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Foreword


The period leading up to the unification of the Romanian principalities is one of the most interesting periods in modern Romanian history. It was a time of effervescence, a period that witnessed the birth of new ideas and the struggle between revolution and reaction. The Romanian principalities, located on the crossroads between east and west, were at the center of the conflict between the various empires dominating this part of Europe, making them a permanent subject of international diplomacy. With the expansion of Russia in the Balkans, amidst the decline of the Ottoman Empire, the struggle against Russia in the Romanian principalities, supported by Anglo-Turkish diplomacy, took on international significance.


This historical context makes the publication of the present work all the more important as it is the only English language study that thoroughly analyzes the international situation of the Romanian principalities during the period from 1821 to 1854. The Struggle Against Russia in the Romanian Principalities is a comprehensive analysis of one of the most important aspects of this period that would eventually lead to the unification of the Romanian principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia in 1859, establishing the basis for the modern Romanian state.


The author, Radu R. Florescu, is one of the leading specialists on Romanian studies in the United States. Born in Bucharest, he moved to Great Britain where his father was a diplomat in the 1930s and 1940s. Following the Soviet installation of a Communist regime in Romania at the end of World War II, the family could not return to their native country. Radu Florescu received his B.A. and M.A. degrees from Christ Church, Oxford University, before moving to the United States where he completed his Ph.D. in history at Indiana University. He went on to a distinguished career as professor of history at Boston College where he is also director of the East European Research Center. The Struggle Against Russia in the Romanian Principalities, originally published in Munich in 1962, was his first book. He went on to write a series of articles and books dealing with medieval and contemporary Romanian history. Among his best known works are Dracula: A Biography of Vlad the Impaler and Dracula: Prince of Many Faces, both written in collaboration with his Boston College colleague Raymond T. McNally.


In recognition for his many years of service to Romanian culture, the government of Romania named Radu Florescu its honorary consul in Boston. As Professor Florescu plans to retire from Boston College at the end of the 1997-1998 academic year, the publication of a new edition of his first book is a fitting tribute to his distinguished academic career.


Kurt W. Treptow


Iaşi, June, 1997











Introduction


Though there have been some excellent monographs on what can be termed the period of Russian domination1 in the Principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia, few historians have viewed this era as a European diplomatic problem, and none to my knowledge has considered it as a definite issue in Anglo-Turkish diplomacy. The reason is not far to seek: the native historian has been too much absorbed in the struggle for national regeneration, the Western too much inclined to regard the advent of the Romanian question as a European problem, with the Congress of Paris in 1856. There is another surprising fact. Because of the lack of indigenous sources and the comparative inaccessibility, in the past, of the archives of St. Petersburg and Constantinople,2 French, Austrian, and Prussian consular and diplomatic records have served, to a possibly disproportionate extent, as a major documentary source for the study of Romanian nineteenth-century history.3


English source material, however, apart from the narratives of this lone traveller or that dubious adventurer, has not been drawn upon, and it was only comparatively recently that the Romanian Academy published an (incomplete) transcript of documents obtained from the Public Record Office in London.


Though the generation of 1848 and bona fide Romanian historiographers brought up in the intellectual climate of the Collège de France may have accepted uncritically the notion of the comparative remoteness of “perfidious Albion,” I think that a lack of published material and a certain diffidence on the part of the Foreign Office may have been the chief deterrents to a closer examination of the London Archives. It certainly seems incredible that when the most distinguished of Romanian historians, Nicolae Iorga, felt impelled to fill this gap by writing a short history of Anglo-Romanian relations4 — the only account in any language on the subject — he should have consulted French, Austrian, and Prussian, in fact any but British sources. It was thus hardly surprising that the resulting synthesis suffers from certain gaps and inaccuracies, readily admitted by the author. It was largely for these reasons that I decided to complete the picture he had so ably sketched.


A younger generation of Romanian historians, in their quest for more critical interpretations, not only manifested greater interest but encountered more and more historical problems the solution to which depended upon British documentation alone;5 one scholar writing before World War II, Professor Andrei Oţetea, by exploiting material obtained from the Public Record Office almost wholly revolutionized the accepted interpretation of the Wallachian revolution of 1821.6 Unhappily, this author later retracted his views for political reasons and put himself at the disposal of a cause inimical to scientific historical research. Ironically enough in view of Professor Oţetea’s recantation, however, a leading Communist historian was reluctantly forced to admit that the “more thorough investigation of British documents… has brought to light a number of new facts.”7


If any apology be needed for this study, I can think of none better than to register an historian’s protest against the deliberate abuse of new documentary sources for political and propagandist ends, which resulted in the creation of a dangerous and false historical tradition impossible to ignore. Following the events of December 1989 in Romania it is now possible to repair the damage Communist ideology inflicted upon Romanian historiography. The re-publication of this study is an effort to contribute to these efforts.


The present work is an attempt to provide a brief interpretation of Romanian history from 1821 to 1854 in the light of British documents. To put it differently, the subject concerns the rise and fall of the Russian Protectorate in the Principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia. The book will make a modest attempt to round off a corner here and there, to rectify some minor errors and to answer past queries on the role and influence of certain British ambassadors or agents in the Danubian Principalities. English documents are not always accurate, but their authors at all levels were keen, active, and interested observers, whose opinions form at least as valuable a source of information as other foreign dispatches. I intend, for the following reasons, briefly to consider the period extending from the 1821 Revolution to the outbreak of the Crimean War:


1) British sources make no mention of the adequately chronicled Phanariot regime that preceded 1821, while the struggle for union and autonomy of the Principalities after the Crimean War has been admirably dealt with by at least two English-speaking historians making exhaustive use of Foreign Office material.8


2) Although the dates chosen do not entirely coincide with the duration of the Russian regime, they take the problem back to its origins. For although the Russian Protectorate was not imposed until after 1828, it was born essentially of the chaos created by the downfall of the Phanariot regime following the revolutionary crisis of 1821. Russian hegemony lasted up to the Austrian occupation of 1854, which sets a convenient limit to the period, though the Protectorate was not formally abrogated until 1856.


3) The period of Russian domination is also a period of national reawakening, one of the most significant, indeed, in Romanian history. It did not merely coincide with, but actually provoked, the battle for liberation waged by a handful of high-spirited men from both within and without the frontiers; a battle that culminated in three full-scale revolutionary crises, each with its sequel in exile, which can be isolated from the mainstream of the struggle for the purpose of our analysis.


The first, highly controversial revolutionary crisis of 1821, so often confused with the Hetairist struggle for the liberation of Greece, was temporarily surmounted by the Russians, though they failed to impose their own solution for almost a decade thanks to a clever formula worked out by a few Moldavian boyars in exile, who re-established native princes after a century of foreign rule. The subsequent imposition of the Russian regime immediately provoked the first (abortive) attempt to shake it off, with Western support. This, i.e. the crisis of 1839, took place under the mild leadership of Ion Câmpineanu, whose bloodless revolution deserves to be rescued from the obscurity to which it has been consigned until now.9 The Revolution of 1848 represents the third, more dramatic and radical attempt; it was initiated by a few dozen young men nurtured in the atmosphere of Paris; but their action had no roots in native soil, and failed to throw off the Russian regime. The activities of these “forty-eighters” were pursued unabated in exile; from Paris, London, Italy, and Constantinople they devoted their energies to the Enlightenment of Western politicians, and reached French and English public opinion, by way of the press, on the eve of the Crimean War. Although the effectiveness of their action is still in dispute, it was certainly not without relevance to the collapse of the Russian Protectorate and the eventual triumph of the nationalist cause — the Union of the Principalities, which lies beyond our scope. Unless a grasp is obtained of this threefold preparatory stage, the eventual triumph of Romanian nationalism, studied in isolation, can have but little meaning.


This leads me to the diplomatic aspect of the question; namely how Britain arrived at the realization that in the Moldo-Wallachian Principalities its Turkish policy was confronted with a definite problem, arising from the imposition on two provinces nominally under Turkish sovereignty of a virtual Russian Protectorate. There can be little doubt that the question of the Principalities, always a focal point in Russo-Turkish relations, exacer-


bated the mistrust and antagonism mutually felt by Britain and Russia in the period leading to the Crimean War.


The dates chosen for this study serve us equally well from the British angle, giving the period a certain unity. For it was in 1821 that the Eastern question first assumed significance and status in British eyes; and in 1854 that the war broke on account of that very question which, despite all the efforts of the Free Traders, could no longer be averted. To narrow our sights to the role of the Principalities, each of the three domestic crises just outlined occasioned a diplomatic storm of far greater proportions (usually centering on Constantinople), a fact which has not always been brought into clear relief. In each of these, the British Embassy at Constantinople and sometimes the Foreign Office itself played a not inconsiderable part. The interest displayed by Britain ranged from the occasional intervention of its ambassador in some petty dispute involving the rights of a British subject to deciding issues where peace and war were at stake. Let us briefly establish the connection between the domestic and the diplomatic aspects:


1) The Wallachian Revolution of 1821 (to a far greater extent than the Peace Congress of Paris in 1856) introduced the Romanian problem to the chessboard of Europe by means of a diplomatic crisis in Constantinople which did eventually lead to war. The fact that a Russo-Turkish conflict in the Principalities was nevertheless postponed for some years was due in large measure to the skillful and ingenious, if somewhat unorthodox, diplomatic expedients adopted by the British Ambassador to Constantinople, Lord Strangford. Working single-handed, with scant instructions and little moral support from the Foreign Office, he did not receive due credit from his superiors, and in the field of both biography and historical monography has been sadly neglected.10


2) When Ion Câmpineanu, the recognized leader of the “national” opposition party, decided to air his grievances against Russia by going on a mission to the West, he did so with the full moral backing of both the British Consul in Bucharest, R.G. Colquhoun, and the British Ambassador, Lord Ponsonby, and was thus entitled to expect some sympathy for his cause to be forthcoming in London. Though disappointed by Lord Palmerston’s vague promises and reassurances, he succeeded in making one fact crystal clear to the Foreign Secretary, possibly for the first time; this was that the imposition of the Russian Protectorate had materially altered the balance of forces in the East, and that Britain could no longer afford to hide behind the convenient subterfuge that “these provinces were in fact an integral part of the Turkish Dominions.” Sooner or later the question of the Romanian Protectorate would compel reconsideration of British policy. The Foreign Office, however, was still not convinced of the necessity for intervention. But after 1839 Palmerston and his successors began to pay more heed to the frequent exposés of British consuls in the Principalities, to ambassadorial protests in Constantinople, and more particularly to the increasingly vocal complaints of British merchants on the Danube, who protested against the blockade of what, since the Treaty of Vienna, had come to be regarded as a highway of international commerce and navigation. The situation was brought home even more clearly by that clever arch-foe of Russia, David Urquhart, and others who, through the press and Parliament, were gradually building up their case and awakening the public to the fact that the economic interests of Britain were at stake.


