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Targoviste - the princely residence of Wallachia
(the XIV" — XVII"™ centuries)

Maria GEORGESCU”

During more than three centuries, but for a couple of hiatuses,
Targoviste was the princely residence and capital city of Wallachia.

The city of Targoviste is the result of a complex transformation
process of the rural settlement it had been between the VII-th and the IX-th
centuries (ascertained by archaeological discoveries). This was to become
the very core of the future city, with a rapid evolution as regards town-
planning as a result of the previous existence of an older periodical fair,
followed by the setting up of a princely residence here. These
circumstances contributed to the city development, which acquired marked
town characteristics thanks to its capacity as a princely residence and then
as a capital city of Wallachia.'

Thanks to a favorable geographic position, the city developed on the
bank of the lalomita river, at the meeting point of the Sub-Carpathian hills
with the Romanian plain. It was also this region that the Wallachian
commercial road crossed, to connect Transylvania with the Danube, via
Rucar-Campulung-Targoviste-Targsor-Braila.

The importance of the city's strategic position resulted from its being
located close to the mountains, right in the center of this country, farther
from the Turkish threat than the city of Bucharest and in a place that nature
protected against being attacked thanks to the forests, the rivers and the
marshes around.’

The moving of the princely residence to Targoviste suited the great
boyars of Wallachia as well as the dignitaries and servants of the Court,
who built here their residences as well as numerous churches, contributing
thus to the city development, to the growth of its prestige. Craftsmen,
merchants and numerous townspeople also came to settle here, their role in
the intensification of the economic activity and in the population growth
being of particular importance. '

Alongside of the construction works that were carried out at the
princely court, meant to steadily enlarge and embellish it, the ruling prince

* Universitatea “Valahia”, Facultatea de Stiinte Umaniste, Bulevardul Carol I, nr. 70,
Targoviste, 0200, Romania.
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started building churches not only in Targoviste, but also in its vicinity,
also repairing the already existing ones.

The aulic complex in Targoviste existed way back during prince
Mircea the Olds reign (1386-1418), having been conceived by the ruler as a
complex of buildings serving as residences to himself as well as to his
courtiers and servants; the princely residence and the church were
- surrounded by a precinct wall provided with protection towers. It was
known as the second such residence in Wallachia, after Curtea de Arges,
consequent to the association to the throne of Michael the I-st (1391-1420),
the ruling prince's son.

The first documentary mention about Targoviste as a princely
residence and capital city which came to replace Curtea de Arges dates
from 1396 and was discovered in the travel notes of Johann Schiltberger,
who had participated in the battle of Nicopole: "I have been in Wallachia
and I visited its two capital cities, called Arges and Térgoviste"

By the beginning of the XV th century, Targoviste was known as a
city and the fact that the princely residence was moved here contributed to
the rapid development of its town life. The document by which ruling
prince Mircea the Old granted certain privileges to the merchants of Liow
in 1403 specxﬁes that Targoviste was the only city where customs duties
were paid.* Another document, issued between 1417-1418, ascertains the
fact that prince Michael the I-st, the son and associate to the throne of
Mircea the Old also had his residence in Targoviste: & Jrom my own self’s
houses and from my own selfs very city, Targoviste”; it was from here that
he made several donations to the Cozia and Cotmeana monasteries, while
Dan the II-nd's document (1422-1431), dating from 1424, was issued "in
my own city, in Targoviste".®

Since 1418, Targoviste remained the only princely residence and
capital city of Wallachia and in 1465 Bucharest became the second one.

It was during the XV th century that Targoviste became a symbol of
the Romanian people's struggle for the country's independence. Mircea the
Old, in 1397 and Iancu of Hunedoara, on 2 September 14437 defeated the
Turks on the Ialomita river, while Vlad the Impaller (1456-1462, 1476)
defeated Sultan Mohammed (Mehmet) the II-nd® in the vicinity of
Targoviste, in June 1462.

By the end of the XV-th century, prince Vlad the Monk started
certain building works and, in 1494, he brought master-builder Michael
from Sibiu to Targoviste to build "a fortified czty or a castle" (probably
some fortifications of the princely court bulldmgq)

The political stability during the reigns of princes Radu the Great and
Neagoe Basarab favored the country's economic and cultural upsurge. It
was from their court in Targoviste that Radu the Great (1495-1508),
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Neagoe Basarab (1512-1521), Radu of Afumati (1522-1529) and Patrascu
the Kind (1554-1557) established relationships and concluded alliances
with the other Romanian Principalities, in the XVI-th century. And it was
also in Targoviste, in April 1522, that Radu of Afumati waged one of his
twenty wars against the Turks.

