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The history of the medieval city of Piatra was a subject approached only ocasionally 

in the past and only on certain aspects of it. Systematic research of published and new 

documents, associated with the information provided by archaeological discoveries, outline 

the image of a vibrant urban hub, full of life, with moments of economic growth and cultural 

effervescence, but also of decay, caused by the weakening of the reign and the role of 

princely court in the country. 

 Identifying, inventorying and analyzing the main collection of documents have 

allowed us to use several hundred of papers, with direct or indirect references to our theme. 

Some of them were included in the two national collections, achieved under the aegis of the 

Romanian Academy. Other, available in the well-known archives, were published in the form 

of summaries in document catalogs and only partially provided the data contained in the 

original ones. For the last ones, I felt the need for their full transcript. The documents contain 

information about the evolution of borders and ocolului domnesc (princely detour) of the city. 

There is no shortage of documents about the sales and purchases, in the context of which 

various inhabitants, of various social conditions, are mentioned. Some documents refer to the 

Princely Church and its servants, but also at some events that marked the destiny of 

townspeople. 

 At the same time we found the documents necessary for our approach, we located the 

archive fund in which the original act from 20 April 1684 is kept, referring to a property of 

Pângărați Monastery in the heart of Piatra. This document removes doubts that have been 

expressed in the past regarding the authenticity of such a donation to the mentioned monastic 

settlement. A special situation was represented by the document written on 30 January 1395, 

’’ante villam Karacsonkw’’, on the occasion of the military campaign undertaken in Moldova 

by the Hungarian king Sigismund of Luxembourg. The original document was rediscovered 

by us in the Hungarian National Archives, in the context of celebration of the first 

documentary mention of the city by the local administration from Piatra-Neamț; its content is 

exposed in the annex to this paperwork. Thanks to a happy event, I have received a copy of 

this document. Its content was analyzed, transcribed and translated by the late historian of the 

Middle Ages Radu Manolescu.  

 The results of the archaeological discoveries have given us the opportunity to follow, 

in particular, the evolution of the architectural complex on the plateau under Cozla Mountain. 

The monetary pieces from the cemetery that functioned around the Princeley Church offered 

us valuable information about monetary circulation and even suggestions about social and 

ethnic structure of the local population at some point.  



 In the absence of some medieval carthographic documents and for the location of 

various toponyms, we used estate plans, made in in the first half of the 19
th

 century. They are 

in the custody of the National Archives of Romania and Romanian Academy Library. For 

example, on a 1827 plan of the  estates ’’Dărmănești, Târgul Pietrii and Mărăței’’, it can be 

easily distinguished the city of Piatra in the early 19
th

 century.  

 To capture the reference aspects of the evolution of the medieval city of Piatra, we 

have organized our work into several chapters. Naturally, we started our approach  addressing 

the problem of the genesis of the urban settlement. As will be seen in the paperwork, 

geographical factors have played an important role on becoming a city. The location of the 

rural settlement that preceded the city near roads who made connection with Transylvania, 

speeded the urbanization. Along this path came the army of Sigismund of Luxembourg in 

1395, through the same place came the Tatars in 1716-1717. I also made references to the 

possible arrival at this place of a representative of the Romanian Transylvanian Community, 

Crăciun, from which would come a part of the original name of the city.  

 The medieval city of Piatra developed into an area where the geographical setting 

stimulated the emergence and evolution of human communities. At the same time, its 

location near roads connecting with Transylvania hastened the process of urbanization. 

Archaeological discoveries, date from the Stone Age to the early Middle Ages highlighted 

almost uninterrupted human activities in the perimeter of the future city. It seems that after 

the Great Mongol Invasion of 1241-1242, the inhabitants of the abandoned medieval fortress 

from Bâtca Doamnei retreated over the Bistrița River and established a new settlement, on a 

dominant plateau, defended by mountains and steep valleys. 

 Archaeological and written evidence attests to the existence of an urban human 

community, at the base of Cozla, in the last decades of the 14th century. It was called Piatra 

lui Crăciun. The name came from the association of two terms: : piatră (stone) and Crăciun 

(Christmas). The first name highlighted a nearby geological reality and the other one, reflects 

the name of a local owner, whose origin is still questionable. From the second half of the 15
th

 

century, when Crăciun no longer existed and because the cities were considerated royal 

properties, the city will be called only Piatra. 

 The development of the medieval city of Piatra was not a singular act in the 

social, economic and political landscape of the Romanian society from the East of the 

Carpathians, in the last decades of the 14th century. The appearance of this urban center was 

closely related to the process of maturation and growth of the Romanian society as a whole. 

