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Preface


The earth is a nursery in which men and women play at being heroes and heroines, saints and sinners; but they are dragged down from their fool’s paradise by their bodies: hunger and cold and thirst, age and decay and disease, death above all, make them slaves of reality.


— George Bernard Shaw, Man and Superman1


The Middle Ages produced many legends and heroes that remain today very much a part of our contemporary culture; one need only refer to the tales of King Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table, or of the outlaw Robin Hood, both familiar subjects of literary works and films, as examples. Amidst the struggle to halt the Ottoman onslaught in southeastern Europe, the historical figure of Vlad Dracula emerged to become a legend in his own time, and he has remained such throughout the centuries. At different times and in different places, he has been portrayed as either a saint or a sinner and, in one sense or another, continues to be viewed in this manner.


Vlad III Dracula, who at three different times (1448, 1456-1462, and again in 1476) occupied the throne of the small Romanian principality of Wallachia to the north of the Danube, opposed Turkish efforts to dominate his land, launching an offensive against Ottoman strongholds along the Danube during the winter of 1461-1462 and trying to withstand the massive invasion of Wallachia led by Mehmed the Conqueror during the following summer. Despite this, many sources portray Vlad as a man of demonic cruelty, the embodiment of all that is evil. For example, the German Stories tell how:


he invented frightening, terrible, unheard of tortures. He ordered that women be impaled together with their suckling babies on the same stake. The babies fought for their lives until they finally died. Then he had the women’s breasts cut off and put the babies inside head first; thus, he had them impaled together.2


Instead of a hero who defended Christendom against the Islamic onslaught, these stories speak of a man who, on St. Bartholomew’s Day, “ordered that two churches be burned down and plundered of their riches and holy vessels.”3 Likewise, the Slavic Stories about Dracula speak of “a devil, so evil, as was his name so was his life.”4


The controversy surrounding the origin of his very name – Dracula – underlines the problem of the two contradictory images of the man. Vlad was called Dracula and signed his name as such in documents issued from his chancellery because he inherited the name from his father, who Holy Roman Emperor Sigismund of Luxemburg had made a member of the Order of the Dragon, a crusading order founded to halt the advance of Islam into Europe. While in modern Romanian the name Dracula means ‘devil,’ in the fifteenth century it also had the meaning of ‘dragon.’ Dracula meant ‘son of the Dragon,’ referring to his father Vlad II Dracul, while the etymological evolution of the word and the creation of the legend has transformed it to mean ‘son of the devil,’ a name that has become synonymous with vampire in Western culture. While many Romanian scholars and others object to using the name Dracula because of its unfortunate evolution and prefer to refer to the prince as Vlad Țepeș or the Impaler, I prefer to retain the name Dracula, the name which Vlad himself used and the name by which he, as well as the other sons of Vlad II, is referred to in fifteenth century chronicles. Despite its later evolution, Dracula was a prestigious name, part of the distinguished heritage of which Vlad took pride. The name ‘Impaler,’ by contrast, stresses his cruelty and plays into the myth of the demonic tyrant from which the vampire stories evolved.
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The contradictory images of Vlad III Dracula present a paradox. How could the same man at once be seen as a hero fighting for the cause of Christianity, while simultaneously being viewed as a villainous agent of the Devil? The answer, of course, must be sought in the specific political, social, and economic contexts within which Vlad lived and pursued his policies. By looking at the problem in this manner, it is possible to understand how these different images came into being and to have a better understanding of the historical Dracula.


As we shall see, one of the critical aspects of Vlad’s career, and the one which provides us with the richest documentation, is his conflict with the Turks. Vlad lived in the age when the Ottomans were establishing themselves in southeastern Europe, spreading the banner of Islam, and threatening to expand into Central Europe and Italy. The question of resistance to Ottoman expansion has usually been studied from two distinct viewpoints: either as part of a general effort by Christian states to stop the Ottoman advance into Europe or as an important moment in the national histories of the various peoples of southeastern Europe. Neither approach is adequate. In the former case, there is a tendency to underestimate the importance of the particular movement, and no effort is made to understand its internal dynamics and the specific social and economic factors behind it. Most often, the causes and motivations of these movements are merely ascribed to the desire to defend Christendom against the advance of Islam. On the other hand, in the latter instance, there is a tendency to overestimate the importance of the local movements, as well as to ascribe to them ideals that they did not possess, as defenders of a national idea, precursors of the nineteenth century national movements in their respective lands.


This book presents the life and times of Vlad III Dracula, prince of Wallachia. His motivations and goals will be analyzed, and I will investigate the reasons for his successes and failures. At the same time, I will study the context within which Vlad acted and investigate the situation of Wallachia in particular and southeastern Europe in general during the fifteenth century, as well as to present the structure of the Romanian principality at this critical moment in history. All of these elements limited Vlad’s course of action and influenced the decisions he made.


Nevertheless, this is also a study of a great, legendary personality. History is, after all, the study of the evolution of human life. While nature and historical circumstances impose limits on the actions of men, certain trends in historiography to renounce the role of great men in the historical process are misguided. While conditions impose limits on human actions, the decisions and actions of political and social leaders still ultimately direct the course of human history. To assume that all is guided by greater forces, be they natural or supernatural, is ultimately to reject the very essence of history. Humans retain freedom of action and, through their decisions, shape their own destiny. For this reason, it is essential that the so-called traditional narrative approach to history not be rejected out of hand. At the same time, this is not to claim for it superiority over other approaches to the study of history; it is merely an appeal for methodological interaction.