The moving of the Metropolitan Church of Wallachia in 1520,
during Neagoe Basarab's reign, from Arges to Targoviste, where it
remained until 1668, when it was moved to Bucharest, determined the
growth of the political importance of the princely residence in Targoviste.

Among the foreign travelers who visited the princely residence and
the capital city during this period, we mention Anton Verancsics
(Verantio)', who described Targoviste as follows: "In Wallachia,
Targoviste (Tergovistum) is thc only city of some importance, which is
quite large, being also the capital city of the country"; Felix Petancic'' tells
us that "Targoviste (Targovisius) is the capital city of the Romanians
(Metropolis Valachorum) and the special residence of the ruling princes.”

Francesco de la Valle'? of Padova describes the city as follows:

. "Targoviste (Tragovista) is a not too large city, located on the plain and
surrounded by walls. The castle in that city, in which the ruling prince
resides, is surrounded by very thick oak poles”. The Dealu Monastery is
described as follows: "there is a monastery on the hill facing the city,
rather a very large abbey...", while Pierre Lescalopier” tells us that:
"Targoviste or Tervis in everyday language, the capital city of Wallachia
(Metropolis Valachorum) and the princely residence of the reigning
princes is inaccessible..."”

Prince Petru Cercel (1583-1585) brought the princely residence back
to Targoviste, enlarged the princely Court and started new buildings and
defense works; he built a palace and the great princely church, set up the
first foundry known in Wallachia and planted beautiful gardens near the
palace.

The foreign travelers who visited the princely residence in
Targoviste during this period made remarks on its grandeur. Franco
Sivori” of Genoa tells: "In the month of February 1584, His Highness
decided to change His residence and to retire to a city called Targoviste
(Tergovist), a one and a half day's journey from Bucharest, this place being
much more distinguished and handy, there, the ruling princes had had
their residence some time ago”. ‘

The princely Court is described as follows: "The Prince's palace,
built by his ancestors, is large and its architectural style is accurate; His
Highness enlarged it soon, by adding to it beautiful, impressive rooms.
Sparing neither efforts for money; he ordered a fountain to be made on the
esplanade, bringing the necessary water from a source which was at an
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almost four miles' distance from the city, making it flow under the ground,
through some thick drains made of fir-tree wood; at the same time, the
Prince ordered a beautiful church to be raised close to the palace so that
His Highness could enter it from his rooms through a covered bridge,
without being seen. He then ordered some enormous and very beautiful
cages to be made for the wild animals in the beautiful gardens, which were
located right by the palace”. '

Frenchman Jacques Bongars'® told in 1585 that "Prince Peter built a
small but beautiful palace in Targoviste".

It was ruling prince Michael the Brave (1593-1601) who raised the
prestige of the capital city of Targoviste thanks to his victory against the
Turks on 18 October 1595 and to the fact that he concentrated in this place
all the diplomatic actlons meant to secure the political union of the three
Romanian Principalities'” (The Treaty of Alliance between Michael the
Brave and his boyars, on the one hand and Emperor Rudolf the II-nd's
delegates (on the other, was signed at the Dealu monastery).

- Michael the Brave established his princely residence in Targoviste
subsequent to the liberation of the city which had been occupied by Sinan
Pasha and he immediately ordered urgent measures for its reconstruction.
The Court remained untouched, the same as the additional defense works
which had been built earlier that year.

The princely Court remained in Targoviste until 1626 (when ruling
prince Alexandru Coconul (1623-1627) moved it back to Bucharest) its
presence there stimulating the development of the city.'®

Interesting information on the events that took place in Targoviste
during Michael the Brave's reign, as well as on the defense works here was
offered by travelers Giuseppe Pisculo,” Petru Pellerdini*® and Filippo
Pigafetta.”!

To the princely re51dence in Targov1ste the reign of Matei Basarab
(1632-1654) meant an epoch of great economic and cu'tural flourishing. It
was during his reign that a remarkable period started, when he founded
various objectives and when previously raised buildings were reconstructed
or repaired.

The princely residence was rebuilt and a steam bath was built in the
proximity of the precincts towards the meadow of the Ialomita river. Matei
Basarab strengthened and enlarged the defense works of the city, which can
still be seen nowadays. The works which were ordered by ruling price
Matei Basarab are also mentioned in the country's Chronicle (The
Cantacuzene Annals) as follows: “And Prince Matei deczded to remake the
city of Targoviste, in the year 7153 (1645)”. i

79



Foreign travelers describe the princely residence in Targoviste with
considerable admiration; among them, we mention Petru Bogdan Bacsic,
Marco Bandini, and Paul of Aleppo and Clas Brorrson Ralamb.

