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THE RESULTS OF THE GEOPHYSICAL SURVEY OF THE 
BETHLEN CASTLE IN CRIȘ (MUREȘ COUNTY)

Ünige BENCZE* – László LENKEY** – Noémi KÓSA*** –  
Kolos NÉMETH**** – Levente László ZÓLYA*****

The article presents the results of the geophysical survey undertaken at the Bethlen castle in Criș (Keresd, 
de. Kreisch, Mureș County, RO), in 2022. The measurements concentrated on two areas located outside of 
today’s fortification walls, on the western and southern side, since these were relatively open spaces. The 
survey revealed a number of unexpected features located all underground, such as several walls, possible 
buildings and at least one corner tower, all parts of an earlier fortification system that had existed before the 
one visible today. Most probably this earlier fortification functioned in the 15th or 16th centuries. Hopefully 
we will have a more exact dating, when the analysis of the finds is over. Furthermore, we discuss the possible 
interpretations and the older and newer archaeological results with the incorporation of the written sources. 
The excavations from the 1970s and the 1990s already revealed several segments of this earlier fortification, 
especially smaller fragments of walls or wall negatives. Also, an important chronological framework for the 
various construction phases of the castle ensemble was elaborated by M. Dumitrache, which is presented 
here in detail as well. During the excavations undertaken by the Mureș County Museum, between 2020–
2022 we have also identified part of this ensemble, namely a southeastern corner tower with its adjoining 
eastern and southern walls. Above this fortification corner several other later establishments and archaeo-
logical features were revealed especially from the 18th and 19th centuries. This fortification does not appear 
mentioned in any of the known written sources so for now it cannot be clearly linked to any of the family 
members. What we know is that this fortification was dismantled latest by the seventeenth century, when 
the construction of the new fortification system began.

Keywords: noble residence, Bethlen family, geophysical survey, archaeology, estate
Cuvinte cheie: reședinţă nobiliară, familia Bethlen, măsurători geofizice, arheologie, proprietate

BENCZE ET AL.

INTRODUCTION

The Bethlen castle located in the village Criș, 
Mureș County, was subject to several special‑
ized studies along the ages, starting from the 
20th century.1 These studies were mainly aimed 
at the art historical and architectural analysis of 

*  Muzeul Judeţean Mureș, RO, bunige@yahoo.com
**  Department of Geophysics and Space Science, Eötvös 
Loránd University, HU, laszlo.lenkey@ttk.elte.hu
***  Department of Geophysics and Space Science, Eötvös 
Loránd University, HU, noemikosa@student.elte.hu
****  Department of Geophysics and Space Science, Eötvös 
Loránd University, HU, kolosnemeth@student.elte.hu
*****  Fundaţia Sfântul Ladislaus, RO, castrumkeresd@
gmail.com

the still-standing buildings, merely two arti‑
cles presented briefly the results of archaeo‑
logical excavations.2 New archaeological and 
historical research began after 2020, when the 
Mureș County Museum resumed archaeologi‑
cal investigations in the framework of a larger, 
still-ongoing restoration project.3 Since then, 

1  See: B.  Nagy 1970; Bicsók–Orbán 2012, 163–169; 
Cosnean Nistor 2021a, 78–97; Kovács 2003; 2009; 
2017, Kovács et al. 2023.
2  Dumitrache 1996, 283–292; Iosipescu–Iosipescu 
1999, 68–79.
3  Bencze–Zólya 2022a, 121–130; Bencze–Zólya 
2022b, 26–34.

mailto:bunige@yahoo.com
mailto:laszlo.lenkey@ttk.elte.hu
mailto:noemikosa@student.elte.hu
mailto:kolosnemeth@student.elte.hu
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several new inquiries were undertaken at the 
request of the St. Francis Foundation, which 
manages the castle, such as geophysical and 
dendrochronological survey as well as a reinter‑
pretation of the older art historic and archaeo‑
logical studies.

In this paper we focus on the results of the 
geophysical survey and their possible inter‑
pretation by incorporating the results of the 

older archaeological excavations, which greatly 
impacted our understanding of the structures 
that had once existed around the castle grounds 
but now are invisible. The geophysical survey 
was undertaken by the Department of Geo‑
physics and Space Science of the Eötvös Lóránd 
University in Budapest between the 26th and 27th 
of March 2022. The surveyed area was located 
outside the castle walls (Fig. 1), to the south and 

Fig. 1. The survey area outside the southern and western castle walls. Green dots: locations 
of magnetic measurements, black crosses: locations of electric measurements.
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to the west, in order to locate possible unknown 
buildings. As outlined in several studies, based 
on the documentary information preserved in 
few charters it is known that in the late 15th and 
early 16th centuries at least three manor houses 
stood on the grounds of today’s castle but their 
exact location in still unknown.4 Additionally, 
the excavations from 2020–2022 also revealed 
a part of an earlier fortification with a corner 
tower, which was unexplored. Thus, in order 
to get an extended perspective on the area two 
types of surveys were commissioned, a mag‑
netic and an electric measurement.

DESCRIPTION OF THE MEASUREMENTS

During the magnetic survey the amplitude 
of the magnetic intensity and its vertical gradi‑
ent were measured with a GEM–19 type Over‑
hauser magnetometer. The measurements were 
taken along sections, which were located paral‑
lel to each other at a 0.5 m distance. The mea‑
suring points were situated at 0.2–0.25 m along 
the sections (green dots on Fig. 1). This type of 
measurement is generally suitable for magne‑
tized materials, such as building materials like 
bricks and tiles. It is sensitive also to the iron 
and steel objects.