As we shall see, Vlad was both a heroic and tragic figure. A man who tried to shape history, but also one shaped by it. Although he ultimately failed in his aims, Vlad’s greatness lies in the fact that he sought to rise above the limits placed upon him by time and place. It is natural to root for the underdog, the one who stands up to fight for what he believes is right against all the odds. This is one of the reasons why Vlad has captured the imagination of countless generations and why so many sought to denigrate him during his lifetime. His heroic, although ultimately futile defiance of the most powerful Empire of his day, is, above all, what secured his place in the history of Europe during the Middle Ages.


We must remember that the sources historians use to reconstruct the past are also created by men. Especially for the medieval history of east central and southeastern Europe, many of the sources available to the historian concentrate on the role of leaders and their actions. This is the framework within which the people living at the time understood their contemporary history, and ultimately how most people continue to perceive it in our own day. This is what makes Vlad III Dracula a legitimate subject for study in trying to understand the complex history of southeastern Europe during the fifteenth century.


†††


The first edition of this book received acclaim for its serious, scholarly approach to a subject that has often been superficially maligned and sensationalized. It offered a new perspective on many of the critical issues surrounding the Wallachian prince and his reign. Continued research, and feedback from other scholars, has led me to revise and enhance some of the conclusions from the first edition. As a result, I decided to prepare a revised second edition of the book, and the editors at Histria Books, which acquired the Center for Romanian Studies, the original publisher, were kind enough to assent to its publication.


This book resulted from research begun during my years as a graduate student at the University of Illinois. It would not have been possible without the kind support of many people who have assisted me over the years. I would like to acknowledge the support of the International Research and Exchanges Board and the United States Department of Education Fulbright-Hays Program through their research exchange programs. In addition, I am grateful to Dr. Keith Hitchins of the University of Illinois for his encouragement and support throughout my career. I am indebted to Octavian Ion Penda for his original illustrations, which are included in this volume. I would also like to thank colleagues and friends Sorin Pârvu, Alexandru Zub, Ioan Bolovan, Marcel Popa, Florin Constantiniu, Cornelia Bodea, Gheorghe Buzatu, Ioan Talpeș, Valeriu Florin Dobrinescu, Ioan Saizu, Stela Cheptea, Mihail Ionescu, and many others, not forgotten, with whom I worked over the years. Last but not least, I express my deepest gratitude to my wife Dana for her love and support.


Kurt W. Treptow







1George Bernard Shaw, “Man and Superman,” Act III, in Four Plays by Bernard Shaw (New York, 1965), p. 377.



2See P.P. Panaitescu, “The German Stories about Vlad Țepeș,” in Kurt W. Treptow, ed., Dracula: Essays on the Life and Times of Vlad the Impaler (Las Vegas, Oxford, Palm Beach, 2018), p. 257, hereafter cited as Dracula: Essays; and Matei Cazacu, L’histoire du prince Dracula en Europe centrale et orientale (XVe siècle) (Genève, 1988), p. 96. See appendix IV.



3See Panaitescu, “The German Stories about Vlad Țepeș,” in Dracula: Essays, p. 256; and Cazacu, L’histoire du prince Dracula, p. 96. See appendix IV.



4”Povestire despre Dracula voievod,” pp. 197-214, in Cronicele slavo-romîne din secolul XV-XVI publicate de Ion Bogdan, P.P. Panaitescu, ed. (București, 1959); and Anton Balotă, “An Analysis of the Dracula Tales,” in Dracula: Essays, p. 231.
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Chapter I




Prologue to the Past


Dracula went into Brasov as far as the chapel of St. Jakob and ordered that the suburbs of the city should be burned down. And no sooner had he arrived there, when early in the morning he gave orders that the men and women, young and old alike, should be impaled next to the chapel, at the foot of the mountain. He then sat down at a table in their midst and ate his breakfast with great pleasure.


— From a fifteenth century German manuscript on the life and deeds of Prince Dracula.5


One of the most controversial figures of fifteenth century Europe, the story of the Romanian Prince Vlad III Dracula, also known as Țepeș (the Impaler), remains obscured behind a veil of myths, the origins of which can be traced to his own lifetime. These legends have evolved throughout the centuries, right up to the present day. The picture of Dracula eating his breakfast with pleasure amongst the bodies of his impaled victims, handed down to us by fifteenth century German chronicles, evokes vivid images of the fictional vampire of the same name created by the Irish novelist Bram Stoker at the end of the nineteenth century. In fact, during the twentieth century the fictional vampire has often been confounded with the historical prince. This can be seen, for example, in the 1992 film by Francis Ford Coppola entitled Bram Stoker’s Dracula, which, in its opening scenes, makes a direct connection between the vampire and the historical Dracula, as well as 2014’s Dracula Untold, among others.