3) The third diplomatic crisis, which followed the Wallachian rising of 1848, presented, in the view of Stratford Canning, a unique if unexpected opportunity of doing away with the Russian regime. But despite the mercurial tone of his dispatches, Palmerston deliberately allowed the occasion to lapse in favor of more general European diplomatic preoccupations. But by now the weight of the evidence sufficed, and Palmerstonian diplomacy had awoken to the fact that not only were potential economic interests threatened but the security of the Ottoman Empire itself was jeopardized as long as the Danubian Principalities were in thrall to pro-consular Russian power. Britain was at last forced to distinguish between this focal point in Russo-Turkish relations and the broader lines of its Turkish policy.


A study of the various crises in Moldo-Wallachia and their repercussions during the twenties, thirties, and forties entails reconsideration of the part played by the Principalities in the origins of the Crimean War. Since the outcome of a war can rarely be divorced from its origins, and since the Congress of Paris abolished the Russian Protectorate and guaranteed international navigation of the Danube, there is a strong presumption that the Principalities were a definite causative factor in the growing mistrust and antipathy subsisting between Britain and Russia, and that they were consequently not unconnected with the “diplomatic enigma” of modern times, the origins of the Crimean War. As regards the Principalities, at any rate, Bright’s famous epigram is totally gratuitous. In this connection certain specific questions spring to mind, many of which have never been answered and others not even formulated.


What was the precise role of Romanian emigration in the West after the 1848 fiasco? And more specifically what was the connection between émigré activities and the peculiar psychological phenomenon known as “jingoism,” in the immediate pre-war years? How far did the emigration succeed, indirectly if not directly, in imposing its views on the British public, whether through pamphlets or newspapers? Did they reach the ear of the Parliament or of the Foreign Office, and if so, how? To what extent was Stratford Canning’s attitude in 1854 determined by pique at a diplomatic rebuff he had suffered in 1849 over the Principalities? And above all, was the Foreign Office, in drifting to war, really persuaded that the Russian Protectorate was an insuperable obstacle to the survival of the “sick man of Europe” or to British trade interests in the East? How considerable was that trade at the outbreak of war? Could the whole matter not be dismissed as yet another bogey conjured up by a few incurable Russophobes? These and kindred questions have not yet been answered. They constitute problems that link the Principalities to the West, and deserve to be rescued from oblivion and from the deliberate distortion of Communist-era historiography that made an effort to destroy that link.










1 Romanian historiography often refers to the period as Epoca Regulamentară, identify- ing it with the chief instrument of Russian control, the Organic Regulations, which were properly introduced in 1834. A more comprehensive and acceptable term is Epoca Renaşterii Naţionale, or the Period of National Reawakening.



2 Native administrations, by design more often than by accident, were careless of official records, while a succession of foreign occupations often resulted in the wholesale destruction of documents. Poor organization of the archives at Constantinople has been a source of complaint on the part of Romanian historians in the past. These archives should prove invaluable for future historical research.



3 By far the most ambitious nineteenth century collection of documents on Romanian history is a series edited by E. Hurmuzachi, although this is based essentially on French, Austrian, and Prussian sources.



4 Nicolae Iorga, A History of Anglo-Romanian Relations (Bucharest, 1931). Iorga habitu- ally relies upon French consuls, who were not always fully acquainted with British affairs.



5 Notably Professor J. Lungu, Les Grandes Puissances et les Principautés Roumaines (Bucharest, 1934), and J.C. Filitti, “Corespondenţa Consulilor Englezi din Principate,” Analele Academiei Române, Secţ. 1st., vol. XXXVIII (Bucharest, 1916).



6 Professor A. Oţetea’s work, Tudor Vladimirescu şi Mişcarea Eteristă în Ţările Româneşti, 1821-22 (Bucharest, 1945).



7 S. Ştirbu, “Studii şi Referate Privind Istoria României “ Academia Republicii Populare Române, vol. II (Bucharest, 1953), p. 990.



8 Thad W. Riker, The Making of Romania (Oxford, 1931), and W.G. East, The Union of Moldavia and Wallachia (Cambridge, 1934).



9 The term revolution, as applied to Câmpineanu’s action, is not generally accepted by Romanian historians, though it fully deserves the name.



10 Despite excellent research into the origins of the Crimean War by P.E. Moseley, P.S. Rodkey, G.H. Bolsover, P.E. Bailey, H. Temperley, etc., the role of the Principalities has not been sufficiently emphasized. Only one American scholar, V.J. Puryear, devotes some attention to the problem. On the Romanian side, in spite of the efforts of the Brătianu Foundation, including the six-volume work by G. Fotino on the Golescus, the role of the Romanian emigration in the West has not yet been fully clarified.
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Explanatory Note


Spelling and variations in place names and terminology always present something of a difficulty and a challenge to the historian writing about Romania in English. The following clarification is supplied for the sake of consistency and in order to obviate further elucidation of the text.


As regards the spelling of Romanian terms and names, in cases where there are widely-accepted English equivalents, I shall use these rather than the Romanian, French, or any other version, an exception being made for quotations which will be given in the original. Thus, I shall use Bucharest for Boucharest or Bucureşti; Dniester rather than Nistru and Bessarabia rather than Basarabia.


Where no widely known English equivalent exists, as in the spelling of certain Christian names and place-names, I shall use the Romanian spelling rather than the usual French or phonetic version, for these reasons: it is much simpler; and it is comparatively free from the variants often to be found in French. To take surnames, for example: instead of using the French Cogalnitchano or Kogălnitcheanou, I shall substitute the simpler Romanian form, Kogălniceanu; similarly, Balş will be preferred to Balsche, Bălăceanu for Balatchano or Balatchan.


No less difficult but certainly more compromising than the matter of spelling is the question of choosing place-names, particularly where a choice of language must be made. The historian is not always aware that in making his selection he unwittingly reveals his partisanship: to take an extreme, any historian referring to the Transylvanian town of Cluj as Kolozsvar or Kalusenburg will be suspected of anti-Romanian bias, to say the least; while to allude to Transylvania itself as the Ardeal or Siebenburgen entails an analogous partis-pris.


In this case we shall again adopt the same procedure: namely, use the term which is most prevalent in the English language, and in default of this, the Romanian.


It is almost as difficult, though for different reasons, to make up one’s mind upon a name for the larger of the two historic Principalities. Although throughout this account I shall consistently use the English and foreign version, substituting “Wallachia” for its Romanian equivalent, it should be noted that this is a term quite alien to native terminology. Leaving aside the question of its origin (Olah, in Hungarian; Kara-Iflak, in Turkish; Ungro-Vlahi in the Greek and Slavonic documents; Wallach, Valsch in German — all these terms loosely referring to the Romanized population of Moesia), the Romanians themselves have never used it, but much prefer the term Muntenia (the land of the mountains) or Ţara Românească (Romanian land); at one time they favored Ţara Basarabească (the land of Prince Basarab). Even less acceptable is the term “Little Wallachia,” which in accordance with the habit of British consuls I shall use occasionally to denote the region bounded by the river Olt and known to Romanian history as Oltenia. Also alien is the term hospodar (Slavonic gospodar) which I shall use, and to which Romanian historians generally prefer the indigenous domn, domnitor (Latin dominus), or simply vodă, voevod.


There is another problem. Certain terms employed by English consular representatives, which will recur frequently in this account, will convey a misleading or confused impression if used in ordinary parlance. The consuls did not see fit to elucidate, qualify, or comment upon the meaning of these terms, nor did the Foreign Office regard the events to which they related significant enough to warrant an explanation. The term boyar, for instance, must not be too readily confused with the Russian native aristocracy; it refers rather to nobility gained by virtue of office. The divan has little connection with its Turkish namesake, and from 1839 onwards no longer designates the General Assembly of Boyars but the Supreme Court of Appeal in Bucharest and Iaşi. The Organic Regulations are less a constitution than a social and administrative document ordering the life of the country down to the smallest detail. The Capitulations do not refer to commercial privileges in the Western sense but to certain controversial treaties regulating the relationship between the Principalities and the Ottoman Empire. The Carbonari are not radical conspirators of the Italian brand but upper-class constitutionalists. Rumâni, the term used since the fourteenth century to denote serfs in Wallachia, does not necessarily imply as some have suggested — that all Romanians were originally serfs.


Finally, some terms occurring in our text have no precise English equivalent, and need elaboration:


ANAFORA — A Greek term in use throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries signifying an order, injunction, or command addressed by the Sultan to the boyar assembly or the hospodar.


ARNAUT — Turkish name for the Albanian bodyguard of the hospodar in Bucharest.


ARNAUT — They served under a ghenghi aga or bach bulucbaşă. The Moldavian equivalent, arbănaşi.


ARZ — Petition, report or request usually addressed by the boyar assembly to the Sultan; derived from the Turkish wordarzmagzan.


BAN — One of the oldest and highest-ranking boyar offices in Wallachia, dating from the fourteenth century. Originally equivalent to governor. In the fifteenth century ban became associated with the administration of the province of Little Wallachia, of which by the end of the century he was virtual sovereign. Though the office had lost these attributes by the eighteenth century, the ban was still regarded as the first boyar of the land until 1831, after which the title became purely honorary.


BACH, BAŞ — Turkish tide connoting a military leader, or more generally a chief or very important dignitary, in use in the Principalities from the seventeenth century onwards; e.g. British officials often refer to the bach-boyar (chief boyar), bach-bechli aga (head or chieftain of the Turkish garrison in the Principalities). The bimbacha sometimes headed the Arnaut troops.


BECHLI or BESCHLI — The Turkish garrison in the Principalities, normally numbering only a few thousand. The question of the precise number of bechli troops to which Turkey was entitled was always in dispute.


BÉRAT or BARAT — Used very generally in consular correspondence throughout the Turkish Empire. It can mean the official Turkish document granting accreditation to a foreign consular official (who can then issue patents of protection to his nationals). More generally, it is also the firman which confirms the hospodar or any other official in his function.