The electrical measurements allow the deter‑
mination of the subsurface electrical resistivity, 
also called Earth Resistivity Tomography (ERT). 
The specific resistivity depends on the type of 
material. The resistivity of walls and founda‑
tions built of stone and brick is greater than 
the resistivity of the surrounding soil. During 
the measurements, via two electrodes, inserted 
into the ground, current is passed through the 
soil and the voltage is measured. From the mea‑
sured voltage and the injected current, the spe‑
cific resistivity is calculated. The further apart 
the electrodes are, the greater the depth the cur‑
rent penetrates, thus, the resistivity of greater 
depth can be measured. The survey was con‑
ducted with an ARES type of instrument along 

4  MNL DL 62986, https://archives.hungaricana.hu/
hu/charters/view/265967/?pg=0&bbox=–2503%2C–
5667%2C7734%2C–118. Detailed discussion on the 
sources in: Bencze–Zólya 2022a, 121–130.

sections, where the electrodes were positioned 
in a Wenner-Schlumberger array with electrode 
spacing of 1 m. A total of 40 sections were mea‑
sured with a largely north-south direction situ‑
ated at 2 m distance from each other. For verifi‑
cation, several east-west oriented sections were 
also surveyed. The location of the electrodes can 
be seen on Fig. 1, highlighted with crosses.

DATA PROCESSING

During the processing of magnetic data, 
the high amplitude values (< 200 nT/m) were 
removed. Anomalies with wavelengths greater 
than 5 m were attenuated by filtering. The mag‑
netic gradient values are presented on map 
(Fig. 2).

The specific resistivity along the sections was 
determined using the Res2Dinv program, while 
the resistivity in 3D was determined with the 
Res3Dinv program.5 The specific resistivity pro‑
cessed in 3D was presented on maps at various 
depths.

RESULTS AND INTERPRETATION

The vertical gradient of magnetic intensity 
can be seen on Fig. 2. The magnetic picture is 
very noisy with many magnetic anomalies. 
Most of these are not related to archaeological 
objects, but many of the small-scale anoma‑
lies are caused by contemporary iron or steel 
objects, such as wires, nails, screws etc. Only a 
small part of these can be archaeological arti‑
facts made from iron. The walls of the castle 
were built from sandstone and limestone, which 
are generally non-magnetic materials. Other‑
wise, there should be a strong magnetic anomaly 
close to the walls, which was not the case here. 
The foundation of a kitchen building excavated 
outside the southern wall of the castle is shown 
by faint grey lineaments on Fig. 2. This supports 
the observation that the walls were not built 
from magnetic rock. The walls of the kitchen 
were highlighted with magenta color on Fig. 3 
for easier identification. It is interesting that 

5  Loke et al. 2013; Loke, 2014.

https://archives.hungaricana.hu/hu/charters/view/265967/?pg=0&bbox=-2503%2C-5667%2C7734%2C-118
https://archives.hungaricana.hu/hu/charters/view/265967/?pg=0&bbox=-2503%2C-5667%2C7734%2C-118
https://archives.hungaricana.hu/hu/charters/view/265967/?pg=0&bbox=-2503%2C-5667%2C7734%2C-118
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also on the south side, around the area given by 
coordinates x=110 and y=100 a brick floor of a 
building was found at the depth of 0.5 m (light 
blue square on Figs. 2 and 3), and this floor does 
not appear on the magnetic map. This indicates 
that the magnetization of the bricks used for 
this floor is low. On the southern side of the 
study area two canal outlets are located marked 
by blue squares on Figs. 2 and 3.

Their iron cover and steel–concrete sides 
cause strong magnetic anomalies. Also on the 
southern side, a characteristic banded black–
and–white strong anomaly begins from the 
eastern side of the corner bastion and continues 
towards the south until the center of the ter‑
ritory, where it turns towards east–west. This 
is most probably an iron pipe or a steel cable, 
which branches out. A similar iron pipe or steel 
cable runs along the eastern edge of the mea‑
surement area in north–south direction. These 

utilities were marked with a red line on Fig. 3. 
In the southwestern corner of the study area the 
magnetic anomaly of the utility is not as strong 
as in the other areas, so it is marked only with a 
dashed red line.

On the western side of the study area two 
large magnetic anomalies can be seen, which 
were encircled with green lines on Fig.  3. The 
anomaly marked with continuous line is irregu‑
lar, which indicates that it is caused by several 
smaller-larger iron and steel objects. The shape 
of the northwestern anomaly is linear and 
banded, like the utilities in the southern area, 
so it might be also caused by a buried iron pipe 
(marked with dashed line in Fig. 3). In the loca‑
tion, where earlier research found a section of 
a wall foundation, which starts from the west‑
ern castle wall, and heads towards southwest at 
coordinate y=163, the magnetic map indicates 
an anomaly-oriented east–west. This anomaly 

Fig. 2. Vertical gradient of magnetic intensity. 
Purple line: castle walls, blue square: drain 
outcrop, light blue: archaeological trench.

Fig.  3. The interpretation of the magnetic survey. 
Red line: iron pipe, dashed red line: presumed iron 
pipe, green line: larger iron objects, dashed green 
line: possible iron pipe, orange line: wall section, 
magenta line: excavated kitchen walls, other colors: 
same as on Fig. 2.
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can be attributed to a wall foundation, since 
it can also be seen on the resistivity maps (see 
later). Even though earlier we stated that the 
castle walls were erected from non-magnetic 
rocks, still, it may happen that possible earlier 
castle walls were built from magnetic rock. This 
wall section is marked with an orange line on 
Fig.  3. A possible resolution of the contradic‑
tion according to which the building stones are 
non-magnetic is that a pipe or a steel cable is 
also present at the wall: the magnetic anomaly 
due to these iron objects is visible on the mag‑
netic map, and the high resistivity caused by the 
stones is visible on the resistivity maps.