The growth of these legends linked to Vlad III Dracula during the following centuries accounts for his remarkable international fame. The eminent Romanian historian Constantin C. Giurescu once stated that Romanian history has had “princes more important than Țepeș, with longer reigns, and who realized greater accomplishments, such as Mircea the Old and Stephen the Great, but their fame did not become so great in Europe.”6


While the dominant image of Dracula has been that of a bloody tyrant, later transformed into a bloodthirsty vampire, he has always been a highly controversial figure. Side by side with the image of the cruel tyrant described in the fifteenth century German Stories are tales of a strong and just leader who, like his Albanian contemporary George Castriota Scanderbeg,7 bravely opposed Turkish domination of his country. Antonius Bonfinius, the chronicler of King Matthias Corvinus of Hungary, described Dracula as being “a man of unheard-of cruelty and justice… He behaved with such harshness in this barbarous country that everyone could have their things in safety, even in the middle of the forest.”8 The Slavic stories tell of a brave leader who, “when he set out against the Turks, addressed his entire army, saying: ‘Whoever is afraid of death, he will not go with me, but will remain here.’”9 Centuries later, this heroic image can also be found in the French writer Victor Hugo’s Legende des siècles:


Vlad, a nobleman from Tarvis, called Beelzebub


Refused to pay tribute to the Sultan


And killed all the Turkish emissaries


Impaling them on thirty stakes along both sides of the road.10


In Romania, the prince has generally enjoyed a more positive image than elsewhere. While certain nineteenth century historians, such as Mihail Kogălniceanu and Ioan Bogdan,11 had a negative impression of the prince, others saw in his strong leadership and stern justice a solution for the problems of their own times. For example, the Romanian national poet Mihai Eminescu, in his well-known poem Satire III, decried the corruption and dishonesty that he saw all around him and called upon Vlad to bring down his wrath upon the guilty.12 Likewise, Romanian oral tradition generally portrays Dracula as a stern but just prince.13 Examples of this in art can be seen in several paintings by the nineteenth century Romanian artist Theodor Aman, one of which portrays a dignified Vlad refusing the offerings of the sultan’s emissaries.
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In twentieth century Romanian historiography, especially under the communist regime, Vlad began to be portrayed in a nationalist manner, with strong socio-economic undertones. The fifteenth century prince became a sort of proto-Marxist thanks to the works of Barbu T. Câmpina and others who emphasized Dracula’s alleged conflicts with the boyars and efforts to impose central control over the economy.14 Official propaganda portrayed him as a champion of the lower classes, at times going so far as to dub him ‘the father of centralized economic planning.’ As we shall see, Communist historians misused the documents in an abusive manner to support wholly ideological conclusions. Our task is to re-examine the available evidence to test the validity of these interpretations.


The fame of Vlad III Dracula can be traced to the growth of the legends about him over the centuries. They have at their origin, in no small measure, his resistance to Ottoman domination and the policies he implemented during his principal reign on the throne of Wallachia from 1456 to 1462, and especially his relations with the Saxon cities of neighboring Transylvania and with the kingdom of Hungary. Thus, to understand the fame of Dracula, it is first necessary to study the historical figure of Vlad III Dracula and the times in which he lived. To do this, it is also of vital importance to re-examine the prevalent conclusions about his reign, too often repeated, in light of the existent evidence. This is the scope of the present book.
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5See P.P. Panaitescu, “The German Stories about Vlad Țepeș,” pp. 185-196, in Dracula: Essays, p. 256. See Appendix IV for a complete English translation of the German Stories about Vlad and Appendix V for a translation of the fragment from the Hungarian Court chronicler Antonius Bonfinius concerning the Wallachian prince.



6Quoted in “Introduction” to Dracula: Essays, p. 10.



7See A.K. Brackob, Scanderbeg: A History of George Castriota and the Albanian Resistance to Islamic Expansion in Fifteenth Century Europe (Las Vegas: Histria Books, 2018).



8See Appendix V.



9Pandele Olteanu, Limba povestirilor slave despre Vlad Țepeș (București, 1960), p. 356.




10Quoted in Alexandru Duțu, “Portraits of Vlad Țepeș: Literature, Pictures, and Images of the Ideal Man,” in Dracula: Essays, p. 327. The French text reads:


Vlad, boyard de Tarvis, appelé Belzebuth


Refuse de payer au sultan son tribut


Prend l’ambassade turque et la fait périr toute


Sur trente pals, plantes aux deux bords de la route.


The French writer’s reference to the satanic name Beelzebub is illustrative of the controversial nature of the Wallachian prince and reflects the confusion surrounding his name.




11See, for example, Ioan Bogdan, Vlad Țepeș și narațiunile germane și rusești asupra lui (București, 1896), who considers Vlad to have been a deranged tyrant. His book was the first monograph on Dracula.



12”Satire III” in A.K. Brackob, ed., Poems and Prose of Mihai Eminescu (Las Vegas: Center for Romanian Studies, 2019).



13Radu R. Florescu and Raymond T. McNally, Dracula: A Biography of Vlad the Impaler, 1431-1476 (New York: Hawthorn Books, 1973), p. 66; and Raymond T. McNally, “An Historical Appraisal of the Image of Vlad the Impaler in Contemporary Romanian Folklore,” in Dracula: Essays, pp. 265-304.



14See, for example, Barbu T. Câmpina, “Complotul boierilor și răscoală din Țara Romînească din iulie-noiembrie, 1462,” pp. 599-624, in Studii și referate privind istoria Romîniei, pt. I (București, 1954); Barbu T. Câmpina, “Victoria oștii lui Țepeș asupra Sultanului Mehmed al II-lea (cu prilejul împlinirii a 500 de ani),” pp. 533-555, in Studii. Revista de istorie, XV:3 (1962); and Gustav Gündisch, “Cu privire la relațiile lui Vlad Țepeș cu Transilvania în anii 1456-1458,” in Studii. Revista de istorie, XVI:3 (1963), pp. 681-696.