BEYZADÉ or BEIZADE — Originates from the Turkish beyzadea, or son of a bey. Introduced into the Principalities in the eighteenth century. It refers to the hospodar’s son. Jupân is an older and more general term of deference (fourteenth century) replaced by cocon (sixteenth century), though both have degenerated to conventional terms, cocoană (lady) and jupâneasă (maid).


BIR, BIRUL DE ŢARĂ — The personal levy (5-10 lei per head) collected by the government four times a year; it fell chiefly on the peasant, since the boyars were generally exempt. Birari: those who collected it. An additional direct tax from 1759 onwards was the ajutorinţa, collected twice a year. As regards indirect taxation, a whole vocabulary came into being, e.g. oierit (sheep tax), goştina (pig tax), dijmărit (beehive tax), vinărit (grape tax), tutunărit (tobacco tax), solărit (salt tax), căminărit (wine tax), erbărit (shepherds’ tax), etc.


BRESLAŞI, SLUGI — Domestic servants of the boyars, generally exempt from taxation.


CAFTAN — Long overcoat worn by boyars and hospodars from the seventeenth to nineteenth centuries as an indication of rank, after the Russian style. To honor someone with the title of hospodar: a caftăni. The unflattering Turkish pear-shaped headgear, furred and bedecked with feathers and jewels, was known as the calpac, sometimes the islic.


CAIMACAM — British officials loosely translate this term as “governor.” In fact, it should more properly be understood as “provisional administrator.” The caimacam, with two other boyars, filled any temporary and unexpected vacancy caused by illness, death, or destitution of a hospodar.


CAMĂRAŞ — An old boyar function, dating from the fifteenth century. The camăraş was originally in charge of the hospodar’s chambers, subsequently of the Treasury; his duties were probably equivalent to those of the mediaeval chamberlain in the West. There were various subordinates, such as the camăraş de ocne in charge of the salt mines, etc., though in the nineteenth century camăraş is a purely honorary title.


CAPITULATION — Certain controversial treaties signed between each Principality and the Ottoman Empire (Wallachia, 1391 and 1460; Moldavia, 1512 and 1529) which guaranteed the provinces’ autonomy in exchange for recognition of Turkish sovereignty and tribute.


CAPU-KEHAIA — Personal envoy or representatives of the hospodars in Constantinople. The office came into being in the seventeenth century and could be one of considerable influence.


CIOCOI — The origin of this term is controversial. In the seventeenth century it denoted a subordinate official of the Treasury, later (eighteenth century) a subordinate or a servant in general. By the nineteenth century it had degenerated into a term of abuse used by the greater boyars and even by the peasants to designate persons recently ennobled or enriched. In Moldavia it was a term of abuse linked in the early nineteenth century with the boyar constitutional party.


CLACĂ, CLĂCAŞI — Though serfdom was officially abolished in 1743, the term clacă refers to the specific amount of labor, varying from an estimated 6 days to as many as 36 or 40, which the peasant owed to the landowner. In return, the peasant was allowed to use two-thirds of the boyar’s land. The Romanian for tithes (French dîmes) is dijmă, dijmărit.


COMIS — Court functionary in charge of the hospodar’s horse and liveries, from the Latin, comes stabulorum. His office was equivalent to the Western mediaeval post of constable (French écuyer, German Stahlmeister). The office originated in the fourteenth century, but eventually became honorary.


DEDICATED MONASTERIES — Some 75 monasteries in both Principalities, dedicated in the sixteenth century by princes and boyars for certain pious ends and placed under the protection of particular patriarchates (Jerusalem, Alexandria, Constantinople) and monasteries (e.g. Mount Sinai, Mount Athos). Though the original aims of the foundations had long since been forgotten, they continued to be administered by Greek abbots (see egoumen) and enjoyed extraterritorial status. They survived until 1863, when Prince Alexandru Ioan Cuza secularized them.


DIVAN — Though still referred to as the old Boyar Assembly, the term had fallen into disuse and been replaced under the Organic Regulations by that of Adunarea obştească, which British officials loosely translate as “the Boyar Assembly,” or at times, “the Representative Assembly.” In addition to three bishops and twenty boyars of the first rank, there sat in Wallachia eighteen boyars representing the districts. It was strictly a privileged assembly, under the presidency of the Metropolitan. The term divan used in the Regulations period referred to the Supreme Courts of Appeal in Bucharest and Iaşi.


DOMN — A Latin term preferred by Romanian historians for hospodar (Slavonic, gospodar), meaning prince, ruler.


EGOUMÈNE, EGUMEN — Superior or abbot of a monastery, usually a Greek dedicated monastery. The term, which dates from the seventeenth century, was still in use during the nineteenth. An older synonym is stareţ, fem. stareţă.


HAIDUC, HAIDOUC — At one time an irregular soldier, lightly armed, and paid by the state. By the nineteenth century the word served to designate a forest robber of the “Robin Hood” variety, i.e. kind to the poor though hostile to the rich. This explains the sympathy with which the haiducs are remembered in popular songs and ballads. The potera (green-uniformed police) or the vornic de judeţ (prefect) either pursued them or bargained with them.


HARATCH — Turkish term meaning poll tax. See bir.


ISPRAVNIC, IZPRAVNIK — These were agents (prefects) of the central government charged with the administration of the judeţ (district, county). In the nineteenth century there were two such administrative officers for each district (usually one native and one Greek), one of the two confining his duties strictly to judicial matters. The older term pârcălab (fifteenth to eighteenth centuries) is no longer in use. In the nineteenth century, the Organic Regulations usually referred to the prefects as district administrators (ocărmuitorii judeţelor).


JUDEŢ, JUDETZ — The term judec (village chieftain), which dates from the thirteenth century, denoted the administrative leader of the judeţ or district. The districts had changed little since the formation of the Principalities (17 in Wallachia, 13 in Moldavia). The plasă was an administrative subdivision of the judeţ under the jurisdiction of a căpitan de plasă, replaced by the zapciu in the eighteenth century.


LIPSCANI — A derivative of “Leipzig” meaning “Western” merchant or one dealing in western goods — a tribute to the volume and importance of German commerce originating from that city. Hence Strada Lipscanilor in Bucharest, the center for small retailers, clothiers, etc. The term nemţesc (German) also generally signified “Western,” and when the peasant discarded his national dress he supposedly donned costum nemţesc.


LOGOFĂT, LOGOTHETE — Originally (fourteenth century) Chancellor of the Realm (cancellarius) in both Principalities in charge of the hospodar’s chancellery and responsible for sealing and signing documents, from which activity his income was derived. Two ministries of the Regulations period were descended from this office: that of logofăt or Minister of Justice and that of Minister for Ecclesiastical Affairs, the latter a mere sinecure. There were various subordinate posts bearing the same title, e.g. 2nd, 3rd logofăt, etc. One such still came under the jurisdiction of the chancellery, the others being no more than sinecures.


LUDE, LOUDE — A group of 10 peasant families collectively responsible for the payment of bir, which was fixed as a global sum apportioned to each village. Though the Organic Regulations officially did away with this unit, we still find British officials referring to it. The Romanian term is cisla.


MAZIL — In 1739 Prince Mavrocordat simplified the complex boyar hierarchy by allowing two categories of boyars to subsist: the great and small boyars. The descendants of the small boyars (of the second or third rank) were henceforth known as mazili, those of the greater or first class as neamuri. The offices held by the more important boyars have been described under their respective names. The second and third class boyars were associated with lesser functions such as that of camăraş (steward), căminar (in charge of certain taxes), clucer (quartermaster), păharnic (Moldavian), cupar (in charge of wines), şerdar (in charge of cavalry), stolnic (in charge of the hospodar’s table), sluger (in charge of meat supplies for the army), portar (in charge of the hospodar’s guests), pitar (in charge of bread and grain supplies), muhurdar (seal-bearer) etc. Many of these lesser offices surviving into the period we will be discussing were purely honorary.


METROPOLIS — The principal Cathedrals at Bucharest and Iaşi; scene of most important religious or national festivals in both capitals. The term is derived from “Metropolitan,” the chief ecclesiastical figure in each province.


MOCHNÈNES, MOŞNENI — A category of peasant freeholders owning land in common (rezèches, răzeş, Moldavian synonym). Just as the etymology of the term is obscure, so also has a bitter controversy raged round the status and origin of the moşneni. They have been identified, now as descendants of the Roman legionaries, now as impoverished boyars, or even as descendants of the cnezi (early village leaders).


MUCAREL — The official Turkish tax levied on those seeking renewal or confirmation of the office of hospodar. The great mucărel, amounting to 25,000 tallers, renewed the office for three years; the little mucărel, costing much less, amounted to a simple confirmation in office. The hospodar himself, in Phanariot times, imposed the banii steagului (flag-money) so as to reimburse himself for the money spent in securing his appointment.


OCNA — Salt mines in Wallachia the income from which had accrued since the fourteenth century to the Hospodars. The mines were worked by convict labor, and the harsh conditions prevailing in them frequently aroused the indignation of British officials.


PANDOUR, PANDUR — Irregular cavalry and infantry troops recruited mostly from Little Wallachia from the eighteenth century on. They distinguished themselves in the Russian campaigns against the Turks at the beginning of the nineteenth century, and formed the bulk of Vladimirescu’s revolutionary force at the outset. After the 1821 revolution Prince Grigore Ghica made an unsuccessful attempt to weld this force into a national militia. The Organic Regulations officially abolished it.


PÂRCĂLAB, PERCALAB — Burggraf or town governor, though originally (fifteenth to eighteenth centuries) he was in charge of a district (equivalent to ispravnik in Wallachia). Târgovişte, Galaţi, and Brăila all seem to have had a pârcălab, though Bucharest was governed by a vornic until 1848.


PESCHESH — Tribute or gift in money, produce, and kind originally imposed upon each principality by virtue of the Capitulations with the Ottoman Empire. Another term for peschesh is the Turkish haraciu.


PLĂEŞI — derived from the word plai (mountain region), this signifies a frontier patrol. The plăeşi were responsible for the mountainous frontier districts and passes, under the command of the vătaf de plai (captain of about 500 men). The latter was also at one time charged with the administration of the frontier districts, though eventually superseded by the ispravnik.


POLCOVNIC — A seventeenth-century military tide borrowed from the Cossacks and equivalent to the rank of captain. With the Russian reorganization of the militia the tide became equivalent to that of colonel or commander of a regiment, and entitled the holder to small boyar rank.


POSLUJNIC, POSLUCHNIK — Used in Wallachia from the fourteenth century to designate those peasants — usually foreigners — who were attached to monasteries and exempt from the bir. They enjoyed a status somewhat similar to that of the scutelnici.