Apart from this wall section, the magnetic 
map shows no similarity with the resistivity 
maps. Thus, it might be presumed that most 
of the magnetic anomalies are caused by iron 
objects and cannot be linked to archaeological 
features.

The resistivity profiles were first processed 
individually in 2D. By placing the profiles next 

to each other, one can imagine the resistivity in 
3D, but visually it is more satisfying to gener‑
ate maps. 3D processing makes it possible to 
determine the resistivity in given depth inter‑
vals and to create maps. The resistivity in the 
depth intervals of 0–0.5 m, 0.5–1.1 m, 1.1–1.7 m 
and 1.7–2.5 m is shown in Figures 4, 5, 6, and 7, 
respectively.

Usually, the upper 0.5 m is inhomogeneous 
because of the rearrangements of the near 
surface ground layer by former construction 
phases. Therefore, the resistivity is generally 
interpreted at greater depths. On the other hand, 
below 2  m depth the resistivity gets smoother 
due to the measurement technique: deep pen‑
etration occurs at a larger electrode distance, 
thus the resistivity gets averaged out. Therefore, 
at greater depths the resolution of the method 
decreases. In the study area structures with high 
resistivity are not observed below 1.7 m depth 
(Fig.  7) except a high resistivity “patch” at the 
very eastern side of the area. It belongs to a wall 

Fig. 4. Specific electrical resistivity up to 0.5 m 
depth. Black line: resistivity profiles shown 

in Fig. 9, yellow line: steep slopes due to 
excavation, other colors: same as on Fig. 2.

Fig. 5. Specific electrical resistivity in depth interval 
0.5–1.1 m. See color code on Figs. 2 and 4.
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excavated further to the east. The high resistiv‑
ity of this wall section does not extend to the 
study area; thus, we assume that foundations 
and/or walls below 1.7–2 m depth are not pres‑
ent or were quarried out. In the depth interval 
1.1 m–1.7  m (Fig.  6) the same high resistivity 
structures can be seen than in the depth inter‑
val 0.5–1.1  m (Fig.  5), but the later picture is 
more detailed. Thus, we interpreted the resis‑
tivity structure in the depth interval between 
0.5–1.1 m (Fig. 8). The interpretation is cross-
checked by sections, which show the resistivity 
in vertical direction (Fig. 9). On the western side 
of the study area, parallel with today’s castle wall 
at approximately 12–13 m distance an “outer” or 
earlier wall or a fence was spotted. It seems to 
be discontinuous on Figs. 5 and 8, because there 
are only a few east–west sections crossing the 
wall, but it can be identified in all of them. As an 

example, section krx4 shall be presented, where 
the high resistivity wall is clearly visible at 12 m 

Fig. 6. Specific electrical resistivity in depth interval 
1.1–1.7 m. See color code on Figs. 2 and 4.

Fig. 7. Specific electrical resistivity in depth interval 
1.7–2.5 m. See color code on Figs. 2 and 4.

Fig. 8. Interpretation of specific resistivity at 
0.5–1.1 m depth. Thick black line: walls, building 

foundations, dashed black line: presumed 
walls, blue line: drain, magenta line: excavated 

kitchen wall, yellow line: steep slope.
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Fig. 9. 1. Section kerx4, specific electrical resistivity, wall at 12 m; 2. Section kery4, specific electrical resistivity, 
wall at 7 m; 3. Section kery12, specific electrical resistivity, former SW bastion at 16–24 m; 4. Section kery16, 
specific electric resistivity, building foundation between 7–10 m, in 0.5–1.3 m depth; 5. Section kerx9, specific 
electric resistivity, drain at 16–18 m, in 1–1.7 m depth; 6. Section kery31, specific electric resistivity, wall 
between 11–12 m, to a depth of 0.5–2 m.
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(Fig.  9/1). The northern section of the wall is 
located at coordinate y=163 m. This wall section 
is clearly visible between 6–7 m on section kery4 
(Fig. 9/2). At the point, where the northern wall 
joins the castle wall, at its base a wall fragment 
can still be seen. On the northwestern corner 
of the wall an earlier bastion or tower may have 
existed, which is indicated by a higher resistivity 
patch on Figs. 5, 6 and 8. The bastion was proba‑
bly demolished because the high resistivity area 
is small. On the southern side another bastion 
must have stood, to the west from today’s bas‑
tion, encircled with thick black line on Fig.  8. 
It seems that a larger concentration of building 
material remained in this place, fact that is indi‑
cated by the high resistivity part, which could 
be seen in several sections to a relatively great 
depth (e.g. section kery12 on Fig. 9/3).

At the place of the presumed old tower a 
small hill with a large tree exists today. Another 
high resistivity area with irregular shape is 
located to the south from today’s southwestern 
bastion (Fig. 8). This might indicate the remains 
of a building, which was also revealed in the 
archaeological excavations. The kery16 control 
section crossing the anomaly shows high resis‑
tivity at a depth of 0.5–1.3 m (Fig. 9/4). In the 
middle of the southern area a canal continues 
outside the southern castle walls, which comes 
from the small courtyard of the castle, and it 
connects two outlets, turns to a southeastern 
direction and leaves the area. The path of the 
canal can be tracked by the high resistivity band 
on Fig. 8. On the cross-section kerx9 the canal is 
indicated by a high resistivity anomaly between 
16–18 m at a depth of 1–1.7 m (Fig. 9/5).

At the western end of the section the remains 
of a building found south to the southwestern 
bastion can be seen. A wall was identified in the 
archaeological excavations located to the east in 
the southern surveyed area. The wall is still vis‑
ible in section kery31 (Fig. 9/6) but towards the 
west this wall disappears from the sections.

