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AN EARLY XIV TH CENTURY DEPICTION 
OF THE TRANSYLVANIAN SAXON HOSPITES 

IN THE HEIDELBERGER AND DRESDENER SACHSENSPIEGEL ? 
 
 

When picking up Beryl Smalley’s 1974 “Historians in the Middle Ages”1, 
one may carelessly look only at its illustrations. Still, when enjoying not only the 
fruits of the eye, but also those of the mind, the very same person should also 
take a closer look and see that a particular illustration is labelled: “German 
colonists in eastern Europe clear wasteland and build a village”. 
 

 
 

Fig. 1. - The miniature. Heildelberger Sachsenspiegel fol. 26v, regg. d, e.  
© Universitätsbibliothek Heildelberg 2004. 

 

The image depicts five characters divided into two groups: a static one, 
involving the first two placed to the left, and a dynamic one, containing the last 
three to the right. To the left, the static scene depicts a person, probably wearing 

                                                
1 Smalley 1974, p. 122-123. 
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a diadem, all dressed in green, who makes use of his left-hand index finger in 
order to point something (a piece of advice, a behest or a commandment) to the 
second character in the miniature. This one is dressed in common clothes and 
wears what appears to be a straw-hat. In between the two characters one may 
also see a rectangular shape containing a text beginning with Ego do…, from 
which dangles an arrow-shape object. One may easily conclude that the royal 
character dressed in green empowers or commissions the peasant-looking 
character via the use of a diploma. 

The group on the right is composed of two characters clearing 
vegetation and another engaged in erecting a wooden structure. The first two are 
using special tools to pluck out some small trees, maybe springwood, or maybe 
tall weed. One of them is wearing green shoes, hoses and a shirt with horizontal 
red stripes. The builder on the right is using an axe as a hammer in order to fix 
the beams of a roof. He is wearing green shoes, ochre hoses and a two-colour 
(red and green) shirt. These workers are probably the assistants of the character 
with straw hat, acting according to the prescriptions of the depicted document. 
This miniature is the object of our article. 

It is taken from the Cod. Pal. germ. 164, folio 26 verso, second scene 
from the bottom, register d2. The manuscript, located in the Heidelberg 
University Library, is better known as the Heidelberger Bilderhandschrift des 
Sachsenspiegels3. It contains a copy of the “Saxon Mirror”, a compilation of 
Saxon laws put together by Eike von Repgow, enclosing a wide variety of legal 
topics, including administration of the law, laws concerning inheritance, dowries 
and marriage, penal law, laws concerning the hunting of animals, and property 
law4. The text of the Heidelberg manuscript is written in an East Middle German 
/Southern Thuringian dialect. The manuscript comprises 3+30+3 parchment 
folios, each measuring 30x23.5 cm5. Miniatures fill the left half of each page, 
while the text always occupies the right. It has been written down in a somehow 
careless Gothic minuscule and it seems to be the work of a single scribe. Very 
little attention has been paid to the right side margins of the text column; and the 
general aspect of the Gothic minuscule bears witness of a probable popular 
extraction, because the letters are of various sizes and they chaotically go 
beyond the carefully ruled borderlines. The same carelessness can be noticed 
from a brief analysis of the content: the manuscript puts side by side, in random 
order, a wide range of miscellaneous legal issues. 

                                                
2 We labelled the registers on each page, from top to bottom using letters (a, b, c, d, e), for an 
easier reference to each scene. 
3 For a facsimile and an edition of the Heidelberg manuscript, please consult Koschorreck 1970; 
Koschorreck 1989; or see the online electronic facsimile at Heidelberger Sachsenspiegel. 
4 Women’s Bodies, Women’s Property… 1999, passim 
5 Schlechter 2005, p. 1. 
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Fig. 2. - Image context. Heildelberger Sachsenspiegel fol. 26v. © Universitätsbibliothek Heildelberg 2004. 
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Moreover, one may easily put together the very same conclusion 
regarding the miniatures of the manuscript, for they too seem to be badly 
arranged and they constantly invade the lower register of the folios. The 
portrayed characters are shifting shape and size from one illustration to another. 
All the images are the work of one painter, who uses nuances of green, red, 
yellow, and blue. However, the illustrations do not seem to have just a 
decorative role. They have a practical one too, since they provide the reader with 
easy mnemonic tricks. Each miniature contains the majuscule of the 
correspondent fragment of the law, and their repetition in the image helps the 
user to associate the illustration with the corresponding text. This mnemonic 
device must have been very useful, for Eike von Repgow’s discourse is not an 
erudite one, and his rudimentary language has probably puzzled its readers from 
time to time. Besides, the images seem to take precedence over the text, for they 
do a lot of ideological work on their own, reflecting and establishing a series of 
behaviours concerning gender, class, and ethnicity, also reassuring users about 
the reliability of the book. For example, to the right side of a lot of depictions 
sits a judge, most often handling a sword, who lends the text his own authority6. 
 