POSTELNIC — This office, equivalent to that of the medieval chamberlain, was exercised in both Principalities from the fifteenth century onwards. As master of the prince’s chamber he arranged audiences, etc. The postelnic finally became Secretary of State or Minister for Foreign Affairs. He was usually assisted by several of the same name but lesser rank (second, third postelnic).


PRAVILE — Statutory legislation, laws, and decrees dating back to the seventeenth century. Hrisov is often used as a synonym, while Pitac is more often substituted for hospodarial enactments (Romanian, Pitac domnesc). Another synonym is Urbarium.


PROTIPENDATA — A Greek term for the native upper aristocracy, or at least for Great Boyars holding significant office. Occasionally used by foreign historians about Romania, though seldom by Romanians.


RUMÂNI — Not to be confused with “Romanian.” This term signified “serf “ in Wallachia prior to the decree of emancipation (Moldavian, Vecini).


SCUTELNICI — Peasants who were exempt from state tax and in return furnished the Boyar with a specified amount of labor or paid him an agreed sum of money. They originated with the desire of Prince Mavrocordat to compensate the Boyars for the loss of their serfs. A Boyar’s importance was often judged by the number of Scutelnici attached to his person: this varied from 12 to 150, according to rank. The Boyars also obtained Slugi, servants, and Breslaşi, workmen, who were similarly exempt from taxation.


SLUGI, SLUJI — See Breslaşi.


SPATHAR, SPĂTAR — (Moldavian equivalent, Hatman). An ancient Wallachian military office in existence almost since the birth of the Principality. The Spathar was commander-in-chief of all military establishments, and although ranking only fourth among the Boyars, often followed the Hospodar himself at official ceremonies. His established headquarters were at the Spătărie in Bucharest, and several lesser officials of the same name were there to assist him.


STAROSTE — Slavonic term designating minor consular officials usually appointed by the chief consul to some of the more important district capitals and ports. Though often natives or Greeks, they enjoyed full consular privileges and immunities until they came under attack during the establishment of the Russian regime. Before the eighteenth century, a Staroste, in Moldavia, was a minor administrative official with the attributes of a Percalab.


VECINI — See Rumâni.


VEL — Slavonic term used in the Principalities, meaning “Great,” and generally indicating those Boyars who were at one time privileged to sit in the Divan. This term also distinguished the chief functionary from his subordinate associates of the same name, e.g. Vel Vornic as opposed to Second or Third Vornic.


VISTIER, VISTIAR — (Moldavian equivalent, Vistiernic). The Vistier held what was once the highest Boyar office in Wallachia. During the. Règlement period he was the Treasurer administering the country’s revenues, a post roughly analogous to that of Finance Minister. He was assisted by two or three officials of the same name. Vistierie: Finance Department, Ministry of Finance.


VORNIC — Beginning with the fifteenth century, this office was considered the most significant in Wallachia after that of Ban. The Vornic was at one time in charge of the administration of justice for the whole province, with the exception of Little Wallachia. In the eighteenth century the duties of the office were divided between two Boyars: Vornicul de ţara de sus (upper country) and Vornicul de ţara de jos (lower country). The Règlement enhanced the prestige of the post by establishing a single Vornicul din năuntru, or Ministry of the Interior. The term was also frequently used at a lower level: e.g., Vornicul oraşului (mayor or head of the municipality), Vornic al termnitelor (prison superintendent), Vornic de judeţ (who became the Ispravnik or prefect), Vornic de cutie (in charge of charitable works), etc.
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Chapter I A Brief Retrospect: 
Frontiers of Culture or of Knowledge





“If I could export one thing American to European scholars… it would be an understanding of the frontier, not the American frontier, but their own.”


— Walter Prescott Webb, The Great Frontier (Boston, 1952), p. 7





In one of his lectures on modern history, Pollard gave sound advice to the would-be monographer when he stated that detailed research pursued in isolation is a barren venture unless the problem being dealt with is viewed in a more general context, or at least in relation to the past.1 Without such a perspective the author is likely either to get lost in the complexity of details, or to let the subject itself assume inordinate importance in his mind.


The Romanian historical tradition is difficult to approach, particularly from the point of view of Western historiography, since it has been frequently challenged and to this day secures only qualified acceptance by English-speaking scholars. At a lower level, a Romanian secondary school pupil turning from his own classroom textbook to any survey of Romania at the English 5th or 6th grade level would scarcely believe that he was reading essentially the same story. Rigorously objective historical research ideally requires that the picture of any great man or problem, such as that of the Protestant Reformation or of the Franco-Prussian War of 1870, be not materially different whether viewed by a Catholic or a Protestant, a German or a French historian. We know that the West has not yet reached this degree of impartiality and self-abnegation. Nevertheless, we can usually recognize a personality or the fundamentals of a problem (whether approached by an Acton, a Fisher, a Renouvin, or a Brandenburg) through a basic unanimity of opinion, even though we may still be debating the guilt or innocence of Mary Stuart, the diversion of the Fourth Crusade, or the responsibility for the First World War. This statement, however, can hardly be maintained when referring to the polemics and acrimonious debates which have divided Romanian historians from almost all their neighbors for over a century. These controversies do not merely concern interpretations of details: they also relate to such fundamentals as racial origins, the composition of the language, and the enigma of Romania’s survival to Eastern invasions during the Middle Ages. Allowing for emotional, racial, political, and other prejudices, the lack of agreement on basic problems, the rivalry of various “myths,” the bewildering variety and number of incompatible theories, and the startling nature of certain claims have led some Western historians to approach the subject with a reserve verging on skepticism. Almost all of them have come to question processes which led presumably honest people using identical material to reach diametrically opposite conclusions. This is the reason why so little of Romanian historical tradition survives in academic circles, and why so many misconceptions are still prevalent in the English-speaking world.


In a sense, Romanian historians have only themselves to blame. The first self-styled historians were a handful of theological students from Transylvania. Availing themselves of the educational privileges newly granted in the sixteenth century by the Papacy to the Uniate Church, they travelled to Rome in search of education, and in the process rediscovered their own past, recorded in the sculptured figures of Trajan’s column. The rediscovery of their Roman origins, which they at once defiantly proclaimed, suddenly provided them not only with a history and a language but also with a theory of race which most of their neighbors could not match. Instead of being yet another downtrodden, “traditionless” nationality of Eastern Europe, they could claim spiritual affinities and cultural equality with the Latin West. This romantic literary tradition was enthusiastically seized upon by a generation of revolutionaries in the older Principalities, who were quick to reinforce their racial theories with claims to unique ethnic continuity during the Middle Ages. According to the theories of the romantics, not only had the Romanians successfully maintained their medieval autonomy; they had also rendered signal service in defending Eastern Europe against the oriental invader. The historical methods of these erstwhile scholars were admittedly not without flaw, but the time was hardly ripe for impartial historical investigation when the very existence of Romania was at stake. At least there can be little doubt that the enthusiasm and sincerity of their romantic creed was a factor in the eventual triumph of Romania’s national cause, and the kind of history which Kogălniceanu wrote was at any rate good literature in the best Carlyle-Macaulay tradition.


The infancy of any social science is generally followed by a period in which the main task is the compilation of documents; the search for historical truth is, of necessity, the attribute of a later, more sophisticated age. The archivist took over at the turn of the nineteenth century where the historian left off; and in a sense Romanian historiography has still not progressed much beyond the documentary stage.2 Long before an Eudoxiu Hurmuzachi, a D.D. Sturdza, or a Nicolae Iorga had completed their famous collections of documents, the time had come for a scientific synthesis. If A.D. Xenopol can be described as the first of modern Romanian historians, he nevertheless laid himself open to the charge of having uncritically accepted far too many conclusions of the earlier school. When Nicolae Iorga and Constantin C. Giurescu eventually harvested the fruits of the extensive documentation at their disposal, the surprising thing was not that a great deal of the romantic tradition should have had to be discarded or modified, but that so much should have survived their critical review.3 In the shadow of the two world wars, a new generation of historians painfully struggled to free themselves of an exaggerated dependence on Nicolae Iorga, the “grand old man” of Romanian history. I would dub them “the Hypercritical School.” The age of the monographer was clearly at hand.


In order to satisfy their academic integrity, the historians writing in the interwar period felt it their duty to react against the complacency of the past, to look for new sources, re-examine old ones, and subject every period of history to a rigorously scientific methodology. Together they succeeded if not in destroying, at least in questioning many of the older premises. Some of these had admittedly long since been discarded: the theory of the “pure” Latinity of the race and language, for example, had been largely abandoned before Xenopol wrote his well-known history, and the latter in turn carefully amended the theory of medieval survival. Although Xenopol chose to accept the authenticity of the Capitulations signed by the Principalities with the Ottoman Empire, some authors denounced them as clever forgeries. The Greek Princes of the Phanar, who according to earlier writers had been the scapegoat for all the evils of the eighteenth century, were almost completely rehabilitated as enlightened despots by Nicolae Iorga’s skillful pen. But the inexorable research of the interwar historians (Nicolae Iorga himself, Constantin C. Giurescu, P.P. Panaitescu, J.C. Filitti, Marcel Emerit, and Andrei Oţetea, to mention but a few) called many more theories in question, and the number of heroic figures from the past was continually dwindling. Few, in fact, escaped unscathed.4 Michael the Brave, from liberator and unifier of all Romanians, became the enslaver of the serf; Stephen the Great, from a pious patron of the Church, degenerated to the cruel role of a Spanish conquistador; Vlad the Impaler, who in the eyes of the older historians somehow lived down his epithet in the role of a defender of the poor, turned out to be a spineless psychopath; Tudor Vladimirescu, once described as the hero of the peasants, or at least of the national cause, was revealed as a treacherous agent of the hetairia. Even the alleged heroic struggle against the Turks became a story of cowardice to the Christian cause. The once proud and defiant native aristocracy degenerated into a petty, scheming court bureaucracy.


In this revaluation, much of what did survive was exposed to the vicissitudes of historical polemic: for instance, if the Capitulations were regarded as forgeries, what was then the actual de jure relationship between the Principalities and Turkey? In the absence of reliable documentation, by what means, if any, could the historian account for the “enigma” of medieval continuity? What of the peasantry? Does the survival of a category of free peasants give us sufficient evidence to prove that all peasants were originally free? Was the boyar an aristocrat? a nobleman? or merely a court functionary? These and kindred problems have called forth innumerable individual opinions. There are a few theories, but no conclusive answers. Such disagreement, with its resultant polemics, represents a healthy phase in the historical process if followed by basic unanimity. One of the few Romanian historians to recognize the need for the latter, before the Second World War, was Constantin C. Giurescu. But his work of rehabilitation can hardly be said to have got under way, for it was at this critical juncture in the evolution of historical science that the Communist “historical collectives” took over, and in the name of their particular “scientific method” proscribed all bourgeois historians of the past and brought their historical tradition to naught.