Petru Bogdan Bacsic® says that Targoviste is "the city where the
g Yy g

ruling prince of Wallachia has his residence" and he describes the princely
Court as follows: "the houses and the prince's palace are spacious. The
- princely Court is rather large, it is completely surrounded by walls with
iron gates; a high tower stands above the gate and on either side of it the
guards are one duty night and day. Near to the palace, upwards, on the
river bank, there is the rznce 's garden..."

Marco Bandini® says that Targov1ste is "the capital city of
Wallachia", while Paul of Aleppo® noted the grandeur of the Court in
Targoviste between 1653 and 1658: "The Court of the ruling prince of
Wallachia is large and a stone wall surrounds it; a river flows at one of its
ends and the church, which one reaches after mounting a flight of stairs, is
very big; it is placed in the middle of the courtyard. The church is divided
into three parts: the outer side includes the arches of the narthex, then
through a second door one can reach the second section of the church, with
the ruling princes' tombs; through a third door, one can then enter the
church naos, an ancient room. High cupolas are above it and it is
- surrounded by pews".

Paul of Aleppo described another monument of the Court, namely
the Chindia Tower: "In the middle of this courtyard there is a big, large
tower, the dimensions of which amazed us; it shelters the town clock and is
guarded by several guards". | '

‘ The same travel notes also mention "the Turkish baths, built by the
ruling prince on the bank of the lalomita river".

According to Paul of Aleppo, Targoviste is "a city about as large as
Aleppo or Damascus", which Matei Basarab "surrounded with a wooden
palisade and a moat"; the fact is also mentioned that "in this city of
Targoviste there are more than eighty churches and monasteries; most of
them are «built of» stone”.

The same traveler left us an interesting description of the church
belonging to the Stelea monastery: "... the Stelea church is large and it is
surrounded by stone walls... The mentioned church, which is very large and
tall, has two elegant towers «above which rise» many crosses. The temple
is of Russian origin. «The churchy is very well lit and has three doors".

The mentioned notes also provide precious testimonies about the
Metropolitan palace, as well as on the Metropolitan Church surrounded by
a flower garden and which the author compares with St. Sophia: "it is
rather imposing and in a style similar to that of St. Sophia. It is divided into
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three sections: the first one is the pronaos, very large and with many
cupolas; from here, a second door leads to the narthex, which is also
spacious and beautiful; then, through a third door; one reaches the very
middle of <<the church>> which is very large. The tower is grandiose by
its height and opening... The church has three high, big altars. The
iconostasis, the crucifixion cross and the small cross are wonderful. There
are many windows all around and other small round windows <<are>>
in the towers". :

Clas Borson Ralamb describes the reception hall in the prince's
palace, which "had the walls covered with Damascus cloth and glass
window panes"”: Information on the same period, regardin ng the princely
Court in Targoviste are also provided by a Latin manuscript®’ preserved in
the collections of the Batthyaneum Library of Alba Iulia, which mentions
the fact that the princes’ residence lays in the center and that the building is
large: “Very good cellars are under the entire building while on the
outside, up a double staircase, one can reach an almost royal balcony,
supported by very tall columns, made from one single artistically carved
stone... The floor is made of marble... To the North, there is a high tower
where there used to be the prisons and a small chapel next to it". -

During the period 1653-1658 the city of Targoviste was the theatre
of events connected with the two uprisings of the pedestrian mercenaries
guarding the court, with ruling prince Matei Basarab's death, with the
enthroning of prince Constantin Serban (1654-1658), then with the
Turkish-Tartar plundering in 1658, when Mihnea the IIl-rd was enthroned
(1658-1659).

The reign of Constantin Brancoveanu (1688 1714) favoured the
reconstruction of the city of Targoviste and the relocation here of the
princely residence. Constantin Brancoveanu's epoch was the last
opportunity for the city of Targoviste to reassert itself as a remarkable
cultural and artistic center.

The Court carried on an intensive activity in the domain of building
thanks to the efforts of the great boyars and of the merchants, especially as
regards civil architecture, this activity being ascertained by written sources
and by the existence of the numerous fragments of walls preserved, thanks
to their documentary value, inside the area of the mediaeval city.?®

; The princely Court in Targoviste knew its last period of re-birth
during Constantin Brancoveanu's reign; the prince restored the ancient
princely residence which had been demolished in 1659 by Gheorghe Ghica,
following the orders given by the Ottoman Empire in order to force the
ruling princes to establish their residence in Bucharest for good, as the city
of Targoviste had become the center of the anti-Ottoman resistance,
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according to this country's chronicles: “The Empire gave orders to Prince
Ghica to demolish the city of Targovzste" 2

Radu Greceanu's chronicle® tells that, during the fourth year of his
reign (1692), in summer, on the ruling prince's arrival in Targoviste "Ae
could no longer leave that ancient home of His Highness's ancestors,
deserted as it was... he ordered the cleaning of the princely houses in
Targoviste and started repairing them; he raised Great Sword Bearer
- Michael Cantacuzino to the rank of subprefect with the specific task of
rebuilding the houses".