 
 

Fig. 3. - The miniature. Dresdener Sachsenspiegel fol. 52v, regg. d, e. © Digitale Bibliothek der SLUB 2005. 

 
On each illustrated page, the miniature comprises four or five superposed 

rows of images separated by thin lines (usually one in each row, but sometimes 
also more, especially in the lower part of the folios). The main characteristic of 
these representations is their didactic and explicit character, attention being paid 

                                                
6 Women’s Bodies, Women’s Property… 1999, passim. 
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to the clarity of the image. First, there are the already mentioned marks which 
connect images and texts. Then, the image is condensed and its meaning is 
enhanced through several means:  the depiction of objects to indicate past or 
future events (sword piercing people’s throats as a possible sign of ius gladii), 
the reiteration of characters in an unchanged pattern for their easier recognition 
along the narrative, the use of dress and various accessories as attributes of 
people, the depiction of indicators for space (architecture and furniture for 
interiors; plants and buildings for exteriors), time (cosmic elements) and 
quantities (written down in roman numbers or through the thorough depiction of 
the number of objects involved). One of the most striking features is the role 
played by gestures. The main key of interpretation of the images might lay in the 
study of medieval gesture codes. 
 

 
 

Fig. 4. - Image context. Dresdener Sachsenspiegel fol. 52v. © Digitale Bibliothek der SLUB 2005. 
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* * * 
One should also remember that until the Carolingian wars the Saxon 

society was a simple one, and that it did not use writing, thus appealing to 
customary law. This flexible system constantly adapted to social needs, but – as 
soon as it acquired written form – it was no longer customary. Nevertheless, in 
certain cases, the earliest issues of written law trace some survivals of customary 
law before they were completely abandoned.7 Such is the case of the 
Sachsenspiegel, which has been preserved in only four (of the original seven) 
fourteen-century illustrated manuscripts. 
 

 
 

Fig. 5. - Image context in the Heidelberger Sachsenspiegel. The foll. 25v, 26r, 26v, 27r, 27v, 28r. 
© Universitätsbibliothek Heildelberg 2004. 

 

These are named after their present locations: Heidelberg (dated c. 1300), 
which we have already briefly described, Oldenburg (dated 1336)8, Dresden 
                                                
7 Ausenda 2003, p. 113-114. 
8 Oldenburg Sachsenspiegel, Oldenburg State Library, MS. CIM I 410. Facsimile editions of the 
text: Schmidt-Wiegand 1995. 
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(dated 1295-1363?)9, and Wolfenbüttel (dated 1348-1371?)10. The text of the 
Sachsenspiegel is believed to have been compiled during 1220-1235 by the 
Saxon administrator Eike von Repgow (c. 1185-c. 1235) at the request of Graf 
Hoyer von Falkenstein, his lord, in order to document and thus stabilize what has 
been an oral tradition prior to the thirteenth century. The text recorded Saxon 
laws and has been used until the Modern Era, also serving as a model for other 
law books like the Augsburger Sachsenspiegel, the Deutschenspiegel, and the 
Schwabenspiegel. 
 
 

 
 

Fig. 6. - Image context in the Dresdener Sachsenspiegel. Foll. 51v, 52r, 52v, 53r, 53v, 54r. 
© Digitale Bibliothek der SLUB 2005. 

 
                                                
9 Dresdener Sachsenspiegel, MS. Dresd. M. 32; Facsimile edition of the text: Amira (von) 1902; 
or see the online electronic facsimile at DBSLUB. 
10 Wolfenbüttel Sachsenspiegel, Herzog August Library, MS. Cod. Guelf. 3.1 Aug. 2o. Facsimile 
edition of the text: Schmidt-Wiegand 1993; or see the online electronic facsimile at Sachsenspiegel 
Online 2004. 
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Apparently, there have been Latin editions of it, uncertain proofs of a 
probable earlier Latin text written down by the same Eike von Repgow, but only 
fragments remain and no clear parenthood can be drawn. Furthermore, one may 
never be sure of the whereabouts of the original compilation. Some put forward 
that it must have been written at Burg Falkenstein (Germany, district Aschersleben-
Staßfurt), but others have recently suggested that it may have been written at the 
monastery of Altzella (Germany, Saxony, near Nossen)11. Its influence extended 
to Eastern Europe, the Netherlands, and the Baltic States, and it has been 
translated into Latin, Dutch, Polish, Czech, and Russian12. 

The Sachsenspiegel is divided into two major parts, one concerned with 
laws regarding the management of fiefs – the Lehnrecht (feudal law), determining 
the relationship between the different estates, the election of emperors and kings, 
and feudal rights; while the other – the Landrecht (common law or regional 
law), pertains to the “free people” or “legal persons”, among whom one should 
also count the farmers. Thus, the Landrecht contains important regulations 
concerning property rights, inheritance, matrimonies, the distribution of goods 
and the regulation of various legal disputes. It also refers to criminal law and the 
constitution of the courts. In terms of modern legal systems it can be thought of 
as including criminal and civil law altogether. Landrecht is also concerned with 
the space occupied by the landowning lord and the landworking peasant. 
 