Chapter II




The Principality of Wallachia


This land was long ago inhabited by the Getae, who forced Darius, the son of Histape, to flee shamefully… Later, they were defeated and subjugated by Roman forces. A colony of Romans was brought there, who ruled over the Dacians, under the leadership of one known as Flaccus, after whom the land was named Flacchia. Then, after a long period of time, the name was altered, as often happens, and it was called Wallachia, and instead of Flacchians [the inhabitants] were named Wallachians. These people have a Roman language that has changed a great deal so that it is very difficult for someone from Italy to understand it.


— Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini, Cosmographia15


The territory on the left bank of the Danube that for more than five hundred years formed the principality of Wallachia has, since ancient times, been a crossroads between east and west, between Europe and Asia. This fact helps account for its tumultuous history, a geopolitical reality that marked the reign of Vlad III Dracula, as the Danube represented the limit of Ottoman expansion in Europe during the fifteenth century.


The principality of Wallachia came into existence at the beginning of the fourteenth century on a territory bordered by the Carpathian Mountains and the Danube, Siret, and Milcov rivers. When Vlad’s grandfather Mircea the Old (1386-1418),16 completed the century-long process of unification of the smaller state formations that came together to form Wallachia, its territories included Muntenia, Oltenia, Dobrogea, a part of southern Bessarabia, as well as the duchies of Amlaș and Făgăraș in Transylvania. From the Carpathian Mountains in the northern part of the country, with their passes connecting Wallachia to Transylvania, the land gradually descended into an area of dense forests that opened into vast plains further south. The relief of the terrain made defense difficult, particularly from the south. The Danube could be crossed by bark or bridge, and during the winter it would often freeze over; thus, it did not represent a formidable natural obstacle. From the north, defense was easier as long as control of the mountain passes could be maintained. Yet, the terrain did not allow for the construction of fortresses that could be used to maintain and strengthen control over the region as a whole. As a result, the country’s most important military fortifications were all located along its borders.


The principality of Wallachia, which came into being during the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries, was the first Romanian state to take shape, but the history of this people on the territories in the Carpathian-Danubian region goes back much further. In ancient times, the Getae and the Dacians, two branches of the same tribe of Thracians, populated the region. According to the geographer Strabo, the Getae lived in the area around the Danube River, while the Dacians dwelled in the Carpathian Mountain region in what is now Transylvania.17 The first historical record of the existence of these peoples comes from Herodotus, who describes them as “the bravest and most correct among the Thracians.” He also provides two differing accounts of their religion and their worship of the god Zalmoxis.18 The political formation of these people reached its peak during the first century when a powerful Dacian kingdom formed under the leadership of Burebista (70-44 B.C.), on a territory roughly corresponding to that of present-day Romania.


The following century it again flourished under the rule of King Decebal (A.D. 87-106). The threat posed by the Dacian kingdom under the leadership of Decebal, who had defeated a Roman attack early in his reign, caused worry to the Roman Empire. During the reign of Emperor Trajan, Rome decided to take action against its neighbor to the northeast launching two attacks, the first in A.D. 101-102, the second in A.D. 105-106, which resulted in the complete destruction of the Dacian kingdom and its transformation to a Roman province. The conquest of Dacia marked the pinnacle of Roman power as it would be the last province added to the Empire and the first that it would abandon.
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Roman rule in Dacia lasted for 165 years, from A.D. 106 to 271. During this time, fortresses and cities were built and the province colonized, usually by Roman veterans from diverse parts of the Empire, but bound by a common language – Latin. In fact, Latin had already exerted its influence in the Dacian lands as contact between the Geto-Dacian people and the Romans dated back several centuries before the conquest of the province. In 271, Emperor Aurelian decided to withdraw the Roman administration from Dacia. The decision was militarily sound, reducing the border area that needed to be manned and defended against the increasing number of Barbarian attacks from the northeast, establishing the Danube as a fortified line of defense for the Empire.


Nevertheless, contacts with the former province did not abruptly end. Rome sought to maintain the area as a buffer against the barbarian invasions, and the population that had settled there during the period of Roman administration, for the most part, remained. This mixing of Roman colonists and the native Geto-Dacian population laid the basis for the gradual formation of the Romanian people.


Religion is another important aspect in the continuity of the Romanian people. The Romanians formed as a people, not only with a common language but also with a common religion. As Christianity spread throughout the area of the Mediterranean Sea during the last centuries of the Roman Empire, it made its way to Dacia, where the Latin-speaking population adopted it. The similarities that the new religion shared with the cult of Zalmoxis, the state religion of the Dacian kingdom prior to the Roman conquest, made its assimilation in this region even easier. As the renowned scholar of the history of religions, Mircea Eliade pointed out, the cult of Zalmoxis, perhaps more than any other pre-Christian cult, was easily adaptable to Christianity.19 This helped facilitate the fusion of the two cultures that ultimately brought about the ethnogenesis of the Romanian people.