There are other linear features on the resis‑
tivity maps. On the eastern part of the southern 
area a medium-high resistivity anomaly with 
upside-down L shape is present (Figs. 4 and 5). 
It might belong to a corner of a building (Fig. 8). 
An L shape anomaly exists also in the western 
area close to the former tower (Fig. 5). However, 

its shape is less developed, which may suggest 
that it is not a ruined building, but the anomaly 
might have been caused by demolished mate‑
rial from the nearby older tower. Therefore, it 
is indicated as a hypothetical building on the 
interpretation map (Fig. 8).

CONCLUSIONS AND INTERPRETATIONS

To summarize the results, the electrical resis‑
tivity measurements have identified an earlier 
wall to the west from the present-day castle 
wall at a distance of approximately 12 m. This 
wall may have been closed on the north by a 
perpendicular wall section. The debris found 
at the junction of these two walls indicates the 
possible existence of a northwestern corner 
tower, which was destroyed or demolished at a 
certain point in time. Another building or per‑
haps even a corner tower may have existed on 
the southwest from which significant amount of 
building materials remained under the ground. 
Further to the south, from today’s southwest‑
ern corner tower at the distance of 10 m addi‑
tional ruins were again identified at the depth of 
0.5–1.3 m. Since this resistivity anomaly has an 
irregular structure, it may represent the remains 
of a building. In the eastern part of the south‑
ern area, located to the south from the ruins 
of the kitchen, the northern and eastern walls 
and the northeastern corner of a building were 
revealed. Possible walls of a building or debris 
material from a former southwestern tower may 
have also existed in the western area in a north‑
eastern direction from the former tower. Addi‑
tionally, the magnetic measurements revealed 
modern utilities such as pipes and/or cables and 
most likely contemporary iron objects, many of 
which are possibly the remains of the restora‑
tion works from the 1990s or the 1970s.

Concerning the correlation of the geophysi‑
cal measurements with the results of archaeo‑
logical excavations several hypotheses can be 
put forward; however, the precise dating and 
function of these architectural features still 
remains unknown. Although the interpretation 
map seems impressive and filled with possibili‑
ties, archaeology remains the only way to date 
and identify these underground architectural 
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features. Next, we shall briefly look into the 
results of earlier excavations and their interpre‑
tation elaborated and published by M.  Dumi‑
trache, since they supply the first general chron‑
ological framework based on archaeological 
research, from where one can start the inter‑
pretation.6 Where it was possible the archaeo‑
logical interpretation of M.  Dumitrache7 was 
supplemented by data extracted from the writ‑
ten records. It needs to be highlighted that the 
reinterpretation works and analysis of the mate‑
rials are still underway and shall be discussed in 
a separate study in more detail. Here we try to 
provide an insight into the entangled variations 
that we try to navigate.

Looking more closely at the western sur‑
veyed area, outside the western castle walls, at 
least five newly identified architectural features 
emerge on the geophysical maps: two walls and 
three buildings or parts of buildings (see inter‑
pretation map Fig. 8). Earlier excavations in the 
1970s (S10)8 but also in 1998 (C III)9 revealed a 
small part of a wall (Fig. 3), which was slightly 
oriented to the south-southwest and did not 
connect to today’s western wall perpendicularly. 
Most part of the wall was quarried out at some 
point so its extent, exact direction and function 
remains unknown. Other elements were never 
researched archaeologically in this area (since 
reconstruction works on the castle did not reach 
the areas located outside the castle walls), thus it 
remains open whether the buildings or parts of 
buildings were corner towers as parts of a larger 
enclosed fortification or not. One can argue that 
the geophysical results as well as the archaeo‑
logical data complements the presumptions of 
M. Dumitrache, who based on her excavations 

6  Dumitrache 1996, 283–291. 
7  The documentation, more exactly part of the 
documentation of the excavations lead by M. Dumitrache 
are held at the National Heritage Institute in Bucharest. 
A detailed study on these preserved documents, 
from an architectural perspective, can also be read in: 
Cosnean Nistor 2021b, 109–136 (Institutul Naţional de 
Patrimoniu).
8  Excavated in 1974, details extracted from the 
documentation preserved at the archives of the National 
Heritage Institute, file nr.  4125: “Raport preliminar de 
cercetare arheologică: 1974, 1976, 1977”.
9  See Iosipescu–Iosipescu 1999, figs. 24, 25, 26. 

argued for the existence of at least one earlier 
fortification system (if not two).10

However, for a better understanding of the 
history and evolution of this noble residence, 
one must also tackle in detail the earliest physi‑
cal remains and the archaeological material 
found on this territory, which means several fea‑
tures that were already identified by M. Dumi‑
trache as well as also by the latest investigations 
in 2020–2024. In the following, the results of 
the archaeological investigations and the dating 
of the various constructions phases identified 
by M. Dumitrache shall be presented, for now 
using the dating elaborated by M. Dumitrache. 
Additionally, relevant data known from written 
sources will also be presented, when it is impor‑
tant for the discussion or for a better under‑
standing of the events. This detailed overview is 
essential firstly, because in the light of the new‑
est excavations these results need to be recon‑
sidered or at least correlated, secondly because 
in the scholarship the dating of the construction 
phases varies from author to author (e.g. art his‑
torians date the whole castle complex differently 
than archaeologists11 etc.). The earliest archaeo‑
logical features excavated by M.  Dumitrache 
comprise various pits, located inside and outside 
the castle precinct, which contained pottery and 
daub fragments.12 The pottery fragments came 
from cooking vessels made from a coarse paste, 
with flared and rounded rims, decorated with 
a simple embossed rib on the outer surface.13 
M. Dumitrache dated these pits to the 13th and 
14th centuries.14 She also connected another 
pit to this earliest phase, which was identified 
in S4, a section located perpendicular to the 
round tower (east-west orientation). In this pit 
the archeological material was mixed but could 
be dated to the 12th and 15th centuries, with a 
coin found in secondary position, issued by 
King Béla III (1172–1196). Interestingly, the pit 
contained a high number of pottery fragments 
none of which was enameled (cooking jars, jugs, 

