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Abstract: This study presents the most important cultural-religious achievements
produced during the reign of Matei Basarab, who reigned in Wallachia between
1632 and 1654. The long reign of Matei Basarab was an era of religious fervour and
cultural development. It was he who made a major contribution to replacing the
Slavonic language with Romanian in official, religious and civil life. He introduced
the first written legislation: the Pravila (printed at the Govora Monastery, 1640), as
well as the Pravila /ndreptarea legii (Targoviste, 1652). Matthias Basarab also built
dozens of churches from the ground up, as well as rebuilding many others, both in
the country and outside — on Mount Athos (in 1645, he paid the taxes for the entire
Holy Mountain), and on the territory of present-day Bulgaria, in Vidin and Sistov.
The last part of the study therefore examines his role as a protector of south-eastern
European culture and as a supporter of Orthodoxy, who was an assiduous advocate
of both the unaltered preservation of Orthodox tradition and the promotion of a
Christian European civilisation. In this way, the era of Matei Basarab exemplifies
historian Nicolae Iorga’s paradigm of “Byzantium after Byzantium”.
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Introduction. Taking into consideration that words can take us closer and at
the same time farther from the essence of words, Lucian Boia pointed to the fact
that even the word Aistory can be confusing. It presents the “curious trait of having
the same name as its object of study” (Boia 2022: 11). In other words, history has
the mission of rebuilding history. That way, image gets confused with reality. As a
consequence, the past means legitimacy and justification, without it we cannot be
sure of anything; on the other hand, history presents to us an illusion, because it is
too massive to be confined between the walls of a library, it cannot fit between the
covers of a book. Then, how can history be revived? In which manner can it be
brought to the present? Only through a selection process, the author assures us.
Still, it is a thoroughly selective process because “we select, of course, but not
anything and anyhow. We choose the important elements, the most representative
and meaningful. The history that we produce is a lot smaller than real history, but
they are very much alike. It is the big history reduced to scale, its synthetic replica”
(Boia 2022: 12).

The present study is this type of a selection process. The premise of this analysis is
that the era of Matei Basarab, who reigned in Tara Romaneascd between 1632-
1656, exemplifies historian Nicolae Ilorga's paradigm of "Byzantium after
Byzantium" (Iorga 2002: 5). His theory was that the Romanian culture and
civilisation are profoundly influenced by the Byzantium civilisation. For Iorga,
Byzantium represents a continuity of the late, ancient world and its survival in the
modern world, even after the fall of Constantinopol (1453). This way, there is a real

498



Byzantium (330- 1453) and an ideal Byzantium that expands until the beginning of
the 19th century. The Byzantine continuity can be observed from three points of
view: politics, civilisation and human.

On the other hand, other historians underlined the fact that the Romanian
countries were part of the Byzantium Commonwealth that Dimitri Obolensky once
talked about, stressing the interest of both parties (Obolensky 2002: 5). That way,
once they were free from the Hungarian domination — Valahia in 1330, Moldova in
1365 —, Romanian rulers got enough power, ambition, independence and wealth
that made them want to grow their prestige in the country and their status with the
exterior by cementing their relations with the Empire: “they were not allowed to
take example in the past Eastern European rulers’ behaviour in order to know that
the first step towards the wanted path was getting a Church organisation
subordinated to Byzantium” (Obolensky 2002: 284). On the other hand, there are at
least three main reasons why the Byzantines were interested in the Romanian
countries: 1) commerce; 2) the ambition of the Patriarch to consolidate and expand
the hegemony in Eastern Europe; and most of all, 3) military, taking into account
the wish to stop the Turkish threath- and Valahia, and in a small measure,
Moldova, through their relations with the neighbouring country, Transilvania,
were able to take an active role in the Buda crusades (Obolensky 2002: 285).