*** 
In the case of the Heidelberg manuscript, the Lehnrecht begins with folio 

1 recto, followed at folio 7 recto by the Landrecht, and at the end, on the folio 30 
verso, one may find a short text entitled Von der Herren Geburt (“About the 
Nativity of the Lord”). Thus, our miniature belongs to the Landrecht category of 
the common or regional law. The passage related to the described miniature has 
been omitted in the Wolfenbüttel manuscript13. Still, it survives in the Dresden 
one14, where one may read: 
 

III 79 § 1. Swar gebure en nie dorp besettet van wilder wortelen, den 
mach des dorpes herre wol geven ervetinsrecht an deme gude, al ne sin 
se to deme gude nicht geboren. Nen recht ne mach he aver ene geven, 
noch se selven kesen, dar se des landes richtere sin recht mede krenken 
oder sin gewedde mede minneren oder meren mogen. III 79 § 2. Nen 
utwendich man n’is ok plichtich in deme dorpe to antwardene na erme 
sunderlekeme dorprechte, mer na gemeneme lantrechte, he ne klage 

                                                
11 Landau 2005, p. 73-101. 
12 Women’s Bodies, Women’s Property … 1999, passim. 
13 The gap concerns the folios 55v and 56r; Sachsenspiegel Online 2004. 
14 Folios 52v and 53r; DBSLUB. 
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dar op erve oder umme scult. III 79 § 3. Swar de man klaget, dar mut 
he antwarden, of men op ene klaget, ane to kampe wart.15 

 
“80. When peasants clear land of wild roots [and lay out] a village, the 
lord of the village may give them the right of inheritance even though 
they were not born to it. However, he may not give them a privilege, 
nor may they themselves establish a privilege that would restrict the 
right of the territorial judge or enable them to reduce or increase his 
court fine. No outsider is required to answer in the village according to 
the particular laws of that village, but he must answer according to the 
general law of the territory unless he brings a suit to claim inheritance 
of land or property or a debt. The place where a person brings a 
complaint is the place where he must also respond to complaints when 
they are brought against him except for a trial by combat.”16 

 
Briefly commenting on the passage, Dobozy thinks the fragment belongs 

to an earlier section (III, 21), and says that “This passage appears to have 
nothing to do with feudal law and may be a novella inadvertently added here 
because novellas were often inserted between”17. 

Considering the data contained in the text, the document might be the 
right of inheritance given to the peasants by the lord of the village. Although it is 
clearly distinguished from a privilege, this document is the reward for the 
peasants who work in laying out the new village. The gestures of the characters 
in the miniature clearly indicate how the document is offered and received, along 
with other instructions. In the miniature below, the one in register e of the 
aforesaid folio, the same document appears between the straw-hat leader and the 
villagers. The scene takes place in front of an impressive building with a tower, 
which clearly resembles a church. The discussion is vivid, as all the characters 
gesticulate in one way or another. Only one man, on the left, crosses his arms 
across his chest, turning away from the discussion. He could be the outsider 
mentioned in the text. 

As for the text proper of the diploma, one may only read, in the 
Heidelberg manuscript, the first two words: ego do, followed by a series of 
letters hard to examine from a palaeographical point of view. No comparison can 
be drawn out of the correspondent scene in the Dresden Sachsenspiegel, for, 
even though the iconographical pattern is identical, on this particular folio the 
drawings are badly preserved. 

                                                
15 Eckhardt 1973, p. 262. 
16 Dobozy 1999, p. 137. 
17 Dobozy 1999, p. 243, n. 123; Dobozy cites Kroeschell 1986, p. 4. 
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As for the aspect of the written document, it is the arrow that poses 
interpretative problems. When the manuscript represents documents with seals, 
like on the Heidelberger Sachsenspiegel folios 17r and 22v, the identification of 
its component parts is clear. The figurative seal hangs on a thread connected to 
the parchment leaf. But on the right of inheritance document the arrow does not 
look like a seal. One should remember that seals have a certain number of forms, 
among which one may find two frequent ones: the round seal (most common of 
all) and the sigillum cornutum, biscornutum or oblongum (the Gothic seal, with 
an ogive shape), which appears mostly starting with the XIIth century. In state 
matters, the emperor, king, bishop or the lord used a round type of seal, while 
the cornutum one was largely used for private matters.18 The seals represented 
throughout the Dresden and Heidelberg manuscripts of the Sachsenspiegel are 
round ones, thus pertaining to state matters, or official ones. Could the 
problematic arrow shape be a sigillum cornutum? One may never envisage such 
a conclusion, for the form of the arrow does not resemble the mandorla type of 
the Gothic seals, and the Gothic seals proper were not used for state or official 
matters, such as the case of the Heidelberg manuscript scene appears to be. 
 