The removal of the Tatar dominance from the territory between the mountain and Siret, on 



the initiative of the Hungarian royalty and its interest, allowed the establishment of a climate 

of relative stability that favored the recovery of village communities, their hierarchy and the 

evolution of some of them toward higher territorial organizations.   

The establishment of Moldova in the middle of the 14th century consolidated these 

trends. The emancipation of the young Romanian state from the guardianship of Hungary, the 

influx of people from Transylvania encouraged by the reign, the growing commodity 

production, the development of local and international trade have stimulated the emergence 

of urban settlements. In this regard, it was pointed aut that toward the end of the reign of 

Alexandru cel Bun the network of cities in this space was already established.  

Most historians have underlined that cities East to the Carpathians were preceded by 

rural settlement. In the last decades, such an opinion has been confirmed by archaeological 

research from Suceava, Iași, Baia and other. The transformation of the villages was carried 

aut in a favorable context, such as the one shown above, but also because of the generous 

geographical framework in which they are located or because some villages have polarized 

the economic and political life in a given area.  

Some of the researchers who have dealt with medieval urbanism have tried to achieve 

a typological framing of the cities in Moldova, depending on the decisive factors that led to 

their formation and development, without a unified vision. A first approach to this, but 

marginal, is found at D. Ciurea. Based on geographical and economic considerations, he 

considered that, on the territory between the mountain and Nistru there were sheltered cities 

(Siret, Baia, Șcheia), cities in strategic position (Suceava, Neamț, Vaslui), fords cities 

(Șcheia, Țuțora, Ștefănești, Fălciu, Galați) and stopover cities (Roman, Bacău, Adjud, Piatra, 

Bârlad, Tecuci, Tg.Frumos, Iași, Huși).  

Traian Valentin Poncea noted that in the same place were organized port cities, 

’’stage cities’’, mining towns and cities established with the support of the reign and the 

church. Another historian, Denis Căprăroiu, pointed aut that de Moldovan urban centers were 

due to their beginnings either to external factors (the Genoese in the case of the White 

Fortress, the Tatars regarding Orheiul-Vechi and Costești), either they were ‘’generated by 

the Romanian environment’’, most of them, with or without the input of the authorities.  

In another synthesis of medieval history it is noted that the urban religious centers 

could be added to the types of cities mentioned above, Roman and Huși. Also, depending on 

the size of the population, cities could be grouped into small communities, with fewer than 

2000 inhabitants (most cities) and large urban communities (over 2000 inhabitants), which 

could include Suceava and Iași, former capitals of the country.  



These conceptual delimitations, though useful, contain a dose of relativity, in the 

context of which lately, it is tried more and more to shape the individualization of as many 

Romanian cities as possible. From these nuances, it is distinguished that geographical and 

economic factors were decisive in the establishment of urban centers in Moldova.  

Unlike other cities, except the perimeter of the Princely Court, at Piatra-Neamț there 

were no archaeological excavations in the heart of the former medieval city. The construction 

that have succeeded over the six centuries of existence, the foundations from modern and 

contemporary edifices, urban interventions and other activities destroyed historical traces that 

could have clarified the beginnings of the city from the confluence of Cuejdi with Bistrița 

River.  

The opinions about the time of the constitution of the medieval town of Piatra are 

divided. The historians who have researched the past of the eastern Carpathian cities have 

considered that this economic and political center has defined its characteristics either in the 

last decades of the 14
th

 century, or at the beginning of the 15
th

 century. These views were 

influenced by the time the urban center is mentioned in the external and internal documents, 

at a distance of three to four decades. 

It was revealed that after leaving the Fortress of Bâtca Doamnei, in the middle of the 

13th century, at least some of the inhabitants took refuge on the opposite bank of Bistrița, on 

a dominant plateau at the base of the Mount Cozla and established a new settlement. Such a 

hypothesis is supported by a chance discovery of a relic cross, with a wide circulation in the 

13th century, near the foundation of the Church ’’Nașterea Sfântului Ioan Botezătorul’’. At 

the same time, a part of the pottery dating back to the 14th century, discovered in the 

Princeley Court, it is similar to the one identified in the fortress across Bistrița. 

The organization of the settlement under Cozla and its urbanization were favoured by 

the natural defense of its original perimeter, on all sides, by its height, by steep slopes, as well 

as abundant local resources (wood, stone, grassland, hunting, agricultural land etc). 