10  Dumitrache 1996, fig. 4.
11  For differences see the works of András Kovács, Liana 
Tugearu or Letiţia Cosnean Nistor.
12  Dumitrache 1996, 285.
13  Dumitrache 1996, 286.
14  Dumitrache 1996, 286.
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small mugs, lids) and stove tiles, which enabled 
the presumption of the existence of an earlier 
building, which was demolished before the 
erection of the round tower. This construction 
could have been located on the western part or 
south–northwestern part of the castle precinct, 
also conditioned by the configuration of the ter‑
rain.15 Also, a ditch was revealed, to the west 
from the round tower and central palace build‑
ing, in the small courtyard (in S13 and S24).16 
However, the level from which it was dug could 
not be identified due to later landscaping works, 
which destroyed the upper layers. The preserved 
maximum depth of the funnel-shaped ditch was 
–2,20 m with a 2,60 m upper part and a 0,50 m 
lower part, in the bottom lined with carbon‑
ized wooden planks.17 The fill of the ditch did 
not contain any traces of construction materi‑
als (such as stone or bricks) or mortar, the lack 
of which suggested its use before the erection 
of the rectangular central palace or any other 
building constructed from these materials, 
M. Dumitrache dated the ditch to the 12th cen‑
tury.18 During the archaeological works con‑
ducted in 2020–2021 another larger pit was 
excavated (overlapped by walls of the newly 
identified corner tower), which yielded pottery 
dated to the 11th and 13th centuries with charac‑
teristic shapes and decorations (decorations of 
incised waves, simple lines, cauldrons etc.). All 
these scattered features suggest the existence of 
a rural settlement in this area, which most prob‑
ably functioned before the Bethlen family raised 
their residences and enclosed them. Thus, based 
on all these features a large chronological spam 
can be highlighted, where the first traces of hab‑
itation of the area appeared, which falls largely 
between the eleventh and fourteenth centu‑
ries. Now, if one confronts these archaeologi‑
cal results with the scarce written sources that 
are available until the 14th century not much is 
revealed. The very first mentioning of the settle‑
ment Criș comes only from 1305 from a divi‑
sion of an inheritance, where Apa’s (1285–1270) 

15  Dumitrache 1996, 286.
16  Dumitrache 1996, 285 and fig. 4.
17  Dumitrache 1996, 285.
18  Dumitrache 1996, 285.

three sons divided their fathers’ possessions.19 
According to this division Gregorius (1282–
1325) received Criș but soon, after his death in 
1325, the estate passed on to his brother Jacobus 
(1282–1329).

Parts of probably the earliest noble residence 
on this hill were identified already in the 1970s, 
concentrated especially on the northern and 
western parts of today’s castle grounds. Inside 
the castle chapel M.  Dumitrache revealed the 
remains of a house pit (possibly a semi-sunken 
daub-and-wattle house) from the 13th–15th cen‑
turies over which the foundation of a wall was 
built.20 In the area of the gate, also two earlier 
structures (possibly two gate towers) were exca‑
vated just as a further wall foundation in the 
octagonal tower.21 Yet, these small, uncovered 
parts do not offer a clear, reconstructable pic‑
ture of the first structures that had existed here. 
M.  Dumitrache dated these constructions to 
the second half of the 14th until the middle of 
the 15th century but it is not clear whether these 
were all constructed and used in the same time 
or not.22 The first written information of an 
existing manor house comes only from 1435.23 
On this occasion a division of properties took 
place between the three sons (Nicolaus, Gre‑
gorius and Antal) of Johannes Bethlen (1397–
1427),24 when Antal (1414–1472) received his 
own manor house with the fishponds in Criș. 
Actually, this information could correlate with 
the archaeological traces identified by M. Dumi‑
trache however, the identification and associa‑
tion of the written data and the archaeological 
remains is not that easy.

A second phase of constructions was linked 
to the erection of the central palace and the 
round tower, which was generally attributed to 
Marc Bethlen (1443–1473), yet now we know 
that the round tower (also known as old tower) 
was actually built later.25 Based on the archaeo‑
logical stratigraphy of the area M. Dumitrache 

19  Bencze–Zólya 2022, 121.
20  Dumitrache 1996, 286.
21  Dumitrache 1996, 286.
22  Dumitrache 1996, 286.
23  MNL DL 36554.
24  Descendent of Jacobus, mentioned earlier.
25  Dumitrache 1996, 287.
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pointed out that the foundations of the round 
tower cut through layers dated to the 12th and 
15th centuries.26 She observed that before the 
construction of the tower the terrain was lev‑
eled and in this leveling layer a high number of 
pot tiles and decorative discs were found, which 
probably came from an earlier building that was 
demolished. Initially, the tower had only three 
floors, and its basement or ground floor was 
equipped with loopholes, the traces of which, 
due to the numerous later interventions, can‑
not be seen anymore. Also, the basement walls 
of the rectangular central palace were subjected 
to analysis,27 which revealed that on the ground 
floor, on the eastern wall two loopholes exist‑
ed.28 M.  Dumitrache argued that the now-vis‑
ible ventilation windows on the northern and 
western walls of the basement could have also 
been loopholes. Besides these, several traces 
of wooden beams (0.30–0.35  m) were found, 
when the fill of the vaults now covering the 
basement were removed in order to consolidate 
these. The hand-carved ends of the beams were 
well-preserved indicating that the beams and 
the wooden floor they sustained did not per‑
ish in a fire or were damaged by time but were 
dismantled, when the basement was vaulted.29 
M.  Dumitrache hypothesized that maybe in 
this phase the residence was already enclosed 
and perhaps the two uncovered gate towers 
were part of this walled precinct.30 Later, around 
the year 1500 or in the first half of the 16th cen‑
tury (before the works of Georgius Bethlen) an 
irregular-shaped walled precinct was erected, 
to which the octagonal tower and parts of the 
northern end of the castle linked.31 Additional 
foundations that belonged to this enclosure wall 
were identified on the outside of the eastern for‑
tification wall and in the south-eastern corner 

