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Summary 

 Dealing with the seventeenth-century history of Târgu Mureș is a tremendous 

professional challenge, and the present doctoral thesis attempts to live up to it. It presents 

through six chapters the justice system in Târgu Mureș of the seventeenth century. The aim is 

to describe, along with the presentation of processes of institutional history, the course of crime 

and punishment. The thesis consists of three major parts. The first part deals primarily with an 

approach from institutional history, presenting the forces that shaped the justice system and the 

privileges through which the city obtained independent jurisdiction. The second major part 

discusses concrete court cases. The third major part present practice in the court. Our goal is to 

present the judicial practice based on the remaining documents, specifically how witnesses 

helped condemn or acquit the accused and the extent to which personal relations played a part 

in some cases. The thesis contains the results of an archivistic research. The literature provided 

significant help in processing the sources and reconstructing the posts occupied by officials in 

the seventeenth-century Târgu Mureș, guiding us towards the documents where one could find 

the traces and modes of their activity. 

 After a brief introduction, a chapter on research history and methodology follows. This 

chapter presents the research results of the surrounding regions, namely the Polish and Slovak 

historiography, whose findings also played a significant role in our methodological approach. 

The works of researchers of Hungarian and Romanian historiography dealing with seventeenth-

century urban history also substantially impacted the methodological foundation of our 

doctoral thesis, but the differences between the sources they use are pretty visible. The chapter 

on historiography concludes with works dealing with the early modern Târgu Mureş. Here we 

have to highlight the name of Sándor Pál-Antal, who provided a strong basis with his decades 

of archivistic work. He carried out essential basic research that helped and provided a starting 

point for developing this thesis’s later chapters. 

 A separate section is devoted to the sources processed in the thesis. A pragmatic fact 

delimitates the time frame of the work: the surviving sources were written between 1603 and 

1698. These are the minutes containing the incomplete testimonies and sentences of the 

lawsuits before the city court, preserved for decades by The National Archives of Romania, 

Mureș County branch. In a separate folder of the fund that contains the documents of Târgu 

Mureș City Hall, we can find the town book (liber civitatis). The town book contains the 

statutes of the city, bound together in a cover from the sixteenth century, and it had kept its 
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important protocolar role until the nineteenth century. Tax registers that include relevant data 

about the city’s dignitaries are also considered essential sources. During the seventeenth-

century history of Târgu Mureş, several important narrative sources were created on the city’s 

territory by Tamás Borsos, Ferenc Nagy Szabó, and Márton Enyedi Lakatos. In addition to the 

description of conditions within the city, these sources contain a lot of biographical data and 

information about family relations, explaining the disappearance of some prominent urban 

personalities from the documents. 

 Târgu Mureş has become one of the most important cities in Szeklerland due to several 

factors (geographical location, successful city management). Having been a centre of justice 

and commercial tax collection within Maros Seat and Szeklerland several times also played a 

significant role in its development. It is clear from the surviving charters that initially, the 

Szekler magistrates also supported the commercial privileges of the city. They received 

proceeds from the fairs and gifts from the city’s artisans in exchange. From the end of the 

fifteenth century, the authority of the Seat became more and more burdensome for the 

townspeople; on the one hand, their burdens increased, and on the other hand, they tried to 

become independent from the authority of the Seat. Utilizing the support of the central power 

starting from the middle of the sixteenth century until 1616 – János Zsigmond took the city out 

of the jurisdiction of the Seat in 1560 – the city acquired economic, legal, and military 

privileges in several stages. This process was crowned by a letter of privilege received from 

Gábor Bethlen in 1616. The prince confirmed the previous charter but added that the settlement 

had been granted the rank of a free royal city, the right to build a fortress, and enter another 

stage of urbanization. In the city’s inner life, conflicts between residents were resolved by 

princely committees of inquiry. A trace of these investigations can be found in the charters, 

and we may observe that on several occasions, not only had conflicts been settled, but efforts 

had also been made to reshape the administration to meet the latest expectations. 