 On 30 January 1395, on his way to Suceava, the Hungarian king Sigismung of 

Luxembourg has visited Piatra of Crăciun. On this occasion a document has been drawn up to 

attest with certainty, for the first time, the city at the confluence of Cuejdi with Bistrița. The 

list of Wallachian cities, inserted into old Russian letopieses and The Chronicle of Ulrich 

Richental confirm this reality.  

 Chapter II addresses the issue of urban territory. This segment is divided into three 

sub-chapters: the border or the town estate, the heart of the city and the Princely Court detour. 

Until the organization of the first monastery in the area, Bistrița, the limits of the southern 



boundary came down to Câmpul lui Dragoș (The field of Dragoș) and the northern and 

western ones did not have any clear landmarks, were ‘’not covered’’. This conclusion is 

drawn from the trials between monks and townspeople, from the 17th century. After the 

establishment of Bistrița Monastery and other monastic centers (Pângărați and Bisericani), 

the area of the estate has been reduced to a level that overlaps, largely, over today’s permiter 

of Piatra-Neamț municipality.  

 The heart of the city concentrated most of the daily activities. With a very small area 

at the beginning, on the site of the architectural complex of the Musat dynasty, later, it has 

grown to about 100 hectares, toward the middle of the 18th century. The territory was 

affected by the princely constructions and by a donation offered to the monastery of Pângărați 

and included housing, craft workshops, religious edifices, mills, gardens, communication 

routes and other arrangements. The representative construction for the cities were the 

Princely Church and Turnul clopotniță (Bell Tower). Moreover, the reign edified buildings 

with various utilities, which responded to the immediate demands of his period of maximum 

development (the first half of the 16th century). There could also be distinguished certain 

houses, where the social differences were obvious. Parts of the city were covered by 

buildings belonged to the monasteries. 

 To the south and east of the city there were villages that the reign integrated into the 

detour. This one was an administrative structure designed to financially support the Princeley 

Court from Piatra and the budget of the central power. The detour of Piatra is first reported on 

April 20, 1491, when three villages in its composition, Zănești, Stolnici and Fauri, were given 

to the Tazlău Monastery by Stephen the Great; it was the largest from what existed, including 

37 properties. Although most of the properties of the Piatra’s detour are recorded in 

documents as belonging to the fair, in fact, they belonged to the princeley court that existed in 

the urban center, from the confluence of Cuejdi with Bistrița. It never had a complete 

structure, because at the same time with the inclusion of some estates, others were alienated. 

In 1631, the last part of the detour was donated, siliștea Turturești. After this point, the 

decline of the court from Piatra increased and it culminated in her abandonment by the reign 

at the end of the 17th century.  

 Chapter III deals with the issue of urban administration. It consisted of local 

representatives, șoltuzii and pârgarii, and on the other hand, the ureadnic/vornic and other 

messengers of the throne. Whereas in Moldova șoltuz’s institution is mentioned documentary 

in the first decades of the 15
th

 century, at Piatra this is not recorded until 1596. The first 

known șoltuz, Zaharia, appears into an act drawn up on 9th of October 1625. Others have 



been Toader, Isac, Constantin Napotă, Vasilache, Neculai, Ion and Vasile Baronce. Isac was 

at the head of Piatra, at least three times: 1654, 1665 and 1674, within two decades. The 

șoltuzi from Piatra had their residence at their house. They represented the interests of the 

local community in relation to their own inhabitants and foreigners. They also dealt with the 

implementation of the tax obligations established by the central power, being helped by 

pârgari.  

 To authenticate the documents drawn up in front of them, șoltuzii applied the seal of 

the city that had a Nanny-goat as its emblem. The variant of the medieval seal of Piatra that 

has consecrated in time has in the center a moving Billy-goat, oriented to the right. The oldest 

seal imprint of this type is on a document written on March 16, 1596, published for the first 

time by the priest Paul Mihail. But deciphering its content is difficult, due to the excessive 

use of ink when the seals were applied to the paper. A clear image is encountered on a 

document from 1622. Furthermore, the same fingerprint was also applied to documents of 

1631, 1654, 1656 and 1662. 

 This image changed over time, until the loss of the artistic value. The retained 

documents allow us to highlight several variants of this effigy. 

 To impose its own authority in urban centers, where there were often princely courts, 

and to ensure an efficient administration of the detour villages, the central power has 

designated in the cities its own functionaries, called vornici or ureadnici. Sometimes, these 

clerks were even known by the generic term of diregători. The alternation of the terms vornic 

and ureadnic led to the conclusion that they meant the same princely dignitary. The 

documents give us the names of three such officials; the most well-known was Toma 

Cantacuzino, being a great vornic in later life. 