In a sense, Communist historians were admirably served by the work of criticism which had preceded them, and often had only men of straw to pull down as they fitted the whole of history into the prescribed Marxist dialectic. The hospodars, whether native or Greek, the boyars, the priests, and the Turks could all be readily dismissed as villains in the plot, or at least as obscurantist agents of Western imperialism or capitalism.5 The alleged Latinity of the language and race, or any factor binding Romania to the West, was rejected in favor of cultural ties with the Slavonic East. For “national” agitation the Communist writers simply substituted the word “social,” and, since for the sake of paternity a few protagonists of the “class struggles” had to be found, they picked on a series of the hitherto unsung heroes, at the same time preserving a few of the old ones, such as Tudor Vladimirescu. The latter was no longer regarded as essentially a Romanian nationalist, as Xenopol and the traditionalists had seen him, nor as champion of the Greek cause, as Professor Oţetea would have it, but simply as one of the many social crusaders attempting to enlist the havenots throughout the Balkan Peninsula and Russia against the common oppressor. The Marxist historians reinforced their argument with abundant documentary evidence, for to the academician of the Party, Mihail Roller, as to any Communist, a document was merely a pliable tool of the theoretician. It was included, abridged, partially omitted, or completely left out according to the needs of party philosophy. This development left a handful of Romanian historians of the older school, dispersed through three continents but centered in France, clamoring once again like their forebears in exile for “patriotic education.” Some of them were in favor of resurrecting the myths and heroes of the romantic past.6


What were the reactions of Western historians? A little confusion and bewilderment, to be sure; acrimonious debate here and there; skepticism posing as impartiality almost everywhere. For one reason or another, the Hungarian and German historians had made a clean sweep of the Romanian case, and before the First World War obtained far more of a hearing in the English-speaking world than did the Romanians. On the other hand, the Romanian thesis, for obvious romantic and political reasons, commanded attention and respect throughout the Latin world, as it had done ever since it was first publicized in Paris in the decade preceding the Crimean War. After the First World War, the politically-focused consideration of Romania’s case was partially spoiled in academic circles by the intemperance of Ion Brătianu at the Paris Peace Conference, and by the persistent support and sympathy for the revisionist cause prevalent in certain English circles. Not until the scholarly and authoritative efforts of R.W. Seton-Watson were published did the Romanian cause find thoroughly sympathetic treatment in the English academic world. Even so, as late as the Second World War we find a respected author, writing in English, giving the impression that the Romanian language was two-fifths Slavonic; that most of Romania’s vaunted cultural and political ties with the West were “entirely manufactured”; and that Romania’s claim to constitute a bulwark of Latinity in the East was a mere academic illusion perpetuated by the disparagers of Russian influence.7 Both historically and geographically, the inference was clear enough: the Romanian provinces fell within the Russian cultural and political orbit. Such views were certainly fostered by the spurious historical tradition created by the Communist regime, and they imperceptibly gained currency abroad.


A growing number of American historians of recent years, relying on Turner’s frontier thesis, have argued that the American frontier was more than a unique phenomenon in its own right; inasmuch as it formed the Western-most frontier of Western culture, it had a far wider significance.8 It is strange that at a time when the frontier philosophy commands so much attention, particularly in the United States, few scholars should have given any thought to how far East cultural frontiers of Europe could be extended. Most “frontier” historians have deliberately evaded the issue by saying Eastern Europe had no part in their exposition. The few who have ventured an opinion on the subject hold varying views. The conventional geographic division between the two continents — the Ural-Caspian line — quite obviously does not help much, since it is an arbitrary frontier without historical justification. Still, less adequate are the older racial theories of Ranke, who limits the term “European” to the Germanic and Latin races. As late as 1925, Professor J.W. Thompson, in his lectures on modern history, felt entitled to restrict the magic circle of Western civilization rather differently when he spoke of the Rhine and the Danube as the frontiers of Greco-Roman culture.9 At the opposite pole, much controversy has centered on the question whether to include Russia within the cultural frontiers of the West. Certain Western thinkers prefer to regard the Russian, like the Hun or the Turk, as essentially alien to Europe, and argue that the Asiatic conquest alone left indelible traces on the Russian character. They characterize both Tsarism and Soviet Communism as un-European, even anti-European, in spite of superficial and temporary tergiversations, as in the time of Peter the Great. Oddly enough, their views coincide with those of the Eurasian and Communist schools insofar as the latter believe Russia to have a distinctive character, neither wholly European nor wholly Asiatic. Against this powerful alliance stands the Russian European, who points out that, at least since the days of Catherine the Great, European Russia has definitely formed part of the Western community of nations, and that if this European character be denied it then all the Slav nations, and indeed the whole of Eastern Europe, must be similarly excluded. Professor Oscar Halecki, however, in his Limits and Divisions of European History, thought that some distinction between Russia and Eastern Europe could be made.10 His problem is not ours, however. What we wish to consider here is simply the basis of Romania’s claim to be included within the civilizing frontier of Western Europe.


An attractive thesis tending to corroborate Professor Halecki’s opinions was suggested before the Second World War by a leading Romanian geographer. Relying entirely on recent findings in the sphere of geography, climatology, geology, botany, zoology, and even anthropology, S. Mehedinţi put forward the view that “the true frontier between our continent and Asia is located on the isthmus between the Black Sea and the Baltic,” and that Romania really is “the last geographic formation of a European character to the East.” Noticing further that the province of Dacia also represented the most easterly extension of Roman conquest in Europe, and that all oriental invaders who penetrated beyond the Carpathians had been either annihilated or Europeanized, Mehedinţi boldly concluded that not only does Romania represent a zone of geographic and climatic transition, but that it lies as it were at the crossroads of two worlds.11 This view, though it has only recently been given a scientific basis, is certainly not new; it has in fact been almost axiomatic among Romanian historians. When the romantic historians of the nineteenth century thought of Romania as a “bastion of Western culture,” therefore, when Xenopol referred to the Principalities’ “historic mission to defend Christianity,” or when Iorga described the Dniester as “the dead frontier of the country,” all these authors had basically the same idea in mind.12 Lacking the scientific data provided by Mehedinţi, they based their “frontier claim” on the following four controversial propositions, amounting in most Romanian minds to articles of faith:


1) A theory of race laying claim not merely to Latin ancestry but also to ethnic continuity during the early Middle Ages. This last point has been vehemently contested by Hungarian historians, and in the absence of documentary support has been aptly termed “the enigma of the Middle Ages.”


2) A tradition of autonomy throughout the period of occupation by the Turks. At no time in their history did the Principalities constitute a Turkish province, nor could they be regarded as forming in any sense an integral part of the Turkish Empire. This autonomy was guaranteed in virtue of certain nebulous Capitulations, and was marked by the survival of a Christian prince and an Orthodox Christian nobility and by a total absence of apostasy.


3) An historic mission to defend European Christianity against all invaders from the East, typified in the (often neglected) exploits of Romanian princes, against the Turks and Tartars in particular.


4) As a corollary, the tenet that Western (especially French) influence and cultural contacts have always had a far deeper and more beneficial effect on the country than any such influence emanating from the East.


It would of course be wholly presumptuous to attempt to tackle in a single chapter problems which have exercised generations of scholars to no avail. Volumes would not suffice to record, for example, every aspect of the Hungarian-Romanian controversy on Daco-Roman survival.13 Our purpose here is simply to subject these controversial propositions to objective enquiry and determine how much modification they require in order to satisfy the exacting requirements of historical science.


The theory of “pure Roman descent” needs not detain us long, since it has now been denounced even by its former proponents for subscribing to the more absurd aspects of the older racial theories. If we state no more than that the Roman legions of Trajan were in occupation of an area roughly coincident with modern Romania — Dacia Felix — at the beginning of the second century and for a period of 150 years, this is an historical fact sufficiently attested by the basic Latinity of the language, the work of archeologists, and the monuments commemorating the Roman conquest to be found in Italy and elsewhere. But here we are stating nothing unique, since almost the entire Balkan Peninsula — at least the whole of Eastern Romanity or “Romania” — was under Roman control considerably longer than Dacia. In referring to Romanian as a Romance language we merely reflect the view unanimously held by linguists. If we state that the theory of Latin descent has powerfully colored Romania’s theory of nationalism, or political thinking in general, and that this in turn has affected the language and the literature of the country, we shall be on fairly uncontroversial ground, though the subject would be of greater interest to the sociologist, the political scientist, and the linguist than to the historian. The small step separating the controversial from the uncontroversial lies in the innocent corollary which purports to establish a unique Daco-Roman survival throughout the early Middle Ages. This survival, if not a “historical miracle,” is certainly an “enigma”; in view of the paucity of documentation it represents one of the most obscure problems of medieval history.14 Just before the Second World War, the Royal Institute of International Affairs, in a survey on Eastern Europe, felt entitled to speak only of the Romanian “claim” to descend from Trajan’s Roman legionnaires, since “it is certain that for centuries no record of them exists.”15


Ideally, of course, as Lord Acton said, history stands on records, not opinions; and, conversely, where documentation is lacking opinions are most likely to prevail. However, the lack of documents may have been used to contest the likelihood of a Daco-Roman survival, it is still difficult to disentangle the complex Hungarian theories which (without much firmer evidence) presume the Romanian peoples to have been the “wanderers of the Middle Ages.” Dismissing the scanty Byzantine sources as of problematic interpretation and doubtful authenticity, the historian is still not at the end of his resources. In the absence of documentation, he can still attempt to reconstruct the past by enlisting the aid of such kindred sciences as linguistics, ethnography, anthropology, and geography. Above all, he should use his imaginative insight.