 In Târgu Mureş, like in all other contemporary cities, the judiciary and the economic 

and political administration were not firmly separated. The judge in charge of the city, who 

also had many other duties, supervised the management of the city and kept in touch with the 

more influential nobles and other settlements. At least one sworn citizen and a city clerk 

assisted in judging per the statute’s provisions. In addition to the judge, the Council of Sworn 

Citizens, consisting of six members elected annually together with the judge, played an 

important role. The internal council was supplemented with a notary, elected from among the 

citizens, and responsible for conducting the city administration. The members of the internal 
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council came from the 24-member external council. During the seventeenth century, the 

external council was expanded to 40 members at the suggestion of the princely committees, 

and their numbers were adjusted to the number of tax-paying citizen families living in the city. 

Similarly, fellows elected the new members of the external council; thus, only the most 

prestigious citizens could be included among them. Some of the newly admitted younger 

councillors became the mill administrators. The council organized an important means of urban 

policing, the so-called “cirkálás”. Participation in this form of patrolling was the duty of every 

citizen, serving the purpose of keeping the order at night, but everyone had the opportunity to 

hire someone to take their place. Another significant change of the second half of the 

seventeenth century was the introduction of another office: the city director (városi direktor). 

In the forming of this office, the city followed national patterns and the model of Cluj-Napoca. 

The aim was to alleviate the burden on the city council so that the prosecutor’s power was 

transferred to a single juror who then took on the role of city public prosecutor. 

 The city administration was assisted by several paid officials, according to our current 

concepts. The city servant performed various tasks, making subpoenas and arrests, but he also 

led the guardsmen when the order had to be restored during internal conflicts. The city paid the 

guardsmen responsible for capturing and guarding the prisoners and watching out for any fires 

from the city tower. The gipsies involved in the execution of the sentences were under the city’s 

authority and presumably paid by it; they were the ones who beat, tortured, and executed the 

convicted and took the fornicators to the city limits. 

 The city statute, signed in 1603, set the framework for justice. The statute was 

supplemented and expanded several times during the seventeenth century. It regulated the 

process of arrests and summons, set the number of postponements, separated the nobiliary land 

plots, and the council made a demand to verify new residents marrying into the city. The 

statutes designated the court-days and the judge’s house as the place of judgment. A change 

occurred when the town hall was built; afterwards, a council decree stipulated that the town 

hall would be the only place to pass judgment and hold meetings by a judge. 

 The statutes determined the sum of penalties and the stages for measures during which 

these could be imposed. Pawning was also regulated in separate articles, and the authorities 

were usually trying to auction off real estate in the end, after movable property. A significant 

addition was made to the statutes in 1634, according to which it was the task of the city to bring 

nobiliary land plots of the former entire territory under its jurisdiction. However, the city 
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retained its authority over the plots left under civil rights and even extended it, as the council 

gained the right to acquire the properties from within the fortress from those who opposed it, 

in exchange for compensation, and pass it on to trusted urban citizens. The council tried to 

defend its own political and economic interests by preventing the accumulation of real estate. 

 In addition to the provisions made by the city council, a significant role was played by 

the laws called “national laws” in the verdicts surviving in the protocols. These laws refer back 

to Werbőczy’s Tripartitum and the Approbatae Constitutiones. We can state that the laws 

codified earlier significantly affected the early modern judiciary. However, there are local 

customs in the judgments not included in national laws, and these are primarily related to the 

organization of everyday life. These laws came into force when someone erred in behaviour or 

caused damage for material reasons, such as occupying land, not respecting someone else’s 

land boundaries, or being noisy in the street. Customary law was still followed at the time and 

played a significant role in regulating daily life, defining, in addition to the code of conduct, 

the unwritten rules of sale and purchase. 