Christianity began to enter the territories of former Dacia in the early fourth century, as evidenced by the establishment of a bishopric in Tomis20 (today Constanța) on the Black Sea coast. The early spread of Christianity in this region, which coincided with the formation of the Romanian people, is further demonstrated by the fact that the core religious vocabulary in Romanian is of Latin origin: church = biserica (Lat. basilica), cross = cruce (Lat. crux, -cis), priest = preot (Lat. presbiterum), God = Dumnezeu (Lat. dom(l)ne deus), Easter = Paști (Lat. pascha, -ae), Christmas = Crăciun (Lat. creatio, -oms), Bible = Biblia (Lat. biblia), angel = înger (Lat. angelus),21 etc. If Christianity had not taken root early on among the Romanians, this core vocabulary would undoubtedly have been of Slavonic origin. As the Church in Wallachia developed a hierarchical structure during the centuries following the Slavic invasions of southeastern Europe, it became Slavicized. Slavonic became the official language of the Church in the Romanian lands. As a result, any of the terms relating to the Church hierarchy, that had not existed up to that time, are derived from Slavonic (which in turn had borrowed many of these terms from Greek) and not Latin: metropolitan = mitropolit (Slav. Mitropolita), patriarch = patriarh (Slav. Patrijarha), abbot = stareț (Slav. Stariica), monk = călugăr (Slav. Kalugera),22 etc.


Evidence of the existence of a religious hierarchy during the Middle Ages on the territory that ultimately became Wallachia predates the formation of the principality. A letter from Pope Gregory XI to King Bela of Hungary in 1234 mentions a pseudo-bishop of the Greek rite in Wallachia.23 After the formation of the principality around 1310, under the rule of Prince Basarab I (1310-1352), the Church hierarchy began to develop further, playing an essential role in the medieval state structure. Religion also figured into the skilled prince’s strategy to secure the independence of his land from the neighboring Catholic kingdom of Hungary. There is some evidence that Basarab even offered refuge to Templar knights fleeing persecution in Europe.24 This culminated in his victory over the Angevin King Carol Robert at the battle of Posada in 1330. Basarab I was buried in the church he built at Câmpulung.


The Orthodox Church in Wallachia was officially recognized by the patriarch in Constantinople in 1359 during the reign of his son and successor Nicolae Alexandru (1352-1364). The prince of Wallachia addressed the patriarch of Constantinople, asking him to recognize the Metropolitanate of Ungrovalahia, because, as the head of Orthodoxy, only he could rightfully confer this title. At the same time, he sought to strengthen ties with the Byzantine Empire,25 as the threat to the existence of the young state posed by Catholic Hungary still lingered even after the defeat suffered by the latter at the battle of Posada.26
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The residence of the new metropolitan was established in Curtea de Argeș, the capital of Wallachia at the time, in the Church of St. Nicolae Domnesc, built during the reign of Nicolae Alexandru.27 Initially, the metropolitan ruled over all of Wallachia, but in 1370 the border was modified together with the establishment of the Metropolitanate of Severin (in what is today Drobeta-Turnu Severin), with the Olt River as the probable border between the two.28 Until the fall of Constantinople to the Ottomans in 1453, the metropolitans of Wallachia, like those of Moldavia after the establishment of the Orthodox Church in the neighboring principality, were appointed by the Patriarch in Constantinople, most of them being Greeks.29


The princes of Wallachia patronized the Eastern Orthodox Church, founding monasteries and churches, giving them land grants and exempting them from taxes, as well as making donations to the important center of Orthodoxy on Mount Athos. At times, the metropolitan or certain abbots of important monasteries would participate as members of the sfatul domnesc (royal council), but during the fifteenth century this occurred only when matters directly affecting the Church were under consideration. In return, the Church served as a moral and political support for the state internally, strengthening the authority of the prince, while also having a diplomatic function in the relations of the state with the rest of the Orthodox world. The importance of the Church in medieval society must not be underestimated. “The principal characteristic of the Romanian soul at the time was its religiousness,” Romanian historian Ilie Minea correctly pointed out, “a general phenomenon also common to other European peoples. Civilization had the color of the Church: literature was, with very few exceptions, religious; art was also in the service of the Church.”30 Some of the most beautiful examples of Byzantine art can be found in the churches and monasteries of Wallachia and Moldavia, most famously the painted monasteries of Bucovina.


†††


The feudal economic system in Wallachia was of uncertain origins. As a result, it has also been the source of much debate in Romanian historiography. Most likely, it began with the era of the great migrations when invaders would impose their rule on the native population and attempt to exploit their conquest. Several scholars, most notably P.P. Panaitescu, argue, based on linguistic evidence, that the Slavic invasions led to the formation of a ruling class that gradually became Romanianized. This is also true of the Pechenegs in the tenth century and the Cumans in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, both migratory peoples of Turkish origin from Central Asia who entered Moldavia and Wallachia and settled on the fertile agricultural lands.31 After establishing their rule over the native population, these peoples were gradually assimilated by the native population, similar to the case of the assimilation of the Bulgars by the Slavic population in Bulgaria.


Other scholars stress the native origins of the nobility, arguing that property rights were gradually usurped by village leaders, leading to the creation of a hereditary class.32 While one can imagine that some native formation of a boyar class took place, most scholars agree on the Slavic origin of the boyars based upon linguistic evidence and the Slavic structure of feudal institutions in the Romanian lands.