That the Danube was never a particularly effective natural obstacle is clearly shown in modern times by a cursory glance at some of the Russo-Turkish campaigns of the nineteenth century, by the constant migration of Romanians southwards and Bulgarians northwards, and going further back in time, by the very close cultural relations subsisting between Romanians and Bulgarians, at least since the formation of the Second Bulgarian Empire.16 There is no reason to suppose that it constituted much more of an obstacle after the withdrawal of Emperor Aurelian’s soldiers in 275, when the notion of a hard and fast dividing line between the Roman and the Barbarian world (with a frontier manned increasingly by foederati) was beginning to lose all meaning. To Edward Gibbon, relying less on geography than on his acute historical insight, the theory of a total abandonment of Dacia seemed unthinkable. Similarly, Gheorghe I. Brătianu, relying on careful documentation, attempted to show that a complete evacuation of the Daco-Roman population, with few material or moral inducements, was highly improbable in view both of the friendly relations subsisting between the natives and the Goths and of the fact that the former Roman subjects were immune from fiscal and other obligations under barbarian rule. He further argued that the theory of a complete breach between the recently Romanized Daco-Roman populations north of the Danube and the Romanized elements south was contrary to common sense and ran counter to the available archaeological evidence (bridgeheads across the Danube, Roman coins bearing the name of emperors succeeding Aurelian that circulated in Dacia, etc.).17


As a general premise we might state that the Romanized populations throughout the Balkan Peninsula tended to survive the Eastern invasions precisely in the regions which afforded them maximum natural protection. Classical authors assert that the former Roman province of Dacia was one among several such regions, and a superficial glance at the geography of the country reinforces this view. If we take only Wallachia18 and leave aside the Danubian basin, since this constituted an effective natural barrier, several divisions come to mind. First of these is the proverbially rich alluvial plain (in Romanian câmp), somewhat resembling the Russian steppe but containing also the same rich black soil found in the Ukraine. This region hardly aided the native’s quest for security, for its wide open spaces had served ever since the first century as highways for every Eastern invader that cared to use them. Beyond the plain lies a hilly region known to the inhabitants of Wallachia as the podgoria. This has been for time immemorial the wine-producing region of the country, although all contemporary chronicles lay stress on its thickly forested peaks. Feeling that in the past the forests had been usually overlooked by historians, Constantin Giurescu joined issue with Professor Nicolae Iorga, and asserted that it was these vast forested tracts (which formerly covered an incomparably larger area than now, extending, particularly along the rivers, well into the plains) that were mainly responsible for the survival of the Daco-Romanian population.19 He sought corroboration from the Hungarian chroniclers whose first impression of the lands across the Carpathians was of a huge forested Trans-Silva, and from Romanian folklore, with its frequent allusions to the forest.20 A third distinctive region is that of the Carpathian mountain range, which, according to the traditional theory upheld by Iorga, has always been the backbone of the country, “the cradle of the race.” The Carpathians are indeed impressive, rising abruptly to heights of over 5,000 feet in the Bucegi. Often impenetrable because of the few passes, they are much wilder than the Alps, intersected by numerous ravines or canyons extensively afforested, although dominated by countless peaks or plaiuri. Notwithstanding their ragged nature they support a large population, perhaps because agriculture can be carried on there up to 3,000 feet. Abounding in mineral wealth, they have been called “the California of antiquity.”


It thus seems reasonable to assume that each of the four regions briefly described above is relevant to an understanding of early medieval Romanian history: the Danube forested economic and social contracts with the Roman world; the plain served as a lure to Eastern invaders; the forest belt (in the view of Professor Giurescu) and the mountainous region (in that of Professor Iorga) — more probably both together — played a vital role in offering shelter and protection to the Romanized local population, and provide us with a clue to the possibility of survival. That the same holds true for other regions of the Balkan Peninsula where fragmentary Roman populations have survived is indisputable. But to contend on this basis alone that on the retreat of the Roman legions an unprecedented mass evacuation south of the Danube took place runs counter both to historical common sense and geographic evidence, and raises far more problems than it solves concerning the precise whereabouts of the Daco-Roman population during that time.21 We know that other pockets of Latinity south of the Danube tended either to vanish or to be completely cut off after the Slav invasions: but the basic unity of the former province of Dacia seems to have been preserved in spite of geographic diversity. Various reasons have been advanced to explain why no cleavage took place between the three regions just described. Some authors have laid emphasis on the frequent migrations from the mountains to the plain and back again, following the hazards of invasions. Others more recently have pointed to the often overlooked seasonal migrations of the shepherd and his flock. If neither view provides an entirely satisfactory explanation, a theory attractive in its simplicity is that the bulk of the former population of Dacia stayed behind when the Roman legions withdrew.


The Romanians’ claim to have maintained their autonomy right up to the eighteenth century is more startling: indeed, it is regarded as unique among the larger nations of Eastern Europe. Less often discussed in Western academic circles than the theory of Latin origins, it has won fewer adherents. It dates from the 1820s, when certain nationalists wished to convince the Western powers that the demand for a native government (after the interlude of 100 years of Greek rule) was no plea for a novel political experiment but merely for a legitimate return to the status quo ante. These nationalists argued that the Turks never really had the right to divest themselves of certain prescriptive obligations they had initially undertaken, or to dispose of what was not theirs at the outset. In juridical support of their case, the Romanians invoked certain ambiguous Capitulation privileges signed at the beginning of the fifteenth century, by which the Principalities were not to be regarded as conquered territories but were simply placed under Turkish “suzerainty.”22 The latter guaranteed the two provinces autonomy and protection in return for what was at first considered an annual gift but later, in token of submission, was converted into a tribute in money and kind.23 If this argument hinges on the authenticity of the relevant documents, it can be authoritatively stated that the original documents ostensibly “discovered” by Ion Vacărescu on his travels to Constantinople at the end of the eighteenth century were clever forgeries designed to promote the cause of the anti-Phanariot party.


Although a few historians have tried to explain away these forgeries in terms of an unwritten feudal relationship with the Turkish Empire similar to the vassal-suzerain contract prevalent in the West, it is not necessary to go to such lengths. The documents may, for all we know, have existed, but whether these were written or unwritten, real or fictitious, codified in a formal treaty or based on informal agreement, there is little doubt that some sort of concessions were exacted by the sword and obtained through diplomacy, and that they established a modus vivendi between the Romanian Principalities and the Ottoman Empire — a relationship quite different from that prevailing in other component parts of the Empire. As one of the more acute French observers of the nineteenth century remarked, the Capitulations codified in a fictitious form the legal basis of relations between the two countries.24 Whichever way one looks at it, it is a historical fact that the provinces were constantly under the rule of Christian princes, even during the so-called “oppressive” Phanariot period. Though formal annexation had occasionally been considered, at no time was either Moldavia or Wallachia legally transformed into a Turkish pashalik. A native aristocracy or noblesse de fonction not only survived but wielded considerable power, and remained faithful to Christian precepts. With the exception of their few civil functionaries, the princes’ secretaries and a small police force (beshlis), the Turks did not have the right to settle permanently on Romanian soil, nor could they maintain an occupying army in peace time. If the Turks occasionally violated these provisions that was the exception rather than the rule. It is incidentally worth noting that Britain had always recognized Moldo-Wallachian autonomy. Shortly after the signing of the commercial Treaty of Balta Liman in 1838, and after careful consideration of the status of the Romanian Principalities, the Law Officers of the Crown advised the Foreign Office that Britain was not entitled to extend the alleged benefits of the Commercial Convention to Moldavia and Wallachia because of their separate status. This was no new development, however. As early as 1588, an ambassador of Queen Elizabeth in Constantinople, Harebone, had recognized the fiscal autonomy of the provinces by negotiating a separate Treaty of Commerce with Moldavia. Facts such as these deserve recognition, and cannot be dismissed in a discussion centering merely on the authenticity of the Capitulations.


The claim to have performed a service in defending Europe against Eastern invaders is one which the Romanians share with more than one nation of Eastern and Central Europe. But whereas Polish, Lithuanian, Hungarian, and even Serbian participation in that defense has earned some recognition in the West, it was not until quite recently that Professor R.W. Seton-Watson placed in its true perspective the career of Stephen the Great, prince of Moldavia at the close of the fifteenth century (1457-1504), “who ranks with Hunyadi, Sobieski, and the Great Eugene as one of the four great champions of Christendom against the Turks.”25 In so doing, he was rediscovering a soldier forgotten by Western historiography — one who in his time had earned from the Papacy the title of “Athlete of Christ” in recognition of his services to the Christian cause. In view of recent charges that bourgeois historians were excessively occupied in heroworshipping decadent princes, it is worth noting that Stephen the Great is almost alone in having been largely spared the criticism of the “Hypercritical School” of Romanian historians. Other traditional heroes and princely crusaders suffered more severely than he did, even before the Marxist onslaught. Among them the earliest native princes, Dragoş Vodă, the reputed founder of Moldavia, and Timohir or Negru Vodă of Wallachia may be discounted as little more than shadows. Their very names are in dispute, and the absence of dates, the conflicting accounts of their personalities and their legendary exploits make them heroes of myth or saga rather than historical figures. Of others a little more can be said. Mircea the Old, for example (1386-1418) is remembered by a German survivor as the man whose advice, if heeded in time, would have staved off disaster for the Christians at the battle of Nicopolis (1396) and possibly saved the day.26 This interpretation seems to be not generally accepted in standard surveys of European history: this Wallachian prince is indeed occasionally blamed for the Crusaders’ defeat owing to his defection, with his army virtually intact, when he realized that the day was lost. Be this as it may, despite their shortcomings, Vlad the Impaler (1456-62) on the Danube at the close of his reign, Stephen the Great at Racova and Războieni in 1475, Michael the Brave (1593-1601) at Călugăreni in 1595, and Matthew Basarab (1632-54) at Ploieşti in 1639, to mention but a few, were warriors who did more than held their own against the Turks, and fully deserve the name of warriors. If the heroic legends attached to them need to be questioned, nevertheless these princes, at least until the seventeenth century, made the so-called Capitulatory provisions respected by right of the sword. Whether or not a distinction can be made between the residue of autonomy these princes successfully defended and the greater degree of subserviency exhibited by the Phanariot princes in the eighteenth century depends on the possibility of discerning a subtle difference between the more dramatic achievement of war and the less heroic but no less tangible accomplishments of oriental diplomacy and intrigue. The Phanariots, as Iorga stated, were at least staunch patrons of the arts and protagonists of Western culture, a fact which they did their best to conceal under the assumed manner and dress of oriental despots. The princes of the Phanar bear the distinction of having been the first to introduce French culture into the country. When Iorga asks why the Romanians were so receptive to the literary attractions of distant Paris while neighboring cultures had for centuries left them cold, he is posing a genuine problem.27 One might, it is true, dismiss the question, as some have done, by stressing the artificial and shallow nature of French influence: the Romanian boyars acquired a skin-deep veneer of manners and of language, a smattering of literature slavishly imitated by those who maintained that their own language was incapable of expresésing “the loftier sentiments;” further, and ironically enough, it is contended by some historians (Xenopol, for example) that French itself was introduced by the Russian occupation forces. Communist historians were in odd agreement with the Latinist school of Transylvania when they dismiss the Gallic affectations of “genteel” society in the one word “bonjourist.”