 We find less information about the execution of judgments. The sources examined do 

not discuss how and where the executions took place or how the fines and other physical 

humiliations were carried out. However, the enforcement of sentences can be reconstructed by 

involving other sources. 

 In Târgu Mureş, the statutes and letters of privilege determined that the forum for 

appeals for townspeople was the Tabula Regia. However, from the 1630s on, city statutes 

provided an opportunity for anyone to take their case to the entire inner council that would 

decide as a forum for appeal. Written records of the operation of this court have also survived. 

 In the second major part of the thesis, we present various court cases. The aim is to 

show the judicial practice, the way the court decided in individual cases, i. e. how the defendant 

proved his innocence, and which were the factors that proved the plaintiffs’ truth. The 

presentation of the practice is also important because, in our opinion, the application of the 

laws and the attitude of the court depended greatly on the person of the judge. There are written 

traces in the minutes that, contrary to the spirit of the laws, the court exercised mercy and did 

not hang a well-known thief but only physically humiliated him. 

 In connection with the practical operation of the court, we discuss material cases first. 

In this thesis, crimes against various properties are included in the category of material cases. 

The presentation starts with theft cases, which were usually minor ones, where the witnesses 
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elaborate on the situation. Most often, valuable jewellery or textiles were stolen, which the 

authorities tried to find at the purveyors of stolen goods. Several times, the court also wanted 

to know how the stolen animals came into the defendant’s possession. At the same time, there 

were cases of thieves working with a false key, and the authorities tried to catch them in the 

act several times, hoping to find the stolen objects at the purveyors. It was also considered a 

minor theft when someone broke branches and bunches of another’s vineyard; in these 

instances, the court considered that the defendant was rightly prosecuted. Robbery was usually 

subject to a more severe trial because it meant the forced confiscation of cash or property. 

Defendants defended themselves by claiming, for example, that the victim misunderstood their 

intentions and handed over their property voluntarily. At other times, it was sufficient to prove 

that damage had been done at the place of burglary or that someone had been beaten; if the 

looted objects were found in a place connected with the defendant, the gallows could hardly be 

avoided. 

 The authorities also sought to hold the purveyors of stolen goods accountable. These 

were usually craftsmen or merchants who bought raw materials or goods at low prices, thus 

increasing their profits. We often find butchers accused of cutting stolen animals or merchants 

who bought stolen jewellery and clothing. 

 Debt lawsuits are dealt with separately in the chapter on material issues. A distinction 

was made between cash debts and mortgages/secured debts during the examined period. The 

court took care to protect both the debtor and the creditor. Pawning was regulated not only by 

the city’s statutes but also by customary law. Among other things, the court had repeatedly 

ordered that movable and immovable property acquired by pawning be first offered for sale to 

the former owner, as was customary. The court also punished the person about whom witnesses 

had confirmed that he was the perpetrator of the vandalism and damage in question, and if 

someone beat an animal that later died, the guilty person also paid compensation in addition to 

the fine issued by the city. 

 The issue of inheritance and wills is extremely complex. Since it is not the purpose of 

this thesis to present the customs of inheritance in Târgu Mureș, we discuss cases brought 

before the courts. In most of them, the testament was missing, the deceased leaving no explicit 

verbal will on the deathbed – a situation in which the court had to divide the fortune. 

Sometimes, even if there was a will, the heirs could not agree with each other, and then the city 
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court intervened. The city sought to protect its interests, mainly so that civilian lands would 

fall into the hands of the nobles and eventually be permanently ennobled. 

 The city court resolved the internal conflicts of the guilds if they could not be resolved 

within the guild. We can speak mainly of cases where quarrels led to the outbreak of a physical 

conflict. There are examples of situations where other members damaged the property of a 

renegade in the guild, so the victim appealed to the city court. There are similar cases in which 

guilds, to protect their monopoly on the market, resorted to physical violence, primarily during 

national fairs. Moreover, disputes between two guilds came before the city court, too; for 

example, there were ongoing conflicts between butchers and furriers, triggered by the 

sheepskin for which foreign merchants paid a better price than the furriers who enjoyed a 

privileged situation – all this led to significant court action. 

