of salt created 

stable corridors of traffic, and along these corridors toll stations, markets, bridges, and service 

settlements developed. Thus, the salt route was not only an economic phenomenon, but also a 

factor of regional structuring. 

Toll stations were central elements of this system. Their existence presupposed regular traffic, 

institutional authorization, and the ability of royal or lordly power to transform movement into 

revenue. Toll collection therefore reveals both the intensity of circulation and the degree of 

political control exercised over the landscape. The fact that toll stations, crossings, and markets 

frequently coincided shows that economic activity, fiscal regulation, and settlement 

development were closely connected. A place where goods, money, and people circulated 

regularly was also a place where authority could be made visible and effective. 

Bridges had a similar function. In the hydrological environment of Northern Bihor, a bridge 

was not merely a technical construction, but a strategic point of control. It connected zones that 

were otherwise separated by rivers or wetlands, stabilized road directions, and concentrated 

movement in a limited number of passages. For this reason, bridge sites could become nuclei 

of settlement development, especially when they were linked to tolls, markets, or estate centres. 

The bridge therefore belonged to the same system as the road, the toll station, and the market: 

together they transformed a natural crossing into a political and economic node. 

Mills add another important dimension to this infrastructure. The medieval mill was not simply 

an installation for processing grain, but a point where water rights, estate interests, agricultural 

production, and local dependence met. The concept of locus molendini indicates that the mill 

site was understood as a legal and economic unit. It was connected to the right to build and 

operate a mill, to the use of water, to access routes, and to the exploitation of the surrounding 



agrarian community. For this reason, mill sites are especially valuable indicators of economic 

maturity and institutional control. 

The concentration of mills also reveals the degree to which the natural environment had been 

transformed into a regulated economic landscape. A mill required more than flowing water: it 

required a stable community, regular cereal production, access roads, legal protection, and 

ownership structures capable of maintaining and defending the site. Where mills appeared, one 

can usually identify a higher level of settlement stability and estate organization. In this sense, 

mills were both consequences and producers of local hierarchy. 

The interaction between roads, tolls, bridges, markets, and mills also explains the close 

connection between economic circulation and judicial practice. The same routes used by 

merchants and carriers were also used by litigants, witnesses, officials, pristaldi, and other 

agents of county justice. Consequently, judicial communication and commercial circulation 

reinforced each other. Places situated on important routes were better suited to serve as venues 

of legal activity, because they were accessible, known, and already embedded in regular 

patterns of movement. 

On this basis, Northern Bihor appears not merely as a well-documented regional case study, 

but as a model territory in which the fundamental mechanisms of medieval spatial organization 

can be observed with particular clarity. The hierarchy of the parish network, the divergent 

developmental trajectories of market towns, and the ecclesiastical significance of Bihor 

together delineate a complex central region that played a structurally decisive role in the eastern 

half of the Kingdom of Hungary. 

The importance of the region lies precisely in the fact that its centrality was produced by the 

convergence of several systems. The landscape created corridors and obstacles; royal authority 

regulated tolls, roads, and crossings; ecclesiastical and noble estates organized production and 

land use; markets concentrated exchange; and mills transformed water resources into economic 

and legal assets. These elements did not function separately, but as parts of a coherent spatial 

mechanism. Through their interaction, Northern Bihor developed a stable hierarchy of 

settlements and a dense network of institutional relations. 

Therefore, the transport and economic infrastructure of Northern Bihor must be interpreted as 

an active agent of medieval regional formation. Roads connected centres and hinterlands; tolls 

fiscalized circulation; bridges fixed strategic passages; markets organized exchange; and mills 

anchored local production within legal and estate structures. Together, they demonstrate that 

the medieval settlement system of Northern Bihor was not the passive result of demographic 



growth, but the outcome of a long-term process in which landscape, economy, royal power, 

and ecclesiastical landholding shaped one another. 

In this perspective, Bihor and its surrounding centres did not occupy a peripheral position 

within the kingdom. Rather, they formed a structured regional space in which administrative, 

ecclesiastical, economic, and judicial functions overlapped. The road network and the salt 

routes connected the region to wider economic circuits, while the parish hierarchy, market-

town development, and mill infrastructure anchored these wider connections in local society. 

This is why Northern Bihor can be understood as a model region for the study of medieval 

spatial organization: it shows, with exceptional clarity, how natural geography, institutional 

power, and economic infrastructure together produced centrality. 

