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GRIGORE URECHE

(1590-1647)

LIFE

G.U. was born sometime between 998/1590 and 1003/1595 and died in 1057/1647.
He was the son of the rich boyar (nobleman) Nistor of the powerful Movila family of
Moldavia. His father was an adherent of the pro-Polish faction in Moldavia and was
granted Polish citizenship. In 1020/1611, after he moved to Poland, G.U. joined him
and spent several years studying Liberal Arts at the Jesuit College of Lwow, now in
western Ukraine. In addition to his studies in history and geography, G.U. learned
Latin and, probably, ancient Greek during his stay in Lwow.

After the completion of his education G.U. returned to Moldavia in 1035/1626 du-
ring the reign of Miron Barnovschi (executed in Istanbul on 14 Zilhicce 1042/22 June
1633), who, like G.U., was a member of the Movila family. On 11 Rabi I 1037/20
December 1627 he was elected logofat al treilea (Third Logofat, or Chief of the
Lord’s Chancellery), an office usually assigned to prominent men of letters. Later,
under the rule of the pro-Ottoman prince Radu Alexandru Ilias (deposed on Ramadan
1042/April 1633), G.U. was appointed mare spatar (High Sword Bearer) from 1040/
1631 to 1042/1633, but then fell out of favor with the voyvoda (prince) and his name
was placed on a list of nobles slated for decapitation. With his life in danger, G.U.
organized a plot with several other boyars to overthrow Ilias. He eventually travelled
to the Ottoman sultan in Istanbul to protest against Ilias and petitioned for his formal
dismissal. This appeal proved successful, and when Ilias was dismissed, the new
Moldavian voyvoda, Vasile Lupu (Shawwal 1043/April 1634-Ramadan 1063/July
1653) granted G.U. the honorific title of mare vornic al Tarii de Jos (Great Vornic of
the Lower Land). G.U. died on 26 Muharram 1057/3 March 1647 and was buried in
Bistrita Monastery in Romania.

WORKS

 Letopisetul Tarii Moldovei
G.U.’s most important historical work is an unfinished chronicle entitled Letopise-

tul Tarii Moldovei de cînd s-au descalecat Tara si de cursul anilor si de viiata domni-
lor carea scrie de la Dragos Voda pana la Aron Voda (The Chronicle of the Molda-
vian Land from the Period of its Foundation and during the Years and the Lives of
the Lords from Dragos Voda to Aron Voda), which was probably composed during
the 1640s. G.U. emphasized the cultural unity and common origin of all Romanians
and wrote his chronicle in his mother tongue. As such, he is generally considered to
be the founder of historical writing in Romanian.

The chronicle starts from the foundation of the Moldavian State (in 760/1359, ac-
cording to G.U.) by the semi-legendary hero Dragos Voda and continues until 1002/
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1594, the reign of Aron Voda cel Cumplit (Aron the Terrible), who ruled between
999/1591 and 1003/1595 with interruptions.

The original manuscript of this chronicle is no longer extant, but there are several
copies which include various notes and interpolations. Among the most interesting in-
terpolations are those of Simion Dascalul (d. ?), consisting of full-text pages of com-
mentary on events such as the fighting of the Hungarian King Ladislaus IV the Cu-
man against the Tatars in Moldavia in the 13th century and the arrival of the Roma-
nians in Moldavia; the Moldavian revolt against Despot Voda in 970-971/1563-1564
and the life of this voyvoda; the rule of Petru Cazacul (Petru the “Cossack”) between
Dhulqada 1000-Muharram 1001/August-October 1592. These interpolations aroused
the indignation of the notorious Romanian historian Miron Costin (d. 1102/1691),
who considered Dascalul’s opinions about the origins of the Romanians unaccept-
able. Other, less important, interpolations were made by Misail Calugarul (d. ?),
which included notes on the arrival of the Romanians in Moldavia from Maramures;
the life and honorific titles of Alexandru cel Bun (Alexandru the Good) (802-
835/1400-1432) and Axinte Uricariul (d. ?); the foundation of the Moldavian village
of Roman; the Serbian Church; the name “Bo dan” given by the Ottomans to the
Moldavians; the presumptive date of Sµleym n I’s (926 -974/1520-1566) doom; and
Mur d  III’s (982-1003/1574-1595) campaign against the Safavids.