26  Dumitrache 1996, 287.
27  Dumitrache 1996, 287.
28  However, the study was not published nor could it be 
consulted for further details, only Dumitrache mentions 
it.
29  Dumitrache 1996, 287.
30  Dumitrache 1996, 288.
31  Dumitrache 1996, 286. It must be mentioned that the 
dating of the octagonal tower is not uniform, art historians 
date the tower to a much later date, see: Kovács et al. 
2023, 103–104. 

of the building complex. M. Dumitrache dated 
these constructions to the time of Alexius Beth‑
len (1474–1549).32 From this period, a charter 
from 148233 recorded an agreement between 
the sons of the late Marc Bethlen, Nicholaus 
(1465–1528) and Eustachius (1454–1472) con‑
cerning the houses they inherited from their 
father in Beclean and Criș. According to this 
agreement, Nicholaus gave half of his house and 
noble manor to his brother Eustachius, who in 
exchange gave to his brother half of his house in 
Beclean. Thus, we know for sure that the manor 
house of Marc already existed in Criș and had 
two owners. Additional information about for‑
tifications were not mentioned.34 After the death 
of Eustachius, his brother Bernat (1463–1494) 
inherited the old house in Criș. The accounts 
of Cluj-Mănăștur from 1493 recorded that Ber‑
nat sold the majority of his possessions or parts 
of possessions to his brother Nicholaus.35 Few 
years later, an unpublished source from 1509,36 
a witness account, offers a momentary glimpse 
into a possibly larger issue, about which not 
much is known but gives valuable insight into 
the family’s life in Criș. According to the docu‑
ment, a trial was between Nicholaus Bethlen 
and the sons of Gregorius Bethlen, Blasius and 
Johannes. The witnesses were meant to describe 
the situation of the existing manor houses in 
Criș. Gaspar de Hossywthelke said that when he 
was court judge (judge servant), 25 years earlier 
(around 1484?), he knew only two noble resi‑
dences in Criș, one belonged to Marc and the 
other to Gregorius, situated opposite the parish 
church. Michael de Almad testified that when 
Nicholaus Bethlen divided the inheritance with 
his brothers the old house was given to Bernat 

32  Dumitrache 1996, 286. Yet, we know that he mostly 
lived in Beclean – see Lukinich 1927, 56–62. Alexius 
Bethlen was the son of Gregorius Bethlen (1448–1500) 
first cousin of Marc Bethlen.
33  MNL DL 32507, MNL DL 26433.
34  The name of Alexius does not appear.
35  Nicholaus additionally acquired a large number of 
possessions through donations from the king for his 
services or as pledge estates, and on many occasions 
quarreled also with his own family, namely with the 
descendants of Antal (1414–1472), the sons of Gregorius 
(1448–1500): Blasius, Johannes, and Alexius.
36  MNL DL 62986.
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(which earlier belonged to Eustachius) and 
Nicholaus had built a new house for himself. 
Theoretically, if the two sons of Marc had two 
manor houses in Criș and also Gregorius (son of 
late Antal) had another, then at this point three 
noble residences existed. Unfortunately, the 
building remains unearthed by the archaeologi‑
cal excavations and the still-standing buildings 
cannot be clearly associated with the noble resi‑
dences mentioned in the above presented docu‑
ments. Thus, even though the written sources 
offer important details, the identification of 
these buildings still remains an open issue.

One of the significant construction phases 
was connected to the name of Georgius Beth‑
len (1515–1577?), son of Alexius. According to 
an inscription from 1559, which disappeared 
during the last decades, he and his wife, Clara 
of Nagykároly had renovated the castle, mean‑
ing the central palace. They vaulted the base‑
ment, the upper floor was redistributed in vari‑
ous rooms, smaller rooms were attached on the 
eastern side to the basement, above which later 
the loggia was built.37 In 1977 M.  Dumitrache 
uncovered foundations that suggested this 
construction phase was quite extensive, mean‑
ing that another building was attached to the 
northern fortification wall. This building com‑
prised three vaulted rooms on the ground floor 
with hexagonal floor tiles. In one of the rooms 
a high number of stove tiles were found with 
plant motifs, characteristic to the 16th and 17th 
centuries. In front of these rooms four pillar 
bases were uncovered that sustained an open 
gallery towards the inner courtyard.38 Near the 
northern room, under the loggia, a foundation 
was also identified, which sustained a stair case 
that lead to the first floor of the building. The 
first floor probably comprised one single large 
space and had three windows, which at the time 
of the excavation, were still preserved on the 
northern fortification wall. Additionally, most 
probably the loggia continued until this north‑
western building so that this part could also be 
accessed.39 M.  Dumitrache presumed that the 
north-eastern building was also erected in this 

37  Dumitrache 1996, 286.
38  Dumitrache 1996, 286.
39  Dumitrache 1996, 289.

period and that the old gate tower was demol‑
ished giving space to a new one, built in Renais‑
sance style.40 The written sources from this 
period are still unstudied and unpublished so 
perhaps in the near future we can also look into 
the data hidden in these sources to complement 
our knowledge.

