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Moldavia and the Romanian Middle Ages

The monasteries and painted churches of Moldavia stand today as a testament to the rich cultural and spiritual heritage of the Romanian people. As the Romanians living in the historical provinces of Wallachia, Moldavia, and Transylvania, which today form modern Romania, struggled to maintain their autonomy against Ottoman expansion, their relative freedom allowed them to express themselves both artistically and culturally. Among their most remarkable creations are the monasteries and painted churches of Moldavia, in northeastern Romania, the subjects of this book. These monuments, unique in the world, reflect a cultural legacy inherited from Byzantium and the Roman Empire. This short essay is intended to provide the reader with a general history of this land during the period when these remarkable monuments were built.

The Formation of the Romanian People

The Romanian lands have been inhabited since ancient times. During antiquity, an Indo-European population, the Geto-Dacians, a Thracian tribe, inhabited the present-day territory of Romania, which was then known as Dacia. In addition, several Greek colonies were established along the Black Sea Coast. The first to mention the Geto-Dacians was the Greek historian Herodotus who referred to them as “the most manly and law abiding of the Thracian tribes.” During the first century B.C. a powerful Geto-Dacian kingdom was founded by Burebista (70-44 B.C.), encompassing most of present-day Romania. This kingdom became a powerful threat to the expanding Roman Empire. Just before his assassination, Julius Caesar was preparing an expedition against the Geto-Dacians, but the death of Burebista that same year ended the danger as the kingdom became fragmented. Rome extended its influence south of the Danube, only to be challenged by the Geto-Dacian King Decebal (A.D. 87-106), who reestablished a powerful kingdom north of the Danube. This led the Roman Emperor Trajan to lead expeditions in A.D. 105-106 that resulted in the conquest of Dacia and its transformation into a Roman province.
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Over the next 165 years, Roman colonization led to the adoption of Latin as the language of communication and the adoption of many Roman customs. This process led to the formation of a Dacian-Roman people by the time Roman administration was withdrawn from the province in A.D. 271. Bound together by Christianity which began to penetrate into the region already in the second century, this population would evolve over the next several centuries to form the Romanian people. This people resisted the waves of barbarian invaders that swarmed into Europe after the fall of the Roman Empire and preserved its unique identity, at times assimilating the less numerous invading peoples.

The Early History of the Romanian Lands

As the barbarian invasions of the early Middle Ages began to subside, by the tenth century historical sources mention the appearance of several small Romanian state formations on the territory of present-day Romania. The great Mongol invasion of Europe in 1241 hindered the process of unification among these smaller states, but by the end of the thirteenth century this process led to the creation of the first independent Romanian principality — Wallachia. By the middle of the next century, a second independent Romanian principality, Moldavia, was established along the eastern slopes of the Carpathians, its territory bordered by the Carpathian Mountains, the Dniester River, and the Black Sea. From its foundation, Moldavia, together with its sister principality of Wallachia, played an important role in European history protecting the trade routes that crossed their territory linking Central Europe and the Black Sea.

The third Romanian land, Transylvania, fell under the control of the Hungarian kingdom beginning in the eleventh century, but maintained its individual identity as a separate principality. The Romanians, who formed the vast majority of the population in that region, were denied political rights and ruled over by an alliance of Hungarian noblemen, Szecklers, and Saxon colonists. Although the Romanians lived in three separate principalities during the Middle Ages, economic, political, and cultural ties between them were never interrupted.

The Establishment of the Principality of Moldavia

Native chronicles and historical tradition mention Dragoş Vodă, a Romanian nobleman from Maramureş, went hunting for an aurochs, together with a group of his faithful subjects, and arrived in Moldavia, becoming the founder of this principality. The head of the aurochs would henceforth be the symbol of the new country. Despite the inaccuracy of the chronicles, it is clear that around the middle of the fourteenth century (most likely around 1350) Dragoş, a Romanian dignitary from Transylvania, ruled over part of Moldavia (probably the regions near the mountains neighboring Maramureş and Transylvania) as a vassal of the king of Hungary.