G.U. made use of the majority of Moldavian annals and chronicles available at the
time, the most representative among them being the Moldavian Chronicle written by
the logofat Eustratie. His copious use of major Polish chronicles is another important
cultural contribution of G.U. in that it connects his chronicle, the first such work by a
Moldavian author, to the larger western European historical tradition. The most repre-
sentative Polish chronicles G.U. consulted are Kronika polska [Chronicle of Poland]
attributed to Marcin Bielski and his son Joachim (Krakow, 1567), the monumental De
origine et rebus gestis polonorum in thirty books by Marcin Kromer (Basilea, 1555),
and Cronica polonorum by Maciej Miechowita (Krakow, 1521). G.U. utilized the fa-
mous Atlas sive cosmographicae meditationem (Duisburg, 1595) by the pioneering
Dutch cartographer Gerardus Mercator (Gerhard Kremer) (d. 1003/1594) as well as
the well-known edited volume of texts collected by Ioannis Pistorius (d. 1017/1608).
However, Alessandro Guagnini’s Sarmatica Europae descriptio (Krakow, 1578) was
probably not used directly by G.U. but was instead interpolated into his text by Si-
mion Descalul.1 G.U. appears to have utilized the oral memories of the elderly Roma-
nian people as a source for his chronicle, especially the personal recollections of his
father Nistor, as well as the oral traditions preserved in Moldavian.

In spite of the Catholic scholastic education he received while in Poland, G.U.’s
work is strongly pervaded by Greek-Orthodox Christian ideas. The historical events
described by G.U., therefore, follow a “divine scheme,” in which the Ottomans are
described in almost apocalyptic terms as an irredeemable evil for the Moldavian ter-
ritories, a satanic blight whose unfitness for rule is manifested by their adherence to
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Islam. The Moldavians, according to G.U.’s Orthodox vision, have therefore no
choice but to fight to liberate themselves from Ottoman rule.

It is within such a scheme that G.U. sets the principal protagonist of his chronicle,
the Romanian voyvoda Stefan cel Mare (Stephen the Great-Bµyµk ºstefan), who, du-
ring his lengthy tenure as Moldavian commander (861-909/1457-1504), took back
former holdings of the Moldavians from the Hungarians (e.g. Chilia (Kila/Kili) and
Cetatea Alba (Aqkirman/Bielgorod) in 869/1465) and gained several victories against
the Turkish, Tatar, Polish and Hungarian armies while defending Moldavian territory.
G.U., however, goes beyond the simple relation of Stephen’s accomplishments and
instead depicts him as a Christian hero charged with the divine mission of completely
destroying the Ottomans, whom he alternately refers to as “infidels” or “pagans.”

G.U. wrote about the relationship between Alexandru cel Bun and Poland; the pro-
tracted fight for his succession until the long rule of Stephen the Great (861-909/
1457-1504); the relationship between Stephen Voda and Me˛med II (848-850/1444-
1446 and 855-886/1451-81); the destruction of a powerful Tatar army; an unreliable
history about the origin of the Tatars and a map of the Crimean Khanate. As for the
origin of the Turks, G.U. gives the precious information that the Jews called them
Togarma, with a clear relationship to the legends of the biblical genealogy of the
Khazars, and that the Turks called themselves Busurman, which was a denomination
used in medieval times, especially in the 10th century, to define the Muslims in Eas-
tern Europe.

G.U.’s chronicle is filled with interesting and unusually accurate notes about the
Ottomans and their relations with the Moldo-Wallachians, as well as various political
and ethnographic descriptions of the Tatar and Dobrogea (Dobruca) peoples and their
traditional warfare. In addition, despite the strong anti-Turkish and anti-Tatar tone of
the entire chronicle, G.U. does not hesitate to describe openly the desire of the Mol-
davian and Wallachian peasants oppressed by their landlords to escape to areas under
direct Ottoman administration and seek protection from Turkish authorities. G.U.
even emphasizes a decidedly unorthodox implementation of the devsirme with regard
to these fugitives: the peasants’ voluntary offering of their sons for the devsirme levy,
and consequently, their apostasy from Christianity and career in the service of the Ot-
toman army and bureaucracy.
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1 P.P. Panaitescu, Influenta polona in opera si personalitatea cronicarilor Grigore Ureche si Miron
Costin (Bucharest, 1925), 26-29.
2 With the exception of Ion Budai-Deleanu’s Latin version of the work (no. 1), which is written in ita-
lic Latin characters, all copies are written in Romanian with italic Cyrillic characters.
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