Synthesizing, the long reign of Matei Basarab was an era of religious fervour and
cultural development. He had a major contribution in replacing Slavonic language
with Romanian language in the official, religious and civil life. He introduced the
first written law Pravila (printed at Govora monastery in 1640) (Dura, 1990: 58-79;
Mititelu, 2012: 23-56), and also /ndreptarea legii (Targoviste, 1652) (Duri, 2011: 25-
48; Mititelu 2014: 56-89). Furthermore, Matei Basarab built a few dozens of
churches, rebuild some other, in the country but also on the Athos Mountain (in
1645, he paid the taxes for the entire Holy Mountain), and present Bulgaria, in
Vidin and Sistov.

In the following, we will present Matei Basarab’s role as protector of South- East
European culture and defender of Orthodoxy, who fought assiduously to keep the
Orthodox tradition unaltered and to promote a Cristian European civilization.

Matei Basarab- founder of churches and promoter of religious culture

It is said that Matei Basarab is the biggest founder of churches of the Romanians
(Panaitescu 1976: 167-168; Costache 2010: 75). His accomplishments were in part
due to the gentry that supported him, as they saw him as a man of the country. The
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chronicler, Miron Costin, pointed to this aspect when he made an ampler
characterization of the ruler, saying that he is the “happy man that rules over all
the people in that country” (Costin 1958: 97). The same chronicler said that he is “a
good ruler”. His qualities are a good judgement, perseverance, he was appreciated
by the gentry, paying the tribute and fulfilling the Ottomans orders, mediating
between the Ottomans and the Christian world, his persistence in reducing the
tribute and taking care of the country, his opposition towards the Ottoman abuse,
his lack of greed, maintaining peace (even for short periods of time). Therefore, a
“good ruler” was one that had all “things settled”, being a good manager, ensuring
the wealth of the country. He was also a founder, he was faithful, a good soldier,
defender of the gentry, kind and wise. (It is the synthesis based upon the aspirations
of Miron Costin, the chronicler) (Manea 2005).

His ruling, of over two decades, is remembered as an era of peace and internal
stability for Tara Romaneascd. Of course, this status was achieved through the
payment of a big tribute, this being the result of his diplomatic affairs. Anyhow,
even in the beginning of his reign, he exempted monasteries from paying taxes.
That way, he made sure that he would have the support of the Church in his future
endevours, support that was going to double the civil authority.

The list of churches, monasteries that Matei Basarab rebuilt, restaured and built in
Tara Roméneasci is long. Some researchers talk about 43 churches and monasteries
in the cities and the villages of the country (Stoicescu 1982: 57). Nicolae Stoicescu
affirmed: “there is almost no old foundation that has not been repaired or rebuilt,
depending on the case, and we can firmly say that the entire country is like a
massive building site in which all of the old monuments were given new clothing”
(Stoicescu 1988: 223; Teodorescu 2012).

Still, the ruler did not forget about the Romanians that inhabited other countries.
He built a church at Porcesti, in Sibiu, Soveja monastery in Moldova, and three
other places of worship on Bulgarian soil, next to the Danube, like the ones in
Vidin and Svistov.

We also have to remember that some of his foundations were real citadels, with
fortifications (especially those along the Danube, those from Moldova and the ones
near Bucuresti).

At the same time, there are also important his foundations at the Athos Mountain.
With the help of his donations, were restaured and embellished the following
monasteries: Xenofon, Dionisiu, Hilandar, Simonopetra, Pantocrator, Russikon, etc.

A very important subject for the ruler was the legislative sistem. With this in mind,
it was published in 1652 the manuscript /ndreptarea legii, which settled a great deal
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of legal aspects. Even the submission of some of the big monasteries towards Athos
did not escape his attention: starting with 1639, Matei Basarab prohibited this; the
interdiction sanctioned 22 monasteries (until 1641, their number will grow to 39).
The consequence of this act was a better management of the riches in the country,
which were better stipulated than before.