 
 

Fig. 7. - Heidelberger Sachsenspiegel seal depictions: fol. 17r, regg. d, e; fol. 22v, reg. b. 
© Universitätsbibliothek Heildelberg 2004. 

 

One hypothesis could be that, since the arrow shape points downwards, it 
could indicate that the writing refers to the land underneath. But, nowhere on the 
other pages do arrows feature in anyway, indications being transmitted mostly 
by gestures. On the Dresden manuscript, in the illustration of the same scene, the 
                                                
18 Fabre 2001, p. 104-106. 
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sigillum is slightly different in shape, more rounded, and resembling the shape of 
various shields depicted in the same manuscript. Paying attention to this detail, 
the shields of the Heidelberg manuscript have also been analyzed, but the 
comparison between them and the arrow shape seal of the concerned folio did 
not lead to the identification of its triangular shape. Nonetheless, when looking 
for similar seal patterns, one may notice that such shield-type seals appear 
particularly in German areas, in Flanders, in the county of Artois, in Spain and in 
southern France.19 Still, these seals are used for private matters, not for official 
ones, and the triangular shape of the Heidelberg manuscript may be regarded 
only as a misinterpretation of an original lost manuscript, copied by the 
Heidelberg scribe, which is attested by the shield shape of the seal in the 
Dresden manuscript. 
 

 
 

Fig. 8. - Shield depictions: Dresdener Sachsenspiegel fol. 48r; Heidelberger Sachsenspiegel fol. 22r. 
© Digitale Bibliothek der SLUB 2005; © Universitätsbibliothek Heildelberg 2004. 

 

Still, one should also remember that in the same scene appears a crowned 
character; the recurrent man in green. His frequency in the Heidelberger 
Sachsenspiegel is overwhelming. We have counted no less than 28 pages out of 
60 containing depictions of him !20 Nonetheless, in the correspondent scene in 

                                                
19 Pastoureau 1981, p. 37. 
20 Folios 1v (all registers); 2r, register e; 2v, regg. a, b, c, d, e; 3r, regg. a, b, c, d, e; 3v, regg. a, b; 
4r, regg. b, c, d; 4v, regg. a, b, c; 5r, regg. c, d; 5v, regg. a, c, d; 6r, regg. c, d; 6v, regg. a, b; 7r, 
reg. e; 9r, reg. c; 9v, regg. b, c, d; 12r, regg. d, e; 12v, regg. a, b; 13v, regg. a, b; 16v, regg. c, d, e; 
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the Dresden manuscript, he is still depicted in green but without his crown. As 
mentioned above, no such scene exists in the Wolfenbüttel manuscript. The 
green character, the one appearing throughout the manuscript in very different 
contexts, could in fact not be a specific person, but a general representation of 
authority. He could be at times a count or just the unknown lord of the village. 
He always wears a headband surmounted by three crosses, different in aspect 
from the other crowns or diadems depicted in the manuscript (folio 1v). 
Sometimes he wears other headpieces as well (4r, reg. h; 4v, reg. a; 5v, etc.), of 
very different shapes. The combination of these with the headband is physically 
improbable. Even when it appears alone, the band with crosses is depicted in 
strange tilted positions, (9v, reg. a). All this seems to indicate that the band is not 
in fact a physical object but an indication of rank and an attribute meant to 
increase comprehension. On the other hand, other characters along the 
manuscript wear similar headbands, like on folio 22v, where two of them are 
dressed in green, while another is in red, and a last one in yellow. This 
observation confirms that the headband with crosses is a general symbol of 
higher status, in accordance to the coded nature of the illustrations. 

When comparing the infrequent depictions of straw-hat characters in the 
Heidelberg manuscript21 with the hat-wearers depicted in the Dresden 
Sachsenspiegel, one may arrive at a puzzling turning point, for the Dresden 
manuscript contains a lot of hat representations, and even few of the helmets 
depicted in it22 resemble the hat in the Heidelberger Sachsenspiegel folio 26v. 
One should take into consideration that, beside the hat-like helmets, the hats 
proper can be divided into two distinct categories. The first one, to be found in a 
slightly different form in the Heidelberg manuscript,23 is that of the pointy hat, 
whose end looks very much like the end of a hood.24 Nonetheless, the pointy-hat 
characters frequently interact with kings, queens, knights, and even with high 
ecclesiastic characters. They do not seem to belong to the same category as the 
peasant-like ones wearing straw hats. Moreover, one should remember that the 
XIII th century German lands give evidence of large-scale social alterations, for 
the reason that the knights are not just milites; they are either Edelfreien (the 
equivalent of the Latin nobiles) or the ministeriales25. 
                                                                                                                    