The need for organizing a system of defense encouraged the extension of feudalism and the creation of the boyars as a social group. It must be noted that this process began in the plains, which were more vulnerable to attack and richer in agricultural potential. It only gradually spread to other areas. One of the factors that helped to speed up the process of feudalization was the fact that during the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries,33 the Romanian lands found themselves located along thriving commercial routes linking East and West. As these routes brought with them a certain amount of wealth and hence required a defensive system, the extension of forms of feudalism naturally followed. This growing feudal social, political, and economic system led to the emergence of small state formations, such as voievodates and cnezates, that gradually united to create the principalities of Wallachia and Moldavia during the fourteenth century. It must be remembered, however, that large communities of free peasants also existed within each of these states. Thus, they cannot be considered wholly feudal, though the development of this system led to their creation. It is only with the extension of Ottoman domination into the Romanian lands and their increasing economic exploitation by the Porte during the sixteenth century that feudal relations between landlords and peasants in the Romanian lands significantly expanded.34


The process of consolidation of these smaller state formations was also enhanced by the encroachment of neighboring powers into the Romanian lands and the need to defend against them. This is especially true of the Kingdom of Hungary which, after conquering Transylvania, tried to extend its control over Wallachia and Moldavia, provoking the local population to organize itself politically and militarily to oppose the expansion of the Magyar kingdom.


As a result, we encounter the emergence of principalities on the Romanian lands in the fourteenth century, first in Wallachia, to the south, bordering the Danube, around 1310, and later Moldavia, to the east of the Carpathians, in 1359.
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Chapter III




Wallachia before 1448: The Threat Posed by Ottoman Expansion


Basarabs, Musats, in holy shadows you remain, a noble race,


Settlers of the land and givers of new laws, you who did trace


With spade and plough the new frontiers of a country large and free


Far extending from the mountains to the Danube and the sea.


— Mihai Eminescu, Satire III35


As we have seen, the Principality of Wallachia came into being at the beginning of the fourteenth century through the fusion of smaller state formations that had existed previously on this territory. The period of the completion of territorial expansion and the development and consolidation of state institutions coincided with the reign of Prince Mircea the Old (1387-1418).36 It is also at this time that the Romanian principalities first came into contact with a new power that would dominate this region of Europe for the next 500 years and would have a decisive impact upon the future development of the Romanian principalities and all of southeastern Europe – the Ottoman Turks.


The consolidation of Wallachia, both territorially and administratively, had only just been completed when the Ottoman threat appeared. The principality had come into existence around 1310. The patriarch had officially recognized the metropolitanate only in 1359, and the consolidation of its territories occurred just when Ottoman expansion first touched the borders of the young state toward the end of the fourteenth century.


One of the principal problems that the new state would face when it encountered the Ottoman political and military threat at this relatively fragile stage in its existence was the lack of any well-established principle of succession to the throne. A hereditary-elective system of succession to the throne existed in which an assembly of the boyars proclaimed one of the male member s of the ruling family as prince. While it was usual for the oldest son of the prince to be chosen, followed by the next brother, theoretically, all male offspring of the ruling prince, both legitimate and illegitimate, could lay claim to the throne.37 The hereditary-elective system led to struggles among royal offspring to garner support amongst factions of boyars in their bids for power. It also created opportunities for outside interference in the internal dynastic struggles that were to plague the young principality.


While some historians, such as R.W. Seton-Watson, have claimed that no clear theory has been elaborated as to why royal power failed to be established on a secure and lasting basis, suggesting a variety of possibilities, including a lack of worthy successors and Turkish interference,38 the problem is more fundamental. As we have seen, the state and religious structures in Wallachia, as well as the boyars as a social group, were of Slavic origin; it is here that the explanation for the hereditary-elective system of choosing princes must be found. The problem that would plague Wallachia throughout the period under discussion is similar to that experienced by many Slavic states in Eastern Europe – the absence of primogeniture in Slavic customary law, meaning that all sons had a right to an equal share of an inheritance.39


The origins of this problem predated both the foundation of the state and the appearance of the Turks in Europe. It is true, however, that the hereditaryelective system of choosing princes, in fact, first became a serious problem with the appearance of the Ottoman threat. Several factors help to explain why. From the reign of Basarab I to that of Mircea the Old, the number of royal offspring multiplied. In fact, the family can be divided into two branches dating from the time of Mircea’s reign. Both Mircea and his brother Dan were sons of Prince Radu I (1377-1384). The oldest, Dan, succeeded their father in 1384. When he died three years later, in 1387, his brother Mircea succeeded him on the throne. One chronicler, Chalkokondyles, claims that Mircea killed his brother,40 while other sources claim that Sisman, prince of the Serbs, killed Prince Dan.41 It seems unlikely that Mircea committed fratricide as Dan’s son, the future Prince Dan II, is known to have served his uncle loyally and referred to him with reverence in several documents issued during his subsequent reigns.42 Whatever the actual circumstances of Dan’s demise may have been, the fact remains that following the death of Mircea the Old in January of 1418, the sons of both Mircea and his brother Dan would contest the throne, each building support among boyar factions.