The investigation of the judicial system of Bihor County in the Árpádian period aimed to reveal 

how royal legal practice contributed to the formation of the region’s settlement network, 

transport axes, and central places. Drawing upon the litigation material of the Regestrum 

Varadinense, the activity of the comes and curiales comites, and the functioning of the bilotus–

pristaldus apparatus, the analysis reconstructed a three-tiered, delegated judicial system. This 

system did not operate as an autonomous county jurisdiction, but as a decentralized yet strictly 

controlled projection of royal authority. Already in the early thirteenth century, a clear 

differentiation emerged between the comes belonging to the national court elite and the curialis 

comes responsible for local administration. This differentiation may be regarded as a precursor 

to the later vice-comes and noble judge structure, clearly demonstrating that the spatial 

segmentation of county administration was rooted in early-established practices. 

One of the innovative results of the chapter lies in linking legal practice with spatial 

coordination. The practice of proclaiming summonses at market gatherings (“per fora et 

provinciam”) demonstrates that county-level justice consciously utilized markets as a 

communication infrastructure. Market day was not merely an economic occasion, but also an 

institutionalized forum of legal publicity—an interpretation further supported, in the case of 

Bihar, by the coincidence of the Wednesday market day and the Wednesday session of the 

sedria (county court). The geographical pattern of litigation outlines a tripartite axis of Biharia–

field–Oradea: proceedings were initiated at the county centre, evidentiary procedures were 

conducted at on-site locations, and the authentication of verdicts took place in Oradea. This 

mobile yet structured model simultaneously reinforced Biharia’s central role as the seat of the 

comes and Oradea’s function as a place of authentication (locus credibilis), thereby 

contributing in the long term to the consolidation of the region’s hierarchical settlement 

structure. The location of sedria seats at transportation nodes, together with their connections 



to salt routes, toll stations, and the market network, indicates that the administration of justice 

not only followed but actively shaped traffic and economic axes. 

The examination of market-town development further reinforced the conclusion that the 

settlement network of Northern Bihor was not the product of spontaneous economic “growth,” 

but of a structured spatial process directed by multiple factors. Through the differing 

trajectories of Biharia, Sălacea, Diosig, and Săcuieni, it becomes evident that the category of 

market town did not denote a uniform legal status, but rather encompassed diverse functional 

and institutional configurations. In the case of Biharia, archaeological continuity, the earthwork 

fort, and the combined comital and episcopal functions delineate the image of an early, 

polycentric centre. The development of Sălacea unfolded along the commercial-logistical axis 

of the salt route, while Diosig reflects the interrupted urbanization trajectory of a strong 

kindred-based centre. By contrast, in the case of Săcuieni, the entire developmental trajectory 

of a market town can be reconstructed, culminating by the sixteenth century in a position of 

regional centrality. 

The comparative analysis of these four settlements demonstrates that market-town 

development in Northern Bihor cannot be explained through a single evolutionary scheme. The 

oppidum was not simply the outcome of population growth or agricultural surplus, but the 

result of the accumulation and interaction of several functions: administrative authority, 

ecclesiastical organization, market activity, toll collection, transport control, estate 

management, and local legal practice. Each of the four centres combined these elements in a 

different way, and this explains why their trajectories diverged so markedly despite their 

location within the same regional system. 

Biharia represents the most complex case, because its centrality preceded and exceeded the 

usual framework of late medieval market-town development. As an early comital centre, a 

fortified settlement, and a former episcopal nucleus, Biharia possessed institutional weight 

before the emergence of the classical oppidum model. Its development therefore cannot be 

understood as a simple progression from village to market town. Rather, Biharia illustrates a 

reverse trajectory: central functions were already present from above, through royal and 

ecclesiastical organization, and later adapted to changing regional circumstances after the 

episcopal centre shifted to Oradea. For this reason, Biharia should be interpreted as an early 

institutional centre whose market-town features were secondary to its older comital and 

ecclesiastical role. 

Sălacea followed a different path. Its development was primarily connected to circulation, 

trade, and the logistical framework of the salt route. The settlement benefited from its position 



on important commercial axes and from its role in the movement and redistribution of goods. 

In this case, the market-town character emerged less from early administrative centrality and 

more from transport geography, trade, toll-related functions, and the presence of communities 

linked to long-distance exchange. Sălacea therefore illustrates a commercially driven model of 

development, in which economic movement and route control were more decisive than ancient 

institutional status. 

Diosig represents a third type: a settlement with significant potential for urban development, 

but whose trajectory remained incomplete. Its strength derived from noble and kindred-based 

power, landed concentration, and local economic capacity. However, the transformation of 

estate structures, shifts in landed policy, and the reorientation of regional power limited its 

ability to consolidate into a fully developed market-town centre. Diosig thus reveals the 

fragility of urbanization when it depended heavily on the strategies and continuity of a 

dominant kindred or noble estate. Its example shows that economic potential alone was 

insufficient without stable institutional and political support. 