The European importance of Matei Basarab's era — research study, his diplomatic
affairs

The beginning of the 17% century marked the ending of the warrior rulers and the
start of the diplomatic period, of political, marital and personal negotiations with
the political leaders of the time (Biddulescu 2017: 125-132). The Romanian countries
were at the crossing of the interests of three empires (Ottoman, Habsburgic and
Czarist), based on heterogeneous and antagonical religious structures and the
reason why Romanian leaders tried to preserve their faith through skillful
relationing (military, diplomatic and religious) with them. Concerning the mission
of the Romanian Orthodoxy, it can be observed that, internally it was an “era of
cultural enrichment, triumph of the national language, and affirmation of some
cultural personalities” (Sirbu 1992: 7). Mihai Eminescu defined this century as “the
most patriotic epoch of our history” (Eminescu 1941: 295).

The content of four letters written by Pope Inocentius the 10™ and directed to
Vasile Lupu of Moldova and Matei Basarab of Tara Romaéneascad, attest to the fact
that besides the external political collaboration between the two countries and the
Papal State there were also some positive religious rapports. In Traian Diaconescu’s
opinion, the external mission of the Romanian Orthodoxy of the 17% century meets
some progress between the two “heralds of ecumenism” and anticipates “our
European integration” (Diaconescu 2007: 113).

The historian Ioan Sarbu appreciated the fact that Matei Basarab “managed to
reestablish the prestige of Tara Roméneascd since the time of Neagoe Basarab, as a
spiritual and political ruling force of Orthodox Christianity” (Sirbu 1992: 7). The
correspondence of Pope Inocentius the 10™ and Matei Basarab reflects much more
cordial and close relations than the ones that he had with Vasile Lupu; this
demonstrates the constant efforts of the Orthodox Church from Tara Roméneasci
in getting closer to the Roman- Catholic Church. It should be noted that Neagoe
Basarab had asked the Pope a few decades earlier to initiate the union of the two
Churches.
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In the Epistle of Pope Inocentius, the 10 to Matei Basarab (May 20%, 1646) “it is
revealed, in a laudable way, the favor and good faith “of the Wallachian leader
“towards the orders of the religious men” from the Orders Saint Francis Minorits
and Saint Bernard Minorits. He had accepted “the judgement of all controversies
about the tasks of the bishops, the established norms of the” Pope “following the
law indication, following the given decree” in the interior conflicts of the monks’
orders (Diaconescu 2007: 116). In the following letter, (May 16%, 1647) the Pontiff
sovereign asks the ruler to peacefully apply the “established agreement” through
“our authority from Fide Propaganda” and to assign the Targoviste monastery to the
“order of conventual minorits”. The Protectionism and the Romanian political
interventions in applying the decisions of a super- nationalistic Church were
considered “services” to which the Pope responded with “affection and adjustment,
given the circumstances” (Diaconescu 2007: 117). Pope Inocentius the 10% will
leave both factions of minorits monks in the care of the Romanian ruler’s
judgement: “because you help and take care of them, they have all been allotted to
you, so they can be more tranquil in the spiritual care of Latin Catholics”
(Diaconescu 2007: 118).

Matei Basarab created a “diplomatic apparatus” (Sirbu 1992: 9) consisting of
educated men, whose external political mission which superposed the missionary
objectives of the Romanian Orthodoxy. As a part of the fight to free the Orthodox
people from the Balkans, Matei Basarab will take advantage of the weakness of the
Ottoman Empire involved in the war with Persia and will lead peace talks with the
Christian powers: the German Empire, the Polish Kingdom, the Venetian Republic
and the Russian Empire, hoping to make alliances that will help him. The Orthodox
Church from Tara Roméaneascd will take part in an active way at the diplomatic
efforts of the ruler through correspondence, church translators, symbolic donations
of holy relics and bookish efforts, and research of theological orthodox sources.