19r, reg. d; 19v, reg. e; 21r, regg. b, c, e; 22v, regg. b, c; 23v, reg. d; 25r, reg. b; 25v, reg. e; 26r, 
regg. b, c, e; 26v, regg. c, d; 27r, reg. e; 27v, reg. e; 28r, regg. a, b, d. 
21 Folios 23r, reg. 4; 26v, regg. 4, 5; 28r, reg. 6(?); 28v, reg. 2. 
22 Dresdener Sachsenspiegel at DBSLUB, folios 23r, reg. 2; 52v, reg. 3, etc.. 
23 For comparison between pointy-hats and straw-hats in the two manuscripts see first the pointy-
hat depiction in the Heidelberger Sachsenspiegel folio 23r, register two. It is followed in the fourth 
register of the very same folio by a straw-hat depiction. 
24 Dresdener Sachsenspiegel at DBSLUB, folios 17v, regg. 2, 3, 4; 22v, reg. 6; 36v, reg. 5; 43r, 
reg. 2; 46v, reg. 6; 49r, regg. 2, 3; 50r, reg. 4; 56r, reg. 1; 91r, reg. 4. 
25 Parisse 1994, pp. 108-121. 
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Fig. 9. - The “invested person“, the “local judge“, and the “village headman”; 
Dresdener Sachsenspiegel fol. 49r. © Digitale Bibliothek der SLUB 2005. 

 

Eike von Repgow himself is forced to mention that he cannot speak of the 
ministeriales in his Landrecht, for they obeyed different laws in every court, the 
sunderlik recht26. Our pointy-hat or straw-hat characters could belong to such a 

                                                
26 Parisse 1994, p. 113-114. 
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social category, and they could be less easily comprehensible. In order to see 
what each type of hat-wearers refers to, one should look for a scene or at least 
for a folio depicting them altogether. Unfortunately, there is no such scene, 
neither in the Heidelberg manuscript, nor in the Dresden manuscript, nor in the 
Wolfenbüttel one. Only the Dresden manuscript folio 49r depicts the two hat 
types together; still, they belong to different registers, for the pointy-hat 
character is depicted in registers b and c, while the straw-hat fellow appears in 
register d. In order to understand the differences between the two, one should 
refer to the text illustrated by the miniatures. For example, the third register 
depicts two couples involved in paying and receiving fines. The first couple 
comprises a no-status character and an elegantly dressed one. The second couple 
consists of a pointy-hat character and another no-status one. The text referring to 
the two couples reads: 

 
“The invested [person] without the king’s judicial authority receives 
three shillings at most in court fines. The local judge receives six pence, 
or one shilling, or according to the determination of the peasants.”27 

 
Out of the second and third registers, corroborated with another one in the 

precedent folio28, one should arrive at the conclusion that the pointy-hat 
character is either an advocate (Vogt)29, or a local judge (Gougreve)30. The 
suitability of this conclusion is testified by comparison with other pointy-hat 
depictions in the Dresden manuscript. As for the second scene of the fourth 
register, the one depicting a straw-hat fellow, the text illustrated by it reads:  

 
“The village headman may charge six pence as a court fine and 
occasionally three shillings for a sentence of corporal punishment. This 
sum goes to the village peasants’ fund for drinks.”31 

 
When comparing this text with the other texts referring to other straw-hat 

characters, one may find that the title of the character does not change32. Thus, 

                                                
27 Dobozy 1999, p. 133. 
28 The sixth (last) register of the folio 48v depicts two couples; the second couple comprises two 
pointy-hat characters, of the same status, one holding the hands of the other. The text reads: “If a 
count invests someone with part of his country, or an advocate a portion of his advocacy, that 
action is unlawful.”; Dobozy 1999, p. 133. 
29 The Vogt was a secular judge and magistrate for an ecclesiastical foundation, a monastery, or a 
bishopric. He presided over a superior court; Dobozy 1999, p. 181. 
30 The Gougreve was the judge elected locally by three villages. His election was temporary or for 
shorter tenures. One may never be sure whether he was invested with the king’s jurisdiction or not; 
Dobozy 1999, p. 192. 
31 Dobozy 1999, p. 133. 
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our straw-hat fellow should be identified with the village headman (Burmester, 
Burmeister), the primary administrative official in the village, the one representing 
it in important legal and administrative affairs, including its relations with the 
outside world, who conducted the village commune, and who took decisions in 
accordance with the majority of the local peasants in a village council.33 The 
straw-hat character is the peasant in chief ! 

As for our miniature’s analysis, one ought to consider that the Heidelberger 
Sachsenspiegel, in as much as its Dresden counterpart, presents the straw-hat 
Burmester attended by a few no-status characters, which should be interpreted as 
commoners or peasants. 
 

 
 

Fig. 10. - Heidelberger Sachsenspiegel church depictions: fol. 1v, reg. b; fol. 6r, reg. d; fol. 11r, reg. d; fol. 
21v, reg. b. © Universitätsbibliothek Heildelberg 2004. 