After completing its conquest of Transylvania, the Hungarian Crown strove to eliminate the Romanian voievodat in Maramureş as part of its efforts to centralize the administration of the kingdom and impose Western feudal structures in the territories under its control. Several Romanian rulers in Maramureş, such as Dragoş Vodă, collaborated with the Crown, serving it faithfully to preserve their wealth and privileges. Others, led by a voievod from Maramureş called Bogdan, the ruler of a duchy with its capital at Cuhea, refused to compromise with the kingdom and organized a revolt.

Bogdan of Cuhea, a voievod from Maramureş, had been in conflict with the king of Hungary since 1342-1343. Hungarian sources characterized him as a “notoriously unfaithful subject” of the king and, around 1359, he moved east of the Carpathians to organize his resistance. Unable to preserve their autonomy in Maramureş, approximately 200 nobles from the region followed Bogdan across the mountains to Moldavia where they joined with local boyars in a revolt against Hungarian rule. Bogdan drove away the successors of Dragoş and established the independence of Moldavia. A short time later, during the winter of 1364-1365, the Moldavians defeated an attack by a Hungarian army sent by King Louis I of Anjou, thus securing the independence of the new principality.

In subsequent years, during the reign of the voievods La[image: images]cu (c. 1365-c. 1375), Peter I Muşat (c. 1375-c. 1391), and Roman I (c. 1391-1394), the territorial unification of Moldavia, within its historical borders, the Carpathians, the Dniester, and the Black Sea, was completed. The first voievod to attest to this fact in his princely title was Roman I who, in 1392, proudly referred to himself as “Moldavian voievod and heir of all Wallachia [Moldavia] from the mountains to the sea shore.”

Although the independence of Moldavia had been secured, its two Catholic neighbors, the kingdoms of Hungary and Poland, did not renounce their claims of suzerainty over the principality. Hungary invoked its apostolic mission to convert pagans and schismatics as a motive for extending its influence over Moldavia, but the Romanians resisted this pressure and expressed their dissatisfaction to the Holy See. In 1374, Pope Gregory XI knew that “those parts of the Romanian people” living “along the borders of the Hungarian kingdom toward the Tatars,” had not accepted Catholicism because they “are discontent with the religious services of the Hungarian priests” and were requesting a hierarch “who knew the language of their nation.”

The traditional foreign policy of Moldavia during the Middle Ages was to attempt to counterbalance Polish and Hungarian influence by playing one off against the other. They would often shift alliances between the two Catholic kingdoms in an effort to maintain the autonomy of the country. Toward the end of the fourteenth century, after the creation of the Polish-Hungarian dynastic union, a metropolitanate, subordinate to Byzantium, was established in Moldavia. Thus, as would also happen south of the Carpathians, in Wallachia, recognition of princely authority in Moldavia — and implicitly the independence of the country — came from the Eastern world, toward which the Romanians would gravitate throughout the Middle Ages as a consequence of their Orthodox faith. This would be reflected in their art and culture and can still be seen today in the monasteries and painted churches that are presented in this book.

Alexander the Good

The son of Prince Roman I Muşat (c. 1391-1394), Alexander the Good (1400-1432) came to the throne of Moldavia with the help of Mircea the Old (1385-1419), the ruler of Wallachia, in 1400. Like his Wallachian counterpart in the south, he developed and strengthened the political institutions of Moldavia during his long and illustrious reign.
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Prince Alexander the Good

Alexander promoted the organization of the Church. The metropolitanate of Moldavia at Suceava, which had been established during the reign of Peter I Muşat, was officially recognized by the patriarch in 1401, after an emissary from Constantinople, Gregory [image: images]amblac, made a favorable report about the situation in Moldavia to the spiritual leader of the Orthodox Church. [image: images]amblac remained in Moldavia for a time, being named mare dascăl (learned teacher) of the Church in Moldavia and lecturing in Suceava on the organization of the Church and Christian morality. He also wrote The Life and Deeds of St. John the New, whose remains were brought to Suceava by Alexander the Good in 1402. Later, [image: images]amblac became metropolitan of Kiev. He participated, as the representative of both Kiev and Moldavia, at the Council of Constance (1415-1418), which ­condemned John Hus and discussed the possible unification of the Orthodox and Catholic Churches.