 The category of vandalism and physical aggression also includes arson, this being the 

subject that concludes the chapter on material cases. The perpetrators of the fires faced 

immense social contempt because a fire could lead to a great disaster for the city. If the culprit 

was not found, a curse or threat could be considered suspicious. If another had previously 

threatened someone about setting fire to their house, the victim of the fire could bring to justice 

the threatener. However, in addition to rumours, other evidence or witnesses were needed to 

have seen the defendant near the fire at a suspicious time. 

 In verbal and bodily injury cases, the court considered several factors. With the help of 

testimonies, the court examined who initiated the conflict, whether verbal or physical. One 

might assume that verbal aggression was more characteristic among women, but this is not 

necessarily the case. It is rather that verbal insults turned into physical violence in the case of 

men, thus leading to more serious situations. Authorities acted with draconian severity against 

blasphemy. According to the general perception of the time, one was allowed to answer an 

insult or provocation proportionally up to a certain point. It was also essential to find out who 

first fired the gun during a fight and the reason for the conflict. At the same time, it is evident 

that most of the fatal fights developed primarily from beatings, i. e. situations in which an entire 

group had attacked a single person. In the event of a murder, the court considered the possibility 

of self-defence and an accident. However, if the murderous intent was proven, the perpetrator 

was held mercilessly accountable. 

 The concept of sexual offences is vast, ranging from hidden prostitution to rape, from 

exhibitionism to fornication and related adultery. The court always tried to hear witnesses who 
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had not only heard rumours but seen the defendant’s deed or who had even been his/her sexual 

partners. In the case of prostitution, the eyewitness needed to have seen that the woman charged 

was given money in exchange for the deed. Moreover, in the case of fornication and adultery, 

the deed itself had to be seen by witnesses, not just the accused talking to others. 

 We also included divorce in the category of sexual offences because divorce cases were 

not just about proving the abuse or the wasting of the other party’s property but also about 

creating the possibility of remarriage by confirming the adultery. If the accused’s guilt was 

proven beyond a shadow of a doubt, then the law was severely enforced. Single adulterous 

women were usually only humiliated: they were beaten and barred from the settlement, with 

the threat of execution if they crossed the city limits again. Instead, adulterers who did not 

repent of their sins or relapsed were sentenced to death. 

 At the end of the thesis are presented separately, in two shorter subsection, two crimes 

seriously condemned by society. One is infanticide, which comes practically from fornication 

and, quite simply put, was committed to hide it. Witnesses played a crucial role here, primarily 

if the body was not found. In most cases, unmarried girls who showed signs of pregnancy were 

also suspected. Nevertheless, in most cases, families tried to save their accused daughters, 

usually by claiming that the child was stillborn or trying to get witnesses to talk about 

pregnancy-like symptoms, strengthening the defence that the defendant’s physical signs could 

not be associated exclusively with pregnancy, and thus denying it. The other crime discussed 

is witchcraft. In the case of witches, investigations were ordered primarily because of the 

practice of forbidden magic. According to witnesses, the defendants had lived in the city for 

years and carried out various healing activities. However, after a while, these women’s strange 

behaviour caused the urban community to demand their punishment and force the council to 

take action. In both infanticide and witchcraft cases, the court acted with the utmost caution. 

The perpetrators of these crimes were sentenced to death only in the most certain cases. 

 Through our research, it was possible to reconstruct the suit procedure of Târgu Mureș, 

as well as to follow the process by which the settlement became a free royal city. We also 

managed to look at the judicial practice of the period through a portion of the sources. 

 

Keywords: Târgu Mureș, early modern epoch, administration of justice, suit procedure, crime, 

punishment, Transylvania, passing judgment, execution of sentences, judicial practice 
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