The rebuilding of the Court buildings was thus achieved during the
period 1692-1695 and the two buildings were united. In 1694, the royal
bath was remade and redecorated and during the period 1697-1698 a kiosk
was built on the shore of the pond existing in the center of the wonderful
gardens which were to become a preponderant landscape element. In 1699
"by the vintage", the works at the princely Church were completed;. this
monument was re-painted and received a beautiful iconostasis.

For the financing of these works, the ruling prmce instituted a special
tax called "the tax ordered so as to cover the expenses for the princely
houses and for the work at the prmcely vineyards".’!

Other buildings were built in 1702: a "slomn" - a buxldmg for the
heralds that took part in the prmcely processions and another one for the
Turkish language secretary of the prince and for his physician, all these
buildings being raised within the perimeter of the princely Court, between
the precinct of the St. Friday church and that of the princely one.

Besides these works, the entrance tower was repaired which also
served as a bell tower, the masonry of the rooms of the guards Corp near
the bell tower was also repaired, as well as the chapel, which would be
reserved for the princess and her attendants.

To enhance the brilliancy of the princely residence interior carpets
and curtains were brought from Constantinopole and mirrors and furniture
were bought from Venice.

Once rebuilt in the Brancovan style, the princely palace was
described by archaeologist E. Chishull®® in 1702 as follows: "The prince's
palace is very much like the one in Bucharest as regards both shape and
aspect, but it has the advantage of having a much more beautiful adjoining
garden and a charming stone kiosk for the summer."; La Motraye, 3 who
visited it in 1714, praised that sector of the palace which had been renewed
by Constantin Brancoveanu as well as the painting of the beautiful Court
church. ‘

Soon after ruling prince Constantin Brancoveanu's tragic death, the
princely period of Targoviste came to an end. The princely Court, the
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Metropohtan church, other churches, as well as numerous houses of the
townspeople®* were set on fire during the Turkish-Austrian war in 1737.

Consequent to the final moving of the princely residence from
Targoviste, the great boyars, the merchants and craftsmen also moved to
Bucharest, while the forelgn travelers no longer visited the city that had
once been so flourishing.*

The Phanariot ruling prmces showed no interest whatever for the
former capital city of Targoviste so that in 1813 the Great Magistrate Isaac
Ralet obtalned the princely Court land area from ruling prmce Ion
Caragea.*®

The princely church was the only monument that continued to be
regarded somehow more attentively and this is probably why it was
repaired during the period 1735-1737.%

Thanks to its having been a princely residence and the capital city of
Wallachia for several centuries, Targoviste offers its visitor the possibility
of becoming acquainted with certain important aspects related with the
political, economic, social and cultural-artistic life of the Romanian Middle
Age society.

Notes:
. N. Stoicescu; C. Moisescu, Targoviste and Its Monuments, The Litera
Publ. House, Buc., 1976, p. 8; C. Moisescu, Targoviste. Historic and Art
Monuments, The Meridiane Publ. House, Buc., 1979, p. 9, lecturer N.
Constantinescu, Archaeological Contributions on the Princely Court in
Targoviste, S.C.I.V, XV, 1964, no. 2, p. 235; 1. Chicideanu, Archaeological
Excavations at the Borough Church. Preliminary report, in "Scripta
Valachica", no. 4, Tgv., 1973, p. 170-171.
2. N. Stoicescu, C. Moisescu, Targoviste, p. 8. ;
3. During his first trip to Wallachia, Johann Schlltberger a traveller from
Bayern (born in 1381 - dead after 1438) visited the towns of Arges
(Agrich), Targoviste (Turkoich) and Braila, a fact mentioned in “Foreign
Travellers about the Romanian Principalities”, vol. 1, edited by Maria
Holban, Edit. Stiintifica (The Scientific Publishing House), Buc., 1968, p.
30.
4. N. Panaitescu, Mircea the Old, Buc., 1944, Annex II, p. 353.
5. Slavonic Cozia Monastery, ms. 712, f. 251-253 and the Library of the
Romanian Academy ms. 5236, f. 215-216, ed. Documenta Romaniae
Historica, B.I, Buc., 1966, p. 83-84.
6. Slavonic document from Dan the 1l-nd, the National Archives, The
Register of the Cozia Monastery, ms. 5236, f. 217-218, Documenta
Romaniae Historica, p. 102-103.
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