Though there is an element of truth in most caricatures, Western influence was neither superficial nor created overnight. It was connected essentially with the reign of the Greek Phanariot hospodars, who not only spoke French as members of an international trading community and in their capacity of interpreters at Constantinople, but in the exercise of their diplomatic functions formed valuable and lasting friendships with incumbents of Western embassies. Promoted to the hospodariate in the Principalities, they began to pay lip service to the ideas of the Enlightenment. Books by the philosophes lined their bookshelves; they engaged émigré secretaries to deal with their official correspondence, unwittingly hired Jacobin tutors for their sons, and sent an increasing number of scholars to France and Italy for education.28 All these in due course hastened the introduction of the ideals of the French Revolution (colored with heroworship of Napoleon) which formed so essential a part of Romanian nationalism in the ensuing years. The process of Westernization was not entirely an eighteenth century phenomenon, however. The contacts between the Principalities and the West can be traced back to the crusades, and to the traditional political links with Hungary and Poland maintained by both the Angevins and Valois families.29 Britain, for its part, had had economic interests in Eastern Europe ever since the reign of Queen Elizabeth. All those factors help to account for the spiritual affinity between Romania and the West, and to explain the response evoked in the first Romanian students in Paris, who felt they had found there a second homeland.


One of the great themes of world history is the conflict between Europe and Asia, a conflict reflecting the clash of contrasting traditions and values. It began when a handful of Greeks held the mighty power of Persia at bay at Thermopylae and Salamis, and when the Roman Senate fought the commercial monopoly of Carthage — essentially an oriental power — in quest of Mediterranean supremacy. This conflict went on unabated during the Middle Ages and persisted well into modern times. A few dramatic highlights, enshrined in the heroic epics — the victory of Charles Martel at Poitiers, the defense of Constantinople by Leo the Isaurian, and the memorable efforts of John Sobieski in staving off a Turkish attack at the gates of Vienna — remind us that failure in any one of these decisive encounters might have entailed the extinction of European culture as we know it and the extension of the Asiatic frontier to the Atlantic coast. There is nothing more fluid than the frontier separating Western from oriental values. Today, though the terminology has changed, the struggle remains the same. Freedom has been suppressed and a totalitarian philosophy imposed behind a line stretching from Trieste to Berlin. The Iron Curtain has once again temporarily placed a dozen historic European communities beyond the Pale of Europe, and there is little reason to believe that its advance has been definitively checked.


To turn from the general to the particular, i.e. to consideration of the Eastern question, we find that even in this more limited sphere the problem remains unchanged. “From time immemorial,” states Marriott in his brilliant survey, “Europe has been confronted with an ‘Eastern question’… It has arisen from the clash in the lands of Southeastern Europe between the habits, ideas and preconceptions of the West and those of the East.”30 Nowhere is that truism better exemplified than in the history of the Romanian Principalities. The region lies at the crossroads of two worlds, forming an area of geographical transition within which the political and cultural traditions and philosophies of Europe and Asia battle for supremacy. Necessarily in the course of this conflict, the history of Romania has been molded by both East and West, though the balance tipped heavily in favor of the West.


A determined effort was made by Communist historians to sever all the historic ties linking the country to the West. But as serious historians have demonstrated, there is ample historical evidence to justify the inclusion of Romania within the cultural frontiers of Europe.










1 A.F. Pollard, Factors in Modern History (London, 1932), p. 8.



2  Even under the Communist regime new collections of documents came to light, as, for instance, the various collections edited by M. Roller, Documente privind istoria României, published under the auspices of the Academia Republicii Populare Române (Bucharest, 1951).



3  The most important syntheses are those of Alexandru D. Xenopol, Istoria Românilor din Dacia Trăjană, 12 vols. (Iaşi, 1881), which, in spite of errors, remains the most ambitious work; Constantin C. Giurescu, Istoria Românilor, 9 vols. (Bucharest, 1938); and Nicolae Iorga’s most recent Histoire des Roumains et de la Romanité Orientale, 10 vols. (Bucharest, 1938-45).



4 P.P. Panaitescu helped to destroy the myth of Michael the Brave; Andrei Oţetea attacked the traditional interpretation of Tudor Vladimirescu’s revolt; Marcel Emerit reversed some views concerning the origins of the peasantry, etc.



5 According to S. Ştirbu, the new British documents on the Revolution of 1821 reveal “a monstrous alliance between the boyars and the English capitalists.” He precedes his statement by a series of paragraphs expressing indignation at a network of English spies making fun of the horrible sufferings of the people.” S. Ştirbu, Studii şi referate privind istoria României, vol. II (Bucharest, 1954), pp. 992-998.



6 See the introduction to Xenopol’s history published in Madrid by N. Govora, “The need for making a hero out of every great Romanian figure from the past is now greater than ever before… We must abandon discussion and argument and go back to the old sources.” See the introduction to A.D. Xenopol, Istoria Românilor din Dacia Trăiană, by N.S. Govora and Traian Popescu (Madrid, 1953), p. 8.



7 Walter Kolarz, Myths and Realities in Eastern Europe (London, 1946), pp. 174-179. This trend of thought to the effect that Romania and Eastern Europe in general belong to a different cultural orbit, centering on Russia and with little in common with the Western world, is one which is gaining wide currency in the United States.



8 Problems in American Civilization, The Turner Thesis, Concerning the Role of the American Frontier: Selected Readings (Boston, 1949); especially the articles by Benjamin F. Wright, Jr., “Political Institutions and the Frontier,” p. 42 et seq.; George Wilson Pierson, “The Frontier and American Institutions,” p. 65; Carlton J.H. Hayes, “American Frontier — Frontier of What?,” p. 84. Also see Walter P. Webb, The Great Frontier (Boston, 1952), p. 7.



9 ”The Rhine and the Danube still constitute a frontier, no less real because not marked on the map, separating the Romance people… from the Teutonic barbarians who never had come under the spell of Rome.” J.M. Thompson, Lectures on Foreign History (Oxford, 1951), p. 29.



10 Oscar Halecki’s Limits and Divisions of European History (London, 1950), p. 93. He argues that the Asiatic conquests affected Russia far more decisively than the Balkans because they took place at an earlier period in Russian history.



11 US. Mehedinţi, Le Pays et le Peuple Roumain: Considération de Geographic Physique et de Geographic Humaine, vol. I, Paris, 1923-24 (Bucharest, 1930). The author notes that at least three species of European trees and several animals reached their easternmost extension in Romania, while at least one Siberian species of tree and certain animals like the camel are not found further West; he also notes that the country is crossed in January by isotherms 0, -2, -4 (Centigrade) and wind zones which make it exactly a zone of transition between the harsh continental climate of Russia and the temperate areas influenced by the Gulf Stream.



12 Nicolae Iorga, Études Roumaines, vol. I (Paris, 1923-24), p. 81.



13 The Magyar-Romanian dispute has figured prominently in the academic field: for example, the Iorga-versus-Horvarth controversy in Balkan historical circles; the Titulescu-versus-Teleki debates in the arena of the League of Nations; and the Seton- Watson-versus-McCartney discussions in English historical circles, to mention but a few. The vast polemic on this subject deserves a doctoral dissertation in itself.



14 George Brătianu, Le peuple Roumain: un énigme et miracle historique (Bucharest, 1937); also R.W. Seton-Watson, History of the Roumanians (Cambridge, 1934), p. 16.



15 South-Eastern Europe, a Brief Survey, published by the Royal Institute of International Affairs (London, 1939), p. 17. In fact, there is some documentation before the thirteenth century. The Vlachs are mentioned by Oetripius and by Procopius, the official biographer of Justinian. There are also references to them in Anna Comnena’s Alexiad, and in the chronicles of Villehardouin, among others.



16  The founder of the Second Bulgarian Empire, George Asan, was a Vlach.



17  Gheorghe Brătianu raises the following objections: (1) What had these Daco-Roman settlers to fear from the Gothic tribes, with whom they were generally on amicable terms, to justify withdrawal? (2) What greater degree of security would they have enjoyed south of the Danube amidst the anarchy of the decaying Roman world and within a frontier largely manned by barbarians? (3) What possible inducement could the heavy Roman fiscality offer to a population whose allegiance to the Empire had always been in doubt? Brătianu, op.cit., p. 36 et seq.



18 For simplicity’s sake I shall confine the geographic survey to Wallachia, though with small modifications the picture is equally true of Moldavia — the plain stretching from the Dniester to the hilly region and the Carpathian range further west — though the peaks are not quite as high. E. de Martonne, Lei Roumanie, Bulletin de la Soc. Géogrnphique de Lille (Lille, 1920), p. 6.



19 Constantin C. Giurescu, “O Nouă Sinteză a Trecutului Nostru,” Revista Istorică Română, vol. I (Bucharest, 1931).



20 One of the best-known proverbs which survives in popular ballads was the one stating that “codru e frate cu Românu,” meaning that the forest is brother to the Romanian.



21 The Hungarian theorists who argue in favor of the complete abandonment of Dacia are embarrassed: (1) by failure to find sufficient documentary evidence establishing an alternative habitat south of the Danube for the Romanian peoples; (2) by the extreme complexity of a theory which postulates a series of unprecedented mass migrations at first (a) south of the Danube at the time of the withdrawal of Emperor Aurelian, (b) a recrossing north of the Danube in the thirteenth century, and (c) a subsequent population movement from the older Principalities to Transylvania. See Seton-Watson, op.cit., p. 10.



22 It has been customary for Romanian historians to accept the Capitulation treaties with Turkey as authentic, though there still is disagreement in regard to the dates. J.C. Filitti ascribes the Wallachian Capitulations to the years 1391 and 1460 and the Moldavian Capitu- lations to a later period, 1512 and 1529. According to him, their terms were specific enough: the introduction of Western consular officials in the Principalities, for instance, he held, violated Article VIII of the Wallachian Capitulation of 1460. J.C. Filitti, Les Principautés Roumaines sous l’Occupation Russe: Le Réglement Organique (Paris, 1934), p. 3 et seq.