                                                                                                                    
32 Take for example the second register in the folio 54v of the Dresden manuscript. One may see 
that it depicts two different communities, involved in paying a fine, and represented in their 
quarrel by two village headmen wearing straw-hats. The text reads: “One peasant community 
indemnifies another in the same way with three shillings and payment of damages when someone 
brings a complaint against them to the community according to law”; Also take the first and 
second registers of the folio 90v, where one may see a king holding the hands of a straw-hat 
fellow. The next scene depicts the same situation, in a mirror image, but also depicting a young 
no-status character. The second register depicts the same characters, and a fourth one, 
contradicting the claims of the young character. The text reads: “A fief granted to the office of 
village headman is inherited by the son even though he lacks knightly status and renews it with a 
succeeding lord.”; Dobozy 1999, p. 139. 
33 Dobozy 1999, p. 200. 
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But what can we draw out of the comparison between the straightforward 
church representation in the Heidelberg manuscript’s folio 26v and the buildings-
within-a-palisade depiction in the Dresden manuscript’s folio 52v? They 
illustrate the same scene unquestionably, the iconographical pattern does not 
vary to a large extent, but should we consider, due to the absence or presence of 
a palisade, that it may be the symbolic depiction of a village or of a town? How 
can we make any physical or iconographical distinction between a town and a 
village? Does every agglomeration become a town once it goes beyond the 
status of a village? And where may one find this border between the rural and 
the urban areas? Many works have been written concerning this dilemma, but no 
clear conclusion could be reached, for the available documentation does not 
allow any general conclusions. Apparently, one of the major trends in creating 
new medieval towns has been generated by the existence of a local market, 
where one could buy and sell various goods34. In the newly acquired or newly 
settled German areas to the east of the Oder, there were 10 villages for each 
town, a figure which supports the claim that the XIII th century urban communities 
depended largely on the surrounding agricultural lands and on the rural 
communities working them. Furthermore, one should note that, even if the XIIIth 
century German urbanisation process covers the western lands of the Empire 
with a dense net of urban communities, these are usually the alteration, extension 
or enlargement of older settlements; the new towns appear mostly to the east, 
leaving thus a disproportion between the numbers of townsfolk in western and 
eastern areas. Eastern towns are smaller, and their emergence or growth follows 
the interests of the colonisers, not that of the colonists proper35. Due to the small 
size of the communities depicted in the Dresden and Heidelberg manuscripts and 
due to an equivalent smallness of the German urban communities of the East, 
should one conclude that these depictions illustrate a town or a village? 

The text related to the Sachsenspiegel miniature does not specify the 
existence of such a place. Nowhere in it may one find any reference to a church 
or to a town. The only conclusion we may draw is based upon the etymology of 
the word burmester, but, when analyzing its first component, the burg, one will 
arrive to the same puzzling crossroads: is this burg a town? Is it a village? In 
accord with the depiction of the burmester as a straw-hat wearer, one may imply 
that the church is the centre of a rural community, but is the burmester proper a 
rural character? Moreover, when taking a closer look to the correspondent 
miniatures of the Heidelberg and Dresden manuscripts, one may see that there is 
only one church, and the additional palisade in the Dresden manuscript does not 
sustain the existence of any marketplace either. 

                                                
34 Dutour 2003, p. 140-144. 
35 Monnet 2004, p. 22-25. 
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The iconography of the corresponding scenes depicting the discussion of 
the villagers with their burmester is ambiguous. In the Heidelberg manuscript 
they are talking in front of the church (represented almost like that on folio 21v), 
with the burmester assuming the leading position (sitting on a stool while the 
others are standing). In the Dresden manuscript the scene takes place in front of 
a group of buildings enclosed by a palisade: a three-stories tower, a house, a 
building with a desk inside and two high open balconies. In both cases, the 
people are in no relation with the buildings (as they appear in other illustrations, 
inside, entering or exiting open doors). It might be the case they are just 
referring to the dwellings or the law discussed concerns the habitations. 

Further consideration could be made concerning the depicted buildings. In 
the Heidelberg manuscript the illuminator has represented a church with high 
tower and an entrance on the south. Although it is not surmounted by an obvious 
cross as the one or two-tower churches on other folios (1v, 6r, 11r, 21v), the apse 
of the church ends with a cruciform globe. This church is not enclosed (like that 
on folios 6r and 21v) and it only has one tower. According to these indications, it 
might be considered as a rural cult place. In the Dresdner manuscript, in the 
corresponding scene on folio 52r, there is no church depicted. The superior skill 
of the illuminator contributes to a more perspective-suggestive drawing, but 
none of the buildings from inside the wooden palisade can be identified as a 
church. Why does this different illustration of the passage occur? Another 
hypothesis is that it was left for the illuminator to decide on how to represent 
“the place” mentioned in the text: “The place where a person brings a complaint 
is the place where he must also respond to complaints”. So the buildings might 
not stand for the village or parts of it, but for the place where outsiders respond 
to complaints. As for the walls depicted in the Dresden manuscript miniature, 
they have numerous counterparts.36 Still, these “walls” belong to two different 
iconographical patterns: the wooden wall (or the palisade) and the stone/brick 
one. While the first one belongs to a rural context, for it is frequently depicted 
next to rural life scenes (geese, cows, horses, wild animals, peasants working the 
land, etc.), the second one pertains to the town representations. Such a conclusion 
can be drawn by comparison with various church depictions in the same manuscript. 