Mircea, one of the most outstanding rulers of his day, realized the grave nature of this problem, especially after the appearance of the Ottoman threat, and took measures to try to establish a sound principle of succession to the throne. He did this, much like Roman emperors of previous centuries attempted to do, by making his son Mihail associate ruler as early as 27 December 1391.43 By 1416, Mihail had become de facto ruler of Wallachia and was securely positioned to succeed his father when Mircea died on 31 January 1418. Despite his efforts, Mircea’s attempt to establish a sound principle of succession failed. Shortly after his death, the struggle between his successors and those of his brother Dan broke out. As the great prince foresaw when he tried to find a solution to this dilemma, it would be exploited to full advantage by the Ottoman aggressor, as well as by his Saxon and Hungarian neighbors to the north.


The result of this increasing external interference in the internal affairs of Wallachia can be demonstrated statistically. From the founding of the principality in 1310 until the end of the reign of Mircea the Old in 1418, a period of 108 years, a total of seven princes sat on the throne of Wallachia, making an average reign of slightly more than 15 years:


Basarab I, 1310-1352


Nicolae Alexandru, 1352-1364


Vladislav I (Vlaicu), 1364-1377


Radu I (the Wise), 1377-1384


Dan I, 1384-1387


Mircea the Old, 1387-1418


Vlad I (Usurper), 1394-1397


In contrast, the period from 1418 to the final reign of Vlad III Dracula in 1476, a period of 58 years, a total of eleven different princes sat on the throne, making an average reign of slightly over five years. The situation is even grimmer when one considers that many of these eleven princes had several different reigns, including Vlad, who reigned three times (1448, 1456-1462, and 1476). Thus, one can identify 29 separate reigns during this 58-year period, making for an average of reign of only two years:


Mihail I, 1418-1420


Dan II, 1420-1421


Radu II Prasnaglava, March-November, 1421


Dan II, 1421-1423


Radu II Prasnaglava, Summer, 1423


Dan II, 1423-1424


Radu II Prasnaglava, 1424-1426


Dan II, 1426-1427


Radu II Prasnaglava, January-March, 1427


Dan II, 1427-1431


Alexandru I Aldea, 1431-1436


Vlad II Dracul, 1436-1442


Mircea (son of Vlad II Dracul), March-August, 1442


Basarab II, 1442-1443


Vlad II Dracul, 1443-1447


Vladislav II, 1447-1448


Vlad III Dracula, October 1448


Vladislav II, 1448-1456


Vlad III Dracula, 1456-1462


Radu cel Frumos, 1462-1473


Basarab Laiotă, November-December, 1473


Radu cel Frumos, 1473-1474


Basarab Laiotă, March 1474


Radu cel Frumos, March-September, 1474


Basarab Laiotă, 1474-1476


Vlad III Dracula, November-December, 1476


While the impact of the Ottoman threat can be seen in the political instability that characterized Wallachia throughout the fifteenth century, it cannot be said that the threat posed by Ottoman expansion created this condition. The problem was inherent in the hereditary-elective system of choosing princes. The Ottoman danger merely amplified it as the Porte consciously exploited this fundamental weakness.


Several historians have tried to explain the instability that characterized Wallachian politics during this period as resulting from an ongoing struggle for the throne between the successors of Dan I and those of Mircea the Old, following the death of the latter in 1418. It has been argued that the conflict was initially a personal rivalry between members of the two families, but that later on, it became a struggle along territorial lines, the Dănești faction (originally descendants of Dan I) being boyars from Oltenia, while the Drăculești faction (originally descendants of Mircea the Old) were boyars from Muntenia.44 The so-called Drăculești-Dănești rivalry, while providing a nice framework for trying to understand the problem, is difficult to prove when confronting the evidence. For example, while the struggle between Mihail, Mircea the Old’s eldest son and successor, and Dan II, son of Dan I, may be interpreted in this way, as is also true of the ongoing struggle during the 1420s between Dan II and another of Mircea’s sons, Radu Prasnaglava, it fails to explain the conflict between Alexandru Aldea and Vlad Dracul during the 1430s, as both were sons of Mircea. Likewise, it cannot explain the conflict between Vlad III and Radu cel Frumos in 1462, which I will examine in detail later, as both were sons of Vlad Dracul, grandsons of Mircea. It seems an artificial construction to interpret the ongoing struggles for the throne that characterized fifteenth century Wallachia in terms of the Draculești-Danești rivalry.45


Family loyalty appears not to have been an impediment for asserting claims to the throne against brothers. The conflicts are best understood as being attempts by those who had a legitimate claim to the throne to gain support among a faction of the boyars and/or assistance from a foreign power to take control of the country. These were personal conflicts, struggles for power. Family ties nevertheless played a powerful role in creating factions among the boyars, and certainly, princes, once installed on the throne, sought to secure benefits for their relatives and supporters.