The entire castle precinct was rebuilt in the 
second half of the seventeenth century, initi‑
ated and undertaken by Alexius Bethlen (1643–
1696). A new fortification precinct was built as a 
court of an irregular rectangle with four corner 
towers, and only a small part of the older pre‑
cinct was preserved, such as the octagonal tower, 
part of the walls and buildings on the north‑
ern side. All these constructions were marked 
by inscribed dates on the towers as well as on 
the eastern castle wing, constructed between 
1683–1684.41 Today’s castle preserved mostly 
this last mayor construction phase. According 
to M.  Dumitrache, between the 18th and 19th 
centuries, only few smaller scale interventions 
or changes occurred. At some point in the 18th 
century a landslide destroyed the northwestern 
tower and the building on the northwestern part 
of the castle precinct together with the entrance 
gate.42 The gate was extended and rebuilt in 1804 
but due to its precarious state it was demolished 
during the reconstruction works undertaken in 
1976.43

As outlined above, the constructions and 
evolution of the castle was a complex process, 
where generally it is impossible to clearly iden‑
tify the one, who commissioned the works. For 
the later periods, where written sources are more 
abundant or inscriptions had been preserved it 
is perhaps a bit easier, yet it must be highlighted 
that a systematic study of all the preserved writ‑
ten sources had not been undertaken, so this 
should be kept in mind, when dealing with the 
history of the castle. Furthermore, a cross-disci‑
plinary analysis of the whole castle, confronting 

40  Dumitrache 1996, 289.
41  Dumitrache 1996, 290.
42  Observed also in the archaeological excavations, 
represented by cracks in the foundations of the northern 
castle wall and the walls of the northern building, see 
Dumitrache 1996, 290, note 23.
43  Dumitrache 1996, 291, note 25.
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the written, art historical, archaeological, archi‑
tectural, environmental and other available 
sources was never attempted, even though per‑
haps such a holistic approach might prove effi‑
cient in settling several issues connected to the 
dating of various construction phases. Thus, our 
present study has its limits, since the archaeo‑
logical materials from the old excavations44 
were not yet located and the finds from the 

44  The archaeological finds from the excavations of 
Mariana Dumitrache (1974–1977) have been deposited in 
the National History Museum in Bucharest but since then 
the materials have not been identified, see: Dumitrache 
1996, 284, note 6. The finds were never published.

new excavations are still under processing, so 
we could not use the information they provide 
for this study.45 Several new questions also arise 
but most of them can be connected to the dat‑
ing of these newly identified structures. At this 
point one can only say that each castle or noble 
residence is unique in its way and reflects the 
activity and vision of the generations of family 
members that lived in them.

45  The publication of the archaeological finds from the 
2020–2024 excavations is still a work in progress just as 
the collection and investigation of the old materials and 
documentation. 

REFERENCES

B. Nagy 1970
B.  Nagy Margit, Reneszánsz és barokk Erdélyben. Művészettörténeti tanulmányok (Bukarest 
1970).

Bencze – Zólya 2022a
Ü. Bencze – L. L. Zólya, The Bethlen Castle in Criș (Mureș County): overview of the archaeologi‑
cal excavations and a short revisited early history of the estate, Caiete ARA 13, 2022, 121–130.

Bencze – Zólya 2022b
Ü. Bencze – L. L. Zólya, The Bethlen castle in the light of written sources and the latest excava‑
tions, Hung. Archaeol. 11/3, 2022, 26–34. https://doi.org/10.36338/ha.2022.3.1

Bicsok – Orbán 2011
Z. Bicsók – Zs. Orbán, „Isten segedelmével udvaromat megépítettem”. Történelmi családok kasté-
lyai Erdélyben (Csíkszereda: Gutenberg, 2012).

Cosnean Nistor 2021a
L. Cosnean Nistor, Loggias in the Renaissance courtly Architecture. Hunedoara and Criș, in: 
L. Cosnean Nistor – V. Apostol – M. C. Popescu – Şt. Bâlici – N. Toma (eds.), Arhitectură. 
Restaurare. Arheologie. In honorem Monica Mărgineanu Cârstoiu (București 2021), 78–97.

Cosnean Nistor 2021b
L. Cosnean Nistor, Castelul Bethlen din Criș (jud. Mureș) în arhiva Direcției Monumentelor 
Istorice, SCIVA 72, 1–4, 2021, 109–136.

Dumitrache 1996
M. Dumitrache, Castelul Bethlen din Criș (jud. Mureș), ActaMN 33/II, 1996, 283–292.

Iosipescu – Iosipescu 1999
R. Iosipescu – S. Iosipescu, Castelul Bethlem – Criș, jud. Mureș. Raport de cercetare arheologică, 
Buletinul Comisiei Monumentelor Istorice 10/1–4, 1999, 68–73. http://temp–18–250.cimec.ro/
images/BCMI/BCMI_1999_nr.1–4.pdf

Kovács 2003
A. Kovács, Késő reneszánsz építészet Erdélyben 1541–1720 (Budapest–Kolozsvár 2003).

https://doi.org/10.36338/ha.2022.3.1
http://temp-18-250.cimec.ro/images/BCMI/BCMI_1999_nr.1-4.pdf
http://temp-18-250.cimec.ro/images/BCMI/BCMI_1999_nr.1-4.pdf


160 Bencze Et Al.

Kovács 2009
A. Kovács, Az erdélyi késő reneszánsz, in: Z. Deák (ed.), Pannon Enciklopédia. A magyar épí-
tészet története (Budapest 2009).

Kovács 2017
Zs. Kovács, Political emblems in the decoration of the Transylvanian noble residences (17th 
and 18th centuries). The mural paintings of the Bethlen Castle in Criș and the Rákóczy – 
Bornemissza country house in Gurghiu, AUASH 21/II, 2017, 31–73.