In the end, one should conclude that both the Dresdener and Heidelber 
Sachsenspiegel miniatures depict the foundation of a Saxon village, and that this 
village lies under the authority of a village headman and of a village counsel, 
who received the right to settle, dwell and erect buildings from a lord, via a 
document bearing a shield type seal. This community is autonomous, for it has 
its own rights. It has been created into the wilderness, somewhere where no 
other German did ever boldly go before. 
                                                
36 See the Dresdener Sachsenspiegel fol. 6r, reg. d; fol. 11v, reg. e; fol. 12r, regg. a, c, d, e; fol. 
12v, regg. a, b, c; fol. 13v, reg. e; fol. 18r, reg. b; fol. 19r, reg. f; fol. 21v, regg. b, c; fol. 23v, regg. 
a, b, c, d, e; fol. 26r, regg. c, d. 
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Fig. 11. - Dresdener Sachsenspiegel church depictions: fol. 30r, reg. a; fol. 35r, reg. d; fol. 47r, reg. b; 
fol. 77r, reg. d. © Digitale Bibliothek der SLUB 2005. 

 

* * * 
Could this depiction present us with the hospites of Transylvania? Yes, it 

could ! All the details we have already analyzed have close counterparts in the 
data available to us concerning the Transylvanian Saxons. Nonetheless, one 
should also bear in mind that such representations may not only refer to the 
them, but also to the entire German Ostsiedlung (“Settlement in the East”), because 
the thirteenth century, at the very end of which one should date the Heidelberg 
and Dresden manuscripts of the Sachsenspiegel, was a period of large-scale 
German immigration. In Bohemia, for example, the Germans populated both towns 
and mining districts at the border (1240-1250), and moved even to southern Moravia 
(1230). Such immigration has been encouraged by the Premyslid kings, and the 
Germans brought their Ius Teutonicorum, the basis of the later commercial law 
of Bohemia and Moravia. A similar German colonization took place during the 
first half of the XIIIth century in Silesia and in Poland, on the lands of various 
Slavic princes. In Poland, Germans settled first of all the lands of Gniezno and 
Poznan, as far as the region embraced by the Warta and Vistula rivers. 

Germans settlements in the Baltic areas emerged in the XIIth century, 
consequent to the “expansion” of the western world carried out by traders and 
missionaries, but an organized German, Flemish, and Dutch migration dates 
from the instauration of the Livonian bishopric (1199) and the reign of margrave 
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Albert II (1205-1220). It led to the complete colonisation of Brandenburg and 
Misnia (c. 1205), Prignitz (1210), the Pomeranian area and Mecklenburg 
(c.1220), Teltow and Barnim (1220-1230). After the foundation of the Livonian 
Order and its blending with the Teutonic one (1236), during and after the 50 
years of the blood-spattered conquest of Prussia, German-speaking merchants 
and craftsmen came to make up the mainstream of the population, since many of 
the natives have been already killed or exiled. However, all Christianized 
Prussians received the same rights as the newcomers and were gradually 
assimilated through Germanization. The German colonists included nobles, 
townsfolk, and peasants. Next, the Teutonic Knights aimed to convert Russia to 
Catholicism, but they cast off this scheme after their defeat at the hands of 
Alexander Nevsky (1242). 

In Sweden, the Germans began to settle in large communities starting with 
the second half of the XIIIth century, being referred to in the Swedish sources as 
Thydiskaer or tyskaer (from 1240 onwards). They are to be held responsible for 
the creation of urban centres and the German immigration waves continued until 
1400. One may find in Sweden even the Teutonic knights and many German 
crusaders, but the social and ethnic integration of these Germans, as much as 
their expansion towards Finland, din not carry out until the second half of the 
XIV th century. One should also bear in mind that German settlements in the 
Swedish area, in Finland, and in the Baltic in general are the outcomes of the 
Hanseatic League trades, and the origin of the colonists should be searched for 
in the duchy of Saxony, or in the Brandenburg Mark, thus leaving the possibility 
that the Saxon colonists in the Heidelberg manuscript depiction were colonists of 
the Northern Baltic area, of Prussia, Poland, Austria, Bohemia, or even of Slovakia37. 