†††


As mentioned earlier, the first contact between Wallachia and the Ottomans came during the reign of Mircea the Old. Following the great Ottoman victory over the Serbs at Kosova in 1389, Mircea agreed to pay tribute to the Ottomans, although he did not become a vassal and maintained his country’s independence.46 Nevertheless, conflicts with the Ottomans ensued. He won a great victory over the Turks, defeating Sultan Bayezid I in the marshes at Rovine in 1394. The following year, he allied himself with Emperor Sigismund of Luxemburg, king of Hungary, and joined the emperor in the ill-fated Crusade that ended in a disastrous defeat for the Christian forces, made up of French, Burgundian, and German knights, at Nicopolis in 1396. Tragically, Christian leaders failed to heed the valuable strategic advice offered by the Wallachian prince familiar with Ottoman tactics. This resulted in disaster for the crusaders.47


The collapse of the Ottoman Empire, following the invasion by Tamerlane in 1402, and the subsequent outbreak of the Ottoman civil war, gave Mircea a respite. He assumed the role of kingmaker in southeastern Europe, intervening in the civil war between the sons of Bayezid I to gain advantages for Wallachia by lending his support to Musa. The eventual victory of Mehmed I, however, meant a rebirth of Ottoman power. The new sultan seized several Danubian fortresses from Wallachia and took control of Dobrogea, making it a Turkish province.48 In addition, Mircea had to agree to pay an annual tribute of 3,000 ducats. Nevertheless, he maintained Wallachia’s independence as the agreement did not recognize the Ottoman Empire as a suzerain power, and in exchange for the tribute, the Sultan was obligated to defend Wallachia against unauthorized raids from south of the Danube.


Through his skillful political maneuvering and military prowess, Mircea earned the respect of his formidable enemy to the south, being characterized by the Turkish chronicler Leunclavius as “the bravest and cleverest among the Christian princes.”49 He died on 31 January 1418 and was buried in the church at the Monastery of Cozia, which he had built, on 4 February 1418.50 His reign would become the point of reference for all of his successors during the fifteenth century, who, in many of their official acts, refer back to his reign. Mircea strengthened Wallachia, developed its institutions, and maintained its independence in face of the Ottoman threat.
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Mircea’s handpicked successor, his eldest son Mihail I, acted as a prince of Wallachia even before his father’s death. He is mentioned as associate ruler in documents as early as 1391, but consistently after 1415 when he used the title “John Mihail, voievod and prince.”51 Nevertheless, Mircea’s efforts to ensure a smooth transition to the throne to protect the independence of Wallachia failed. While the first year of Mihail’s reign went smoothly as he maintained close relations with the Hungarians and Sultan Mehmed I was busy consolidating his newly refounded empire, the new prince failed to preserve the delicate balance between the two neighboring powers that his father had worked so tirelessly to establish.


Although the reasons are unclear, Mihail, from the time of his co-regency in 1417, stopped paying tribute to the Turks. In addition, he participated alongside the Hungarian Army in a battle against the Ottomans along the Danube in September 1419. This led the sultan to launch an attack against Wallachia in which Mihail was defeated in the fall of 1419. He was forced to pay the tribute he had neglected to send during the three previous years, as well as to promise to pay promptly in the future. In addition, he was compelled to cede the fortress of Giurgiu and the left bank of the Danube to the Black Sea to the Ottomans and to offer his sons Mihail and Radu as hostages. These concessions weakened Mihail’s position among the boyars, some of whom defected to a rival claimant to the throne, Dan II, son of Mircea the Old’s brother Dan I.52 Perhaps opposition from the boyars led Mihail not to respect the terms of this new treaty. This created an opportunity exploited by Dan II, who sought to enlist the sultan’s help in his effort to gain the throne. A war broke out between Mihail and Dan in the spring of 1420. At first, it appeared that Mihail would have sufficient strength to repel the invasion of his rival, but Turkish intervention in May turned the tide in favor of Dan II. Mihail was forced to retreat and to seek assistance from his Hungarian allies. When the two forces met again in the summer of 1420, Dan’s forces, aided by the Turks, defeated Mihail and his Hungarian contingent. Mihail was killed in the fighting, and Dan II assumed the Wallachian throne.53


This first conflict between the successors of Mircea the Old is illustrative of the subsequent struggles for the throne in Wallachia during the fifteenth century. The country would become a battleground between the Hungarian Kingdom and the Ottoman Empire in their struggle for supremacy in the Danubian region. Each side would support claimants to the throne in this Romanian principality to gain influence and to win the upper hand in the struggle with the other power. At the same time, claimants to the throne would regularly appeal to one of these two powers for assistance in gaining the throne. The result was that the position of any prince was at best precarious, and the struggle to preserve the principality’s independence, as it had been established by Mircea the Old, would become ever more difficult. It is in this light that one must also view the reign of Vlad III Dracula.


During the 1420s, the ongoing struggle for the throne between Dan II and Radu II Prasnaglava defined Wallachian politics. While Dan had initially gained the throne with the aid of the Turks, his rival Radu sought assistance from the king of Hungary, Emperor Sigismund of Luxemburg. As each prince found it necessary to make overtures to one or the other of the opposing neighboring powers, his rival could easily appeal to the other side in his effort to reclaim the throne. Thus, Dan regained the throne for the second time in 1421-1422 with the aid of Hungary. This led Radu Prasnaglava to appeal to yet another source for support in his effort to oust his cousin Dan from the throne, Prince Alexander the Good (1400-1432) of neighboring Moldavia.


Like his contemporary Mircea the Old in Wallachia, Alexander the Good realized the administrative and territorial consolidation of the second Romanian principality, Moldavia. Following Mircea’s death, he used the occasion of the struggles in Wallachia to secure the southern border of his principality and to improve its economic situation. To do this, he seized the strategic Danubian fortress of Chilia in 1421, which also served as an important customs point through which a great deal of Moldavian trade passed. Chilia remained a point of contention between the two Romanian principalities throughout the fifteenth century, including, as we shall see, during the reign of Vlad III Dracula, until its ultimate seizure by the Ottomans in 1484.
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