Throughout his reign, Alexander the Good promoted commerce, and succeeded in maintaining friendly relations with neighboring states, especially Poland, aiding the Poles in their wars against the Teutonic Knights in 1410, 1411, 1414, and 1422. To strengthen his ties with Poland, he granted special privileges to the merchants of Lemburg, who had a monopoly granted by the Polish Crown for trade with the Orient. After the death of his first wife, Ana, Alexander married Ringala, the sister of the duke of Lithuania and cousin of King Vladislav Jagiello of Poland. His ties with Poland strengthened the influence of the Catholic Church in Moldavia and a new bishopric was created at Baia, in addition to the one that had been established at Siret during the reign of La[image: images]cu (c. 1365-c. 1375). He also established an Armenian bishopric in Suceava, and generally supported the activities of the Armenian merchants who played an important role in economic life in Moldavia. In addition, he allowed Hussite refugees from Bohemia to settle in the principality.
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Prince Stephen the Great

In 1420, Alexander succeeded in repulsing the first Ottoman attack on Moldavia. This would mark the beginning of a long period in which the Ottomans would be among the principal threats to the autonomy of the young principality. Following the death of Mircea the Old, he used the occasion of the internal power struggles in Wallachia to secure the southern border of his principality and to improve its economic situation by seizing the strategic fortress of Chilia along the Danube in 1421, which was also an important customs point through which a great deal of Moldavian trade passed.

As happened in Wallachia following the death of Mircea the Old, the death of Alexander the Good in January 1432 was followed by a long period of political instability in Moldavia as his sons, Iliaş and Stephen, struggled for the throne. In both Moldavia and Wallachia, the hereditary-elective principle, borrowed from Slavic customary law, governed ascension to the throne. As a result, there was no established principle of primogeniture in the Romanian principalities. Unlike Western Europe, all of the sons of the prince, both legitimate and illegitimate, had an equal claim to the throne, so long as they could gain the support of the leading nobles, called boyars. This allowed for frequent foreign interference in the struggles for the thrones in the medieval Romanian principalities. From the death of Alexander the Good until the ascension of Stephen the Great to the throne, a period of 25 years, the throne changed hands no less than sixteen times. These internal conflicts weakened the country. As a result, in 1456, during the reign of Peter Aron (1455-1457), Moldavia accepted Ottoman suzerainty, agreeing to pay tribute to the sultan. Although the tribute was merely a symbolic price for peace and the principality maintained complete autonomy, it marked the beginning of Ottoman influence in Moldavia which would steadily increase throughout the next century.

Stephen the Great: The Apogee of Moldavia

The greatest Romanian prince of the Middle Ages was Stephen the Great, the son of Prince Bogdan II and the grandson of Alexander the Good. During his father’s reign from 1449-1451, Stephen gained some military experience, participating in a successful battle against the Poles at Crasna in 1450. In this battle, Stephen fought alongside his cousin, Vlad III Dracula, the historical Dracula, who at that time was in refuge at the Moldavian court. The relations between the two cousins would mark the history of the Romanian principalities until the death of the latter in 1476. After his father was assassinated by his uncle, Peter Aron, in 1451, Stephen lived in exile in Transylvania and Wallachia until, in the spring of 1457, he invaded Moldavia, with military assistance provided by his cousin Vlad III Dracula, who had become prince of Wallachia the previous year, and seized the throne. His ascension to the throne ended the bitter period of civil strife that had plagued Moldavia since the death of his grandfather in 1432.

Becoming ruler of a country weakened by internal struggles, Stephen continued the foreign policy of his predecessor, as an ally of both Poland and the Ottoman Empire, during the early years of his reign. As Matthias Corvinus, the king of Hungary, supported efforts by Peter Aron to regain the throne, Stephen came into conflict with Hungary and Wallachia, which had recently become an ally of the Hungarian king against the Ottomans. As a result, Stephen joined the Ottomans in their attack
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