Kovács et al. 2023
A. Kovács – Zs. Kovács – K. Pakó – A. Weisz, A keresdi „felső” Bethlen-kastély. Művészettörténeti 
tanulmány és értékleltár, manuscript (Kolozsvár 2023).

Loke et Al. 2013
M. H. Loke – J. E. Chambers – D. F. Rucker – O. Kuras – P. B. Wilkinson, Recent developments 
in the direct-current geoelectrical imaging method. Journal of Applied Geophysics 95, 135–156.

Loke 2014
M. H. Loke, Tutorial: 2-D and 3-D electrical imaging surveys. Geotomo Software, Malaysia.

Lukinich 1927
I. Lukinich, A Bethleni gróf Bethlen-család története (Budapest 1927).

Tugearu 1980
L. Tugearu, Profilatura și sculptura decorativă de renaștere de la castelul din Criș, RMM–MIA 
49, 2, 1980, 81–86.

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS

Fig. 1.	 The survey area outside the southern and western castle walls. Green dots: locations of 
magnetic measurements, black crosses: locations of electric measurements. 

Fig. 2.	 Vertical gradient of magnetic intensity. Purple line: castle walls, blue square: drain out‑
crop, light blue: archaeological trench.

Fig. 3.	 The interpretation of the magnetic survey. Red line: iron pipe, dashed red line: presumed 
iron pipe, green line: larger iron objects, dashed green line: possible iron pipe, orange line: 
wall section, magenta line: excavated kitchen walls, other colors: same as on Fig. 2. 

Fig. 4.	 Specific electrical resistivity up to 0.5 m depth. Black line: resistivity profiles shown in 
Fig. 9, yellow line: steep slopes due to excavation, other colors: same as on Fig. 2.

Fig. 5.	 Specific electrical resistivity in depth interval 0.5–1.1 m. See color code on Figs. 2 and 4.
Fig. 6.	 Specific electrical resistivity in depth interval 1.1–1.7 m. See color code on Figs. 2 and 4.
Fig. 7.	 Specific electrical resistivity in depth interval 1.7–2.5 m. See color code on Figs. 2 and 4.
Fig. 8.	 Interpretation of specific resistivity at 0.5–1.1 m depth. Thick black line: walls, building 

foundations, dashed black line: presumed walls, blue line: drain, magenta line: excavated 
kitchen wall, yellow line: steep slope.

Fig. 9.	 1. Section kerx4, specific electrical resistivity, wall at 12 m. 
2. Section kery4, specific electrical resistivity, wall at 7 m. 
3. Section kery12, specific electrical resistivity, former SW bastion at 16–24 m. 
4. Section kery16, specific electric resistivity, building foundation between 7–10 m, in 
0.5–1.3 m depth. 
5. Section kerx9, specific electric resistivity, drain at 16–18 m, in 1–1.7 m depth.
6. Section kery31, specific electric resistivity, wall between 11–12 m, to a depth of 0.5–2 m.
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MARISIA. ARCHAEOLOGIA, HISTORIA, PATRIMONIUM

With a publishing tradition since 1965, in 2019 the annual of the Mureș County Museum initiated a new 
series entitled: Marisia. Archaeologia, Historia, Patrimonium. The publication provides a panel for new 
research results in archeology, architecture and material heritage of the history of arts and culture. The 
studies mainly focus on the inner Transylvanian region that encompasses also Mureș County. Beyond local 
valuable contributions, the annual aims at a regional and global concern that is relevant for the whole 
of Transylvania. Among the annual’s missions is to provide mutual interpretation of the research results 
produced by the Romanian and Hungarian scientific workshops. Therefore, the annual articles are mainly 
in English but based on the field of research and the approached topic studies in German, Romanian or 
Hungarian are also accepted.

Cu o tradiţie din anul 1965, anuarul Muzeului Judeţean Mureș s‑a relansat în 2019 sub titlul Marisia. 
Archaeologia, Historia, Patrimonium. Această publicaţie se descrie ca o platformă știinţifică care cuprinde 
rezultatele cercetărilor în domenii precum: arheologia, arhitectura și patrimoniul material din zona istoriei 
artelor și a culturii, studii localizate în regiunea centrală a Transilvaniei, din care face parte judeţul Mureș. 
In extenso, anuarul își propune să ofere un spaţiu unitar contribuţiilor știinţifice valoroase, relevante din 
perspectiva geografică a ceea ce înseamnă întreaga regiune a Transilvaniei. Una dintre misiunile publicaţiei 
este aceea de a oferi tuturor celor interesaţi spaţiul de schimb pentru cele mai noi rezultate din atelierele 
știinţifice românești și maghiare. Articolele anuarului sunt scrise în general în limba engleză, existând 
totodată articole scrise în germană, română și maghiară, în funcţie de specificul domeniului și a temei 
abordate.

A Maros Megyei Múzeum 1965 óta megjelenő évkönyvének 2019‑ben útjára bocsátott új sorozata, a Marisia. 
Archaeologia, Historia, Patrimonium elsősorban a mai Maros megyét is magába foglaló belső‑erdélyi 
régió régészeti, épített és tárgyi örökségére, nemkülönben az ezekhez kapcsolódó művészettörténeti, 
művelődéstörténeti kérdésekre vonatkozó újabb kutatások tudományos fóruma. A lokális perspektíván túl 
igyekszik kitekinteni a regionális és univerzális összefüggésekre, így a tágan értelmezett Erdély területére 
nézve is közöl kiemelkedő értékkel bíró tanulmányokat. Küldetésének tekinti a hazai román és magyar 
tudományos műhelyekben született eredmények kölcsönös tolmácsolását. A dolgozatok nyelve főként az 
angol, de szakterülettől és témától függően német, román vagy magyar nyelven is közöl írásokat.
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