Matei Basarab’s relationship with Transilvania gets better with the help of the
Orthodox Church, which will organize a punctilious visit. The Habsburgic Imperial
Court writes to the Wallachian ruler and the Ipek patriarch to recruit mercenaries
in order to fight against the Turks (Sirbu 1992: 47). Prince Rackozy receives “The
Transalpine Archbishop”, escorted by the highlander noblemen, at Alba Iulia on
May 7%, 1636. The peace talks materialized in a “strong alliance” in which the
princes “promised to protect and support each other against Lupu and the Turks’
attacks (Sirbu 1992: 93). The relations between Moldova, Tara Roméneascd and
Transilvania were constantly strained by the territorial ambitions of Vasile Lupu
(who demanded Tara Roméneascd and Transilvania) and the lack of trust that the
prince of Transilvania showed to the ruler of Tara Roméneascd, which, in a report

502



commisioned by the Roman-Catholic archbishop of Gran, was considered
»heretical” (Sirbu 1992: 106-108).

The external mission of the Church was often intermediated by laic orthodox
diplomats. A very good example is the return of Petru Deodat, friend of Matei
Basarab, from the diplomatic mission to the Pontiff sovereign, in January 1652. The
bishop of Prizren, Francisc Soimirovi¢, accompanied him, on the road home,
through Germany, Hungary and Transilvania; “Matei Basarab used him in political
missions”, and he brought “the news from the Pope about the imminent coalition
against the heathens.” Upon the arrival, the ruler receives the bishop with “the
highest honors, accepting the gifts and relics sent by the Sacred Congregation...,
laying them out in a church as a true Christian, for them to be worshipped.” The
respect shown to the Roman Pontiff, as seen in the correspondence, did not lack
“hidden political thoughts”.

The ruler’s ardour for Orthodoxy is also reflected in his efforts to rediscover written
sources of the orthodox faith at the urge and under the guidance of the
metropolitan bishop Stefan. Their collaboration led to the search of the patristic,
liturgical and dogmatic manuscripts in the Holy Land. His abhorrence towards the
moral and dogmatic laxity of the orthodox patriarch of Constantinopol, Chiril
Lukaris, who relied either on the Protestants or on the Catholics”, determined them
to ask for the blessing of the patriarch of Jerusalem in order to start the translation
(Sirbu 1992: 154).

Conclusions. Within the country, Matei Basarab supported the Romanian
Orthodoxy mission by expanding the network of monasteries and churches (built
or restored), the printing activity (he founded printing presses and a “paper mill” in
Rimnicu Valcea) and translating church literature (canonical, liturgical and
spiritual) from Slavic, Greek and Latin into Romanian. The literary Romanian
language, cristalized in the Middle Ages was enriched by the new word creations
(poetical and liturgical) inspired from the ancient language, the true “stylistic
matrix” of the Romanian spiritual values (Blaga 1969: 105-117; Stdniloae 1997: 7-
15).

“The main feature of Matei Basarab’s political thinking — Ion Sirbu wrote — was a
reach to history, to the country’s tradition. ... Another person that will do this,
brilliantly, will be Constantin Brancoveanu ... If Neagoe Basarab has been his model
in culture development, Mihai Viteazul served as an elevating example in
defending freedom ... Matei Vodd Basarab was granted the title of master and ruler
of these Dacian countries” (Sirbu 1992: 9). The unionist political ambitions of Matei
Basarab were doubled by the wish to unite Romanians into one religious structure,
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under the guidance of the Metropolitan Bishop of Tara Roméaneasca. At the same
time, he was concerned with the consolidation of interorthodox relations, in order
to manifest a unique consciousness regarding the Church that is, “one, holy,
ecumenical and apostolical”.

Bibliography:

1. Badulescu M., 2017. Ortodoxia roméneascd — punte intre Orient si Occident
[Romanian Ortodoxy — bridge between the Orient and the Occident], Sibiu,
Agnos Publishing House.

2. Blaga L., 1969. Trilogia culturii. Orizont si stil [The culture Trilogy. Horizont
and style], Foreword by Dumitru Ghise, Bucharest, Editura pentru Literatura
Universali,.

3. Boia L., 2022. O privire teoreticd asupra istoriei [A theoretical look at history],
Bucharest, Humanitas Publishing House.

