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Moldavia and the Romanian Middle Ages


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


The Formation of the Romanian People


The Romanian lands have been inhabited since ancient times. During antiquity, an Indo-European population, the Geto-Dacians, a Thracian tribe, inhabited the present-day territory of Romania, which was then known as Dacia. In addition, several Greek colonies were established along the Black Sea Coast. The first to mention the Geto-Dacians was the Greek historian Herodotus who referred to them as “the most manly and law abiding of the Thracian tribes.” During the first century B.C. a powerful Geto-Dacian kingdom was founded by Burebista (70-44 B.C.), encompassing most of present-day Romania. This kingdom became a powerful threat to the expanding Roman Empire. Just before his assassination, Julius Caesar was preparing an expedition against the Geto-Dacians, but the death of Burebista that same year ended the danger as the kingdom became fragmented. Rome extended its influence south of the Danube, only to be challenged by the Geto-Dacian King Decebal (A.D. 87-106), who reestablished a powerful kingdom north of the Danube. This led the Roman Emperor Trajan to lead expeditions in A.D. 105-106 that resulted in the conquest of Dacia and its transformation into a Roman province.
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Emperor Trajan


Over the next 165 years, Roman colonization led to the adoption of Latin as the language of communication and the adoption of many Roman customs. This process led to the formation of a Dacian-Roman people by the time Roman administration was withdrawn from the province in A.D. 271. Bound together by Christianity which began to penetrate into the region already in the second century, this population would evolve over the next several centuries to form the Romanian people. This people resisted the waves of barbarian invaders that swarmed into Europe after the fall of the Roman Empire and preserved its unique identity, at times assimilating the less numerous invading peoples.


The Early History of the Romanian Lands


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


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


The Establishment of the Principality of Moldavia


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


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