23 The term originally used, “peshesch,” literally means “gift” — the word “tribute” hav- ing been introduced only at a much later period. Giurescu, Istoria Românilor, vol. I, p. 466.



24 See Nicolae Iorga, “Le Meilleur Livre Français à l’Epoque de l’Union,” An Ac. Rom., Secţ 1st., vol. I (Bucharest, 1920-25), pp. 5-12.



25 Seton-Watson, op. cit., p. 41.



26 Prince Mircea advocated opening the attack with his well-seasoned Wallachian contingent, but was strongly opposed by the Duke of Burgundy, who proposed the cavalry- charge tactics which had already proved so disastrous at Crécy 50 years before. Johannes Schiltberger aus München, Reise in Europa, Asien und Afrika, 1394-1497, ed. Neumann, 1839, in Xenopol’s Istoria Românilor, vol. II (Madrid, 1953), p. 9.



27 Iorga, Études Roumaines, vol. II, p. 185.



28 The Italian Universities of Padua, Venice, and Naples drew Romanian students abroad long before Paris during the reign of the Phanariots, and, as opposed to the popularity of the humanities in the latter period, there was considerable interest in science among Romania’s first students abroad. See “La Vie Scientifique en Roumanie, Sciences Pures,” article by P. Sergescu, Le Développement des Sciences Mathématiques en Roumanie, vol. I (Bucharest, 1937), p. 8.



29 French knights fought and held land in the Banat from the time of the Crusades, and it is through some of these feudal dignitaries that the names of several native princes have come down to us. France sent frequent emissaries through the Angevin court in Poland and Hungary who contributed to the political organization of the Principalities. At a later date, Catherine de Medicis displayed the interests of the Valois family in drawing up a scheme for colonizing the Principalities with French Huguenots. All of these earlier contacts deserve better study.



30 J.A.R. Marriott, The Eastern Question: A Study in European Diplomacy (Oxford, 1939), p. 1.












Chapter II The Old Regime in the Principalities





“There does not perhaps exist a people laboring under a greater degree of oppression from the effect of despotic power, and more heavily burdened with impositions and taxes than the peasantry of Wallachia and Moldavia; nor any who would bear half their weight with the same patience and seeming resignation.”





William Wilkinson, An Account of the Principalities of Moldavia and Wallachia, with Various Political Observations Relating to Them


(London, 1820), p. 155.


From cultural frontiers we move to that “thin edge of sovereignty” which in the minds of many still constitutes the only legitimate meaning of the term “frontier”: I refer to the political frontiers of the Principalities. In spite of the implied historical and geographical unity of the Daco-Romanian lands, this study is immediately concerned with only a fraction of these regions. We shall not, except by inference, encompass the study of Transylvanian, Bucovinian, or even Bessarabian history, but shall limit our survey to the two older “historic Principalities” of Moldavia and Wallachia: if the emphasis is rather upon the latter province, this is merely for the sake of brevity and convenience, since they are ethnically indivisible and their historical development is parallel.


Lying within a well-defined triangle with its base in the Carpathian Mountains, and bounded by the River Dniester to the northeast and the Danube to the south (with a tiny tributary of the River Siret forming the boundary between the two provinces), these lands have been endowed by nature with certain apparently immutable frontiers. Yet, notwithstanding such formidable obstacles, foreign invasions and European diplomacy encroached on these frontiers at various points. Wallachia fared the better of the two Principalities, and with the exception of the loss of Dobrogea (located beyond the natural frontiers) in 1417 and a twenty-year Austrian occupation of Oltenia or Little Wallachia at the beginning of the eighteenth century (1718-1720), survived virtually intact until 1821.1 Moldavia fared less well. With the cession to Austria in 1775 of the northern districts, a region henceforth to be known as Bucovina, the Principality lost its historic capital, Suceava. The loss of the region between the rivers Dniester and Prut — renamed Bessarabia by the Russians in 1821 — deprived Moldavia of half its territory.2


It was once the fashion among Romanian historians to attribute these territorial losses to the negligence and intrigues of the Greek princes who ruled the provinces during the eighteenth century; indeed, the whole Phanariot period has been exposed to insults and obloquy.3 The nineteenth century nationalist historians made of the Phanariots a convenient scapegoat for the ills of the time. The process of rehabilitation recently begun by Nicolae Iorga and his school constituted a timely reaction against the traditionalist view, even though some of his pupils may have gone a little far in crediting the princes of the Phanar with having introduced Renaissance, Enlightenment, and French revolutionary ideals into the country in less than a hundred years.4 Without going so far, we must still agree that there is little justification for the popular representation of the period as one of corruption, intrigue, and cynicism; and even the most determined detractors of the Phanariots would probably endorse Professor Iorga’s view that for all their shortcomings they were no doubt the most enlightened men of their day in the Balkan Peninsula. They should also admit that the system of the backshish was not necessarily a Phanariot creation; it existed before the eighteenth century and continued to prevail long after the last of the Phanariot princes was defeated at the Battle of Drăgăşani in 1821. The Phanariots did not “invent” an atmosphere, they simply found it, and breathed in it as naturally in the Principalities as in their native quarter of the Phanar in Constantinople, forsaken by them even before the eighteenth century because as wealthy merchants they felt insecure in the Turkish capital.5 Once established on their thrones in Bucharest and Iaşi, the conditions of their stewardship discouraged them from attempting to mend their ways; indeed it is almost a miracle that they did no worse. The princes reigned essentially in order to recoup the heavy outlay expended on their thrones; in addition, they tried to make their brief period of tenure financially worthwhile, since they were risking their caftans and quite often their heads at the slightest intrigue of the Seraglio. It should also be emphasized that the hospodarial thrones in Moldavia and Wallachia came to represent one of the most coveted of rewards, ranking with the post of Imperial Dragoman — perhaps outshining it — at the summit of the complex hierarchy of Greek officials that virtually ruled the diplomatic destinies of the Ottoman Empire.6 How far these indispensable servants of Turkey, who constituted a real imperium in imperio, used their considerable power to negotiate treaties detrimental to their master the Sultan, would make a fascinating study. We know that many of the eighteenth century hospodars betrayed the cause of the Sultan at various crucial junctures. If complete documentation on the role of the dragomans in Turkish diplomacy were to become available, further light might well be shed on the remoter origins of the Greek revolutionary crisis of 1821.7


The Phanariot system was based on a subtle bargain whereby the hospodar was tacitly allowed to enrich himself at the expense of his particular province, provided the Sultan and his favorites could in turn enrich themselves at the expense of the hospodar. The latter, in other words, could rule so long as payments to the Sultan were kept up, for in Constantinople, where men excelled at this game of extortion, every influential enemy had to be appeased with gold. It would be difficult to decide which of the two parties to this transaction was the more to be pitied the farmerprince,8 racked by the torments of insecurity and in perpetual fear for his life, never knowing how much more was required to permit of his survival, or the peasant who was called upon to bear the onus of countless impositions. Though contemporary travelogues are full of tales commiserating with the lot of the peasant, rarely has any Phanariot found a defender, even though in the end he was not much better off. The peasant, however sorely oppressed, could at least seek refuge in the mountains or emigrate. The Phanariot, on the other hand, had no such easy way out. Since his modest official income could never satisfy his numerous creditors in Constantinople, he was obliged to raise the exorbitant sums required by auctioning off to the highest bidder every court function or office within his jurisdiction. Unlike that of Versailles, his court, far from proving a burden, was his highest single source of revenue, and from the highest dignitary down to the meanest public servant in the administrative hierarchy the bargain which had originally ensured his own accession to the throne was repeated a thousand times over.9 This farce was re-enacted year after year, the problem remaining that of finding the sums required to renew the brief stewardship for a farther term. In this race for power there was but one certain factor: the hospodar was bound to lose in the long run. What then, we may ask, was the satisfaction he found in his position? Perhaps it flattered his vanity to be called prince, and to emulate, though he could little afford it, the brilliance of his suzerain’s court; perhaps he was deluded into thinking that he could exploit his office for material gain; some Phanariots may have thought of an easy avenue of escape to the West. But in actual fact the princes had to be all the more content with the mere shows and trappings of power in that they could not enjoy the solid satisfactions of its realities. For the Phanariot hospodars were not the all-powerful autocrats so often portrayed. Unacquainted with local conditions and reigning for so brief a term, they often had to reckon with the Divan of Boyars, who had far more claim to be the real masters of the land, though many historians have overlooked this fact.


The origin of the boyars is a highly controversial matter, and authors have tended to take sides according to their own political and social outlook.10 Whether they were originally free landowners, wealthy village leaders or the legitimate descendants of a proud old military caste, or whether they constituted a genuine native aristocracy is a problem somewhat oversimplified by the reforms of Prince Constantin Mavrocordat, who in 1739 allowed only a noblesse de fonction — a mere court nobility — to survive. However, the boyars’ claim to represent a native aristocracy is partially substantiated by the fact that, from the very birth of the Principalities or even before their foundation in the fourteenth century the term boyar was generally associated with tenure, not ownership, of land. We can only assume that this tenure, together with the titles conferred on a mere handful of families representing the traditional boyars of the land — not more than eighty families in Wallachia and perhaps three times that number in Moldavia, was granted in recognition of certain military achievements, or of other deserving exploits performed in the prince’s service.11


Although the scions of many of these families survived to 1821, all commentators agree that by that date the term “Boyar” had acquired an entirely new meaning. Even before Prince Mavrocordat’s reforms many of the old military titles had become so debased as merely to designate court sinecures on the Byzantine model, divided into classes according to the importance of the function performed.12 With the proliferation of these titles, by the end of the eighteenth century the status of boyar had declined even further; the title was no longer associated with the performance of any specific tasks, since there were not enough to go round, but became an empty distinction granted during the lifetime of an individual for certain nebulous services eluding definition.13 At best, it indicated a successful Greek parvenu; at worst, an idle court sinecure-holder who often could not even claim to perform the menial tasks of a domestic. Popular jargon has coined the best word for a self-made man of this type: the term ciocoi14 has no exact English equivalent, but can refer to anyone, from a cur or worse to a hired Greek underling or nouveau riche.


It would, however, be unfair to accuse the Phanariots of completely domesticating or deliberately destroying the old nobility, many of whom, in contrast to the courtiers of Louis XIV, continued to live on their ancestral estates away from Bucharest or Iaşi, waiting for better times. Or, to reverse a famous compliment made by a repentant seventeenth-century Frenchman after years of exile, it was in the capital, not on his estates, that a true nobleman felt both miserable and ridiculous.15
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