4. Costache M., 2010. "The clerical foundations of Matei Basarab and Vasile Lupu”,
in Analele Buzdului 11, Buzdu, pp. 75-83.

5. Costin M. 1958. Opere [Works], Bucharest, ESPLA Publishing House.

6. Diaconescu T., 2007. "Latin diplomatic letters”, in Buletin istoric, Roman-
Catholic Episcopal Iasi, The Departament of historical research, No. 8, Presa
Buna, Iasi, pp. 113-117.

7. Dura N.V., 1990. 350 de ani de la tiparirea Pravilei de la Govora. Contributii
privind identificarea izvoarelor sale [350 years since the printing of the Govora
Rule. Contributions regarding the identification of its sources]. in Altarul
Banatului, I, 3-4, pp. 58-79.

8. Durd N.V., 2011. The Byzantine Nomocanons, fundamental sources of old
Romanian Law, in Proceedings “Exploration, Education and Progress in the
third Millennium”, Galati University Press, Galati, I, 3, pp. 25-48.

9. Eminescu M., 1941. Opera politica (1880-1883) [Political works (1880-1883)],
ed. I. Cretu, Bucharest.

10.Iorga N., 2002. Bizant dupd Bizant [Byzantium after Byzantium], translated by
Liliana Iorga-Pippidi, Bucharest, Gramar Publishing House.

11.Manea N., 2005. "Political terminology and legitimacy in Miron Costin — the
reign of Matei Basarab”, ///C:/Users/Ciprian.Toroczkai/Downloads/17.18-
Valachica-Studii-si-cercetari-de-istorie-si-istoria-culturii-2005-Manea.pdf.

12.Mititelu C., 2012. Pravilele romdnesti, tiparite, din secolul al XVII-lea.
Infractiuni si pedepse [Romanian printed laws from the 17th century. Crimes
and punishments], Bucuresti, Ed. Didacticé si Pedagogicd RA.

13.Mititelu C., 2014. Vechi institutii europene previzute de legislatia
nomocanonicd din secolul al XVII-lea (Pravila de la lasi si Pravila de la

504



Térgoviste) [Old European institutions provided for by nomocanonical
legislation from the 17th century (lasi Pravila and Targoviste Pravila)], Ed.
Universitard, Bucuresti.

14.0Obolensky D., 2002. Un commonwealth medieval: Bizantul [A medieval
Commonwealth: Byzantium], translated by Claudia Dumitriu, Bucharest, Corint
Publishing House.

15.Panaitescu P.P., 1976. "Matei Basarab, the greatest founder of our nation’s
churches”, in Prinos LP.S.S. Nicodim, Patriarhul Roméniei [Prinos ILP.S.S.
Nicodim, Romania’s Patriarch), Bucharest.

16.Sirbu 1., 1992. Relatiile externe ale lui Matei Basarab 1632-1654 (cu privire la
1storia Orientului European) [Foreign relations of Matei Basarab 1632-1654 (in
regard to the history of the European Orient)], Translated by Rudolf Grif,
Preface by Stefan Stefanescu, Timigoara, Editura de Vest.

17. Staniloae D., 1997. Pozitia Domnului Lucian Blaga fatdi de Crestinism si
Ortodoxie [Mister Lucian Blaga’s position towards Cristianity and Orthodoxy],
Bucharest, Paideia Publishing House.

18.Stoicescu N., 1982. "Culture and art during the reign of Matei Basarab”, in RMM
series MIA, 13, no. 2, pp. 51-60.

19.Stoicescu N., 1988. Matei Basarab [Matthew Basarab], Bucharest, Academy
Publishing House R.S.R..

20.Teodorescu V., 2012. "The founder Matei Basarab, maker of some revaluations
in the defence of some territories of Tara Romaneascd by adapting some of the
old clerical settlements to which he added his own achievements”,
http://bmim.muzeulbucurestiului.ro/fisiere/26-Bucuresti-Materiale-de-Istorie-
si-Muzeografie-XXVI-2012_028.pdf.

505