Săcuieni, by contrast, offers the clearest example of a settlement that gradually accumulated 

the functions associated with market-town centrality. Its favourable geographical position, 

nodal role in the road network, crossing and toll functions, market activity, and more consistent 

landed-political background allowed it to develop into a stable regional centre by the sixteenth 

century. Unlike Biharia, whose centrality was inherited from the early state period, or Sălacea, 

whose strength was linked to trade and transit, Săcuieni represents a cumulative model of 

market-town formation, in which several local and regional functions gradually converged. 

The methodological novelty of the chapter lies in the critical application of a system of criteria 

for defining market towns. Instead of relying exclusively on the formal occurrence of the term 

oppidum, the analysis combined legal, economic, ecclesiastical, topographical, and 

institutional indicators. This approach made it possible to distinguish between settlements that 

possessed a formal or occasional market-town designation and those that actually performed 

complex central functions within the regional settlement network. In this way, the chapter 

avoids treating all oppida as equal and instead reconstructs the functional depth of each 

settlement. 

The ecclesiastical dimension is especially important in this typology. The presence of multiple 

churches, altar administrations, a dense parochial apparatus, higher clerical revenues, and 

stable parish structures reveals that ecclesiastical organization was not merely a background 

feature of urbanization. In many cases, it was one of the principal indicators of local centrality. 

A settlement with several ecclesiastical institutions or complex liturgical infrastructure was 



more likely to function as a regional point of attraction, because it concentrated not only 

religious life, but also memory, legitimacy, literacy, administrative communication, and 

community identity. 

This means that the development of the settlement hierarchy cannot be reduced to economic 

potential alone. Ecclesiastical-political and landed-strategic decisions carried at least as much 

weight. Royal and noble land policies determined which settlements received support, which 

routes were controlled, where tolls and markets could function, and which centres were able to 

maintain institutional continuity. The Church, through parishes, churches, tithe revenues, and 

altar foundations, contributed to stabilizing local communities and reinforcing their position 

within the territorial hierarchy. Thus, market-town development was produced by the 

convergence of economic, ecclesiastical, and landed strategies. 

The four-centre model also clarifies the broader structure of Northern Bihor. Biharia, Sălacea, 

Diosig, and Săcuieni were not isolated examples, but different expressions of the same regional 

process. Biharia embodied early royal and ecclesiastical centrality; Sălacea represented trade-

oriented and route-based development; Diosig showed the possibilities and limits of kindred-

based urbanization; and Săcuieni demonstrated the successful accumulation of market, toll, 

transport, and estate functions. Together, these trajectories reveal a settlement system in which 

centrality was plural, functionally differentiated, and historically layered. 

Consequently, the oppida of Northern Bihor should be interpreted not as uniform legal 

categories, but as flexible institutional forms shaped by local conditions. Some were old centres 

adapting to a changing medieval environment; others were commercial nodes growing along 

major routes; others depended on noble estate strategies; and some gradually became fully 

articulated regional centres. This differentiated interpretation makes it possible to understand 

the medieval settlement network as a dynamic system, in which urbanization was not a single 

process, but a set of overlapping trajectories. 

The chapter therefore contributes to the broader argument of the dissertation by showing that 

the hierarchy of settlements in Northern Bihor was actively produced through the interaction 

of landscape, transport infrastructure, ecclesiastical organization, royal administration, and 

landed power. Market towns emerged where these factors converged and where local 

communities could transform geographic advantage into institutional and economic centrality. 

In this sense, the study of Biharia, Sălacea, Diosig, and Săcuieni demonstrates that the 

urbanization of Northern Bihor was neither accidental nor uniform, but structured, selective, 

and deeply embedded in the regional logic of medieval spatial organization. 



The overall synthesis of the dissertation demonstrates that the medieval development of 

Northern Bihor was not a form of peripheral adaptation, but a consciously organized, multi-

level integrated process of centrality. The interconnection of landscape conditions, 

ecclesiastical institutions, royal administration, road networks, and market-town structures 

created a stable hierarchy from as early as the eleventh to thirteenth centuries. The parish 

network was organized through episcopal strategy; judicial practice was linked to market and 

transportation axes; and economic infrastructure actively shaped the settlement ranking. Within 

this system, Biharia functioned not merely as a county centre, but as an ecclesiastical and 

administrative node around which the legal, economic, and ecclesiastical networks of the 

region were concentrically organized. The principal contribution of the dissertation lies in 

demonstrating that Northern Bihor, within the medieval Kingdom of Hungary, can be 

interpreted as an early-structured and institutionally dense central region, whose operation can 

only be adequately understood through a complex and interdisciplinary approach. 
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