 Chapter IV is dedicated to the population of the medieval city of Piatra. As in other 

cities, this community has experienced an ethnic diversity. Missionary Marco Bandini 

pointed out that in the beginning the city was ‘’pure hungarian’’. The presence of the 

Hungarians in this place is also proved by a mid-16
th

 century account. There was certainly a 

Hungarian community in the city of Piatra, and its first representatives probably arrived 

before 1400. This is how the Hungarian name of the urban center is justified, Káracsonkö 

(Piatra lui Crăciun), attested in 1395, which was preserved until the 18
th

 century, in its early 

version. On the other hand, the presence of Hungarians in this area has imprinted early traces 

around the hydronomy and toponymy of the site. It seems that for Piatra, the Hungarians 

were the equivalent of the Saxons of Neamț. The measures taken by the descendants of Petru 



Rareș significantly reduced the number of foreigners. Other attested ethnicities were the 

Greeks, the Turks, the Jews. 

 In the 17
th

 century the city had a dominant Romanian population, as evidenced by the 

documents from those times. Families from that period, like Axintie, Costân, Cotruţă, Covrig, 

Curt, Hâncu, Hârco, Munteanu, Muşat, Nechita, Miron, Orzea, Pirţu, Roşca, Rusul etc., have 

crossed the ages and have been preserved to this day.  

 The documents mention a distinct category, composed of ‘’good people’’ of different 

ages, created in the elite of community. Besides merchants and craftsmen, it was also 

composed of priests, especially by ‘’the princely’’ ones, which are often recorded through the 

conclusion of the document. Some of the priests were good connoisseurs of the Slavonic 

language and they have contributed substantially to the spread of religious literature. Thus, 

Andrușco the priest copied between 1526-1527 at least a series of mineie (religious books), 

which were given to the Schitul lui Iosif, the future monastery of Bisericani.  

 Because it was on an important communication route, the urban settlement was also 

involved in commercial activities. The merchants (such as Adam  from Șarahod) arrived at 

the weekly fairs from here, on Thursdays, and at the annual ones on Sundays, but also for the 

fairs around, such as the one on the estate of Gârcina Monastery. Among the craftsmen were 

butnarii. Recorded for the first time in the first decade of the 17
th

 century, these craftsmen 

had their residence not in the heart of the city, but in the village of Mărăței, located on the 

border of the urban center.  

 A documents from 1631 mentions a hay ‘’which the butnari of the village Vânători 

have mastered (Piatra)’’. We believe this property was the same place that, at some point, 

belonged to the butnari of Mărăței. Before May 6, 1665, when these craftsmen organized 

themselves in guilds (in 1665 they had Vasile as starosta). In zapisul (deed) that nominally 

shows the 9 craftsmen who formed the association we can find several members who 

belonged to the same family, Ionașcu, Dicul and Dumitrașcu, father and son, the brothers 

Toader and Vasile, that highlights the oldness of this craft in that place and its transfer from 

one generation, to another.  

 In parallel with the practice of various trades, some of the inhabitants of Piatra also 

engaged in agriculture and animal husbandry. The two occupations provided them a part of 

their daily food needs and allowed them to accumulate additional income. The cultivation of 

cereals also results from the organization of a large number of mills, in the heart and the 

border of the city, as we have shown above. In 1688, Franciscan missionary Antonio Giorgini 

said about Piatra’s inhabitants that they were ‘’very rich, especially in cattle’’. This activity 



was facilitated by large natural grassland and the permanent establishment of curături (places 

for farming) on the mountain territory.  

 In Chapter V, we discussed some of the events in which the city from the confluence 

of Cuejdi and Bistrița was involved. In January 1395, a Hungarian army, led by the King 

Sigismund of Luxembourg himself, entered Moldova in order to punish the new voivode 

Ștefan I, who was perceived as an enemy of the Hungarian Crown. In 1538, Petru Rareș took 

refuge in this place; his passage is recounted by the chroniclers and has been strongly 

imprinted in the counsciouness of the contemporaries of the event. The descendants kept this 

memorable fact in their memory and enriched it to give it even more value. In 1600, through 

the city passed the army of Mihai Viteazul, on the way to the Neamt Fortress. Later, the 

inhabitants of the city were affected by the arrival of Polish mercenaries. At the beginning of 

the 18th century, Tatar armies passed through Piatra, on their way to Transylvania. 

 As with other cities, Piatra contributed significantly to the development of Romanian 

medieval civilization. Through their material and spiritual creation, the people of this place 

showed  they have live up to the demands of the times they have crossed. The evidence is the 

documents that have been preserved, the archaeological discoveries, but also the 

constructions that faced time and proved the creative power of their makers. 
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