Still, one should remember that the German penetration of the Hungarian 
kingdom has been both an early and a long-distance one. This XIIth century 
precocity constituted a kind of avant-garde of the German Ostsiedlung of the 
next century, and was not a rara avis, for the German immigration to 
Transylvania did not subsequently arrive to a standstill. It continued throughout 
the XIIIth century, encouraged by the Teutonic and Cistercian Orders, and large 
numbers of colonists arrived particularly after the Tartar invasion. One may 
think that in the case on Transylvanian urban evolution, the true beginning has to 
be identified only with the arrival of the Angevine dynasty in Hungary. Previous 
attempts during the times of the Arpads should be reconsidered according to the 
urban and rural disaster triggered by the 1242 Mongol invasion38. Since the 

                                                
37 For the Ostsiedlung, we have consulted various studies. Since the dates presented in the text are 
well known, one should not refer specifically to every detail, but cite only the major works used: 
Parisse 1994, p. 66-69; Higounet 1989, passim, Dollinger 1988, p. 42-51; Maillefer 1999, p. 41-
43, 111-132, 181-221, passim. 
38 Baldescu 2005, p. 29. 
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Transylvanian emigration fits in the first wave of the German eastward settlement, 
one could interpret the Heidelberger Sachsenspiegel folio 26r appealing to a 
collective memory basis, and conclude that the fourth and fifth registers testify 
either the slow advance to the east of the Oder, into Austria, Bohemia, or the 
early stages of the Transylvanian immigration. Still, such an interpretation 
would be unjust, for it would ignore the large German colonist waves directed 
into Prussia. But all these communities did not settle using different social and 
political patterns, because the colonists were Edelfreien, ministeriales or simple 
peasants. This led to a collective settling pattern which did not vary greatly. 
Thus, we believe that, no matter what kind of German immigrants the Heidelberg 
and Dresden manuscripts’ miniaturists pictured in the concerned folios, the data 
visually recorded pertains also to the Transylvanian Saxons. So, whether the 
Heidelberger Sachsenspiegel bears a precise witness of the Transylvanian Saxon 
Hospites or not, its testimony is extremely valuable for the Romanian historiography. 
The purpose of this article has never been that of presenting a thoroughly careful 
analysis of the entire manuscript tradition of the Sachsenspiegel, neither that of 
implying that the scene depicts Transylvanian Saxons. It merely tries to draw the 
attention towards the valuable usage of these images. Archaeologists, historians, 
and art historians ought to compare their data with the data at hand in the 
Sachsenspiegel manuscript tradition. The three manuscripts we have consulted, 
which are entirely available in a free electronic format on the Internet courtesy 
of various German Universities and Research Centres,39 offer not only the two 
images we have analysed in the present article, but also various depictions of 
agricultural scenes, domestic buildings, tools, dress, armament, etc. They 
compose an accurate “mirror” of the Saxon communities in the XIIIth and XIVth 
centuries, for the Sachsenspiegel is, after all, the very “Saxon Mirror”. 
 
 

VLADIMIR AGRIGOROAEI, ANA-MARIA GRUIA 
 
 

O REPREZENTARE DE ÎNCEPUT DE SECOL XIV A SA � ILOR TRANSILV � NENI 
ÎN SACHSENSPIEGEL DE LA HEIDELBERG � I DE LA DRESDEN? 

 
REZUMAT 

 
Pe fol. 26v din Heidelberger Sachsenspiegel (Cod. Pal. germ. 164 al Bibliotecii 

Universit�� ii din Heidelberg) � i pe folio 52v din MS. Dresd. M. 32 (Dresdener Sachsenspiegel) se 
afl�  dou�  miniaturi care reprezint�  dou�  grupuri de scene asem� n� toare, chiar identice. În aceste 
miniaturi poate fi observat un personaj încoronat, care ofer�  o diplom�  unui al personaj, de data 
aceasta îmbr� cat dup�  moda �� r� neasc� , cu o p� l� rie de paie; mai apoi trei al�i �� rani defri� eaz�  un 

                                                
39 Vide supra notes 2, 7, 8, 9. 
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�inut necunoscut � i construiesc schelele unei construc�ii viitoare, pe care o vedem probabil în cea 
de a doua miniatur�  sub forma unei biserici. Lâng�  aceast�  biseric� , acela� i �� ran cu p� l� rie de 
paie, �inând în mân�  aceea� i diplom�  din prima miniatur� , consult�  o adunare s� teasc�  cu privire la 
soarta unui str� in. Dup�  analizarea succint�  a acestor dou�  miniaturi � i dup�  compararea lor cu alte 
miniaturi din acelea� i manuscrise sau cu textul însu� i din Sachsenspiegel, am observat c�  
personajul încoronat este un senior generic, c�  �� ranul cu p� l� rie de paie este c� petenia satului 
(burmester) � i c�  scena ilustreaz�  fenomenul german Ostsiedlung al secolelor XIII-XIV. Scena ar 
reprezenta a�adar nu numai pe coloni� tii germani din �� rile baltice, din Scandinavia, Cehia sau 
Austria, dar � i pe sa� ii hospites din Transylvania. 
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