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ABSTRACT 

 

Our doctoral research examines the development of fiscality in Moldavia between the 

fifteenth and seventeenth centuries. Its main objective is to understand how the Ottoman 

factor contributed to changes in this area of state activity east of the Carpathians. Alongside 

warfare and the administration of justice, fiscality was one of the three main functions 

performed by the state throughout history. The study of fiscality in fifteenth- to seventeenth-

century Moldavia is relevant beyond the field of economic history, since the structure of the 

fiscal system in a pre-industrial state was often one of the main expressions of political 

power. In Moldavia, fiscality was closely connected to the broader issue of the political, 

economic, and social relations with the Ottoman Empire. Whereas in late medieval Western 

Europe, warfare was the main factor contributing to the development of state fiscal systems, 

in several regions of Eastern Europe, however, including Moldavia, the Ottoman factor took 

the place of warfare. The growing political influence of the Ottoman Empire had a direct 

effect on the expansion of the voivode’s fiscal system. The geographical area examined in 

this study is represented by historical Moldavia, which extending between the Eastern 

Carpathians, the Dniester, the Danube, and the Black Sea. This political space underwent 

various changes beginning in the final decades of the fifteenth century, as the Ottoman 

Empire expanded territorially at the expense of the Moldavian lordship. The territories 

annexed by the Ottomans are considered here only insofar as they provide suggestions or 

clarifications necessary for understanding the fiscal phenomena of Moldavia. 

The three centuries covered by our research, that is to say the fifteenth to the 

seventeenth centuries, partly overlap with two important periods in Moldavia’s political 

history. On the one hand, the fifteenth century was the first century of Moldavian statehood 

for which a relatively substantial body of internal documents survives. These sources allow 

us to draw conclusions about how the Moldavian fiscal system functioned before the 

establishment of Ottoman political domination. On the other hand, the period of increasing 

Ottoman domination over Moldavia, which began in the mid-sixteenth century and continued 

throughout the seventeenth century, provides particularly rich opportunities for studying the 

transformation of the Moldavian fiscal system. We therefore shall compare these two periods 

from the perspective of fiscality. The first, extending to around 1550, may be described as the 

period of medieval Moldavia and of traditional, customary fiscality. The second began in the 

second half of the sixteenth century and continued throughout the seventeenth century, when 

the Ottoman impact can be examined through the changes it brought to the way the country’s 

fiscal system operated. The choice of the mid-sixteenth century as a turning point in the study 

of fiscality can be justified both by political events and by developments in the fiscal system. 

Among the political events, one example is Suleiman the Magnificent’s campaign in 

Moldavia in 1538 and its political consequences. Developments in fiscality include the 

doubling of the Moldavian haraci (tribute), the emergence of ruler-ordered fiscal censuses, 

and Iliaș Rareș’s decision to require all privileged social groups to pay the bir (the main tax). 

This measure was applied temporarily but had no known precedent. 

The study of fiscality is addressed in several areas of Romanian historiography. In 

addition to studies devoted specifically to fiscality, there are studies on political and 
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economic relations with the Ottomans, on the rural economy and the relations between 

village landowners and the voivode, on the customs regime in towns, on the administrative 

and political history of the Moldavian ruler, and on monetary history. This is also the main 

reason why each chapter of our research includes bibliographical references and comments 

on the relevant part of the historiography. A first observation concerns the historiographical 

context of our thesis. The history of fiscality attracted considerable interest among historians 

during the post-war period, when the totalitarian political regime particularly encouraged 

research in the fields of economic and social history. The collapse of the communist regime 

in 1989 was followed in Romania, with the emergence of new generations of historians, by a 

considerable decline in academic interest in economic history in general and fiscal history in 

particular. This historiographical development seems particularly striking today, as many 

issues in economic history, including fiscal history, were largely abandoned before receiving 

special studies or convincing explanations, especially given that, even during the communist 

dictatorship, many specialists were aware that research methods inspired by Marxist-Leninist 

principles often allowed for extremely limited forms of analysis. A selective bibliography of 

special studies concerning the Moldavian fiscal system in the fifteenth to seventeenth 

centuries should nevertheless include works on the various voivode’s taxes introduced 

throughout the period under investigation (Petre P. Panaitescu, Constantin Cihodaru, 

Constantin C. Giurescu, Constantin A. Stoide, Nicolae Stoicescu, Nicolae Grigoraș, 

Alexandru Constantinescu, Mihai Lazăr); on the economic regime of the Ottoman domination 

(Mihai Berza, Tahsin Gemil, Mihail Guboglu, Mihai Maxim, Valeriu Veliman); on historical 

vocabulary with fiscal and administrative meanings (Damian P. Bogdan, Alexandru I. Gonța, 

Aurelian Sacerdoțeanu, Ion C. Chițimia); on the use of credit instruments and fiscal registers 

(Ioan Caproșu, Constantin Turcu); on fiscal immunities (Valeria Costăchel, Nicolae Grigoraș, 

Vladimir Hanga); on seigneurial duties and exactions (Vasile Mihordea, Damaschin Mioc, 

Haralambie Chircă, Ștefan Ștefănescu); as well as on monetary and macroeconomic 

dynamics (Bogdan Murgescu). Attempts to develop a synthetic view of the evolution of the 

Moldavian fiscal system over the medium and long term have been relatively limited. A 

general historiographical observation would be that a considerable part of the research carried 

out so far has taken the form of lists and inventories of taxes. The authors have been much 

more interested in identifying the taxes that subjects were required to pay to the voivode than 

in understanding the mechanisms of the fiscal system itself. 

The structure of our thesis is essentially a compromise between the chronological and 

the thematic approaches. Although the two main parts of the thesis were designed from the 

outset to reflect two different stages in the development of the Moldavian fiscal system, each 

part contains, in varying proportions, material from both major stages observed in the 

evolution of this system. This approach was intended to provide as nuanced a picture as 

possible of the phenomena and transformations identified through the study of the historical 

sources. Situating the historical processes under discussion within the longue durée, and thus 

attempting to trace both their origins and their development, sometimes required significant 

chronological shifts within the same chapter. Both parts of the thesis consist of a brief 

prologue, intended to provide an overview of the main issue at the heart of each part and, at 

the same time, to define the concepts that recur in the following sections. Each prologue is 

followed by eight thematic chapters addressing different aspects of Moldavian fiscality 
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between 1400 and 1700. The first part of the thesis, entitled “Traditional Fiscality,” focuses 

on the history of Moldavia in the fifteenth century and much of the following century. The 

thematic chapters in this first part address fiscal substitution; tithes and customary labor 

obligations in favor of the voivode; the fiscal regime in Moldavian towns; the organization of 

the fiscal collection system; seigneurial exactions to which local landowners were entitled 

from rural communities; indirect taxes derived from customs duties; and sources of the 

voivode’s revenues represented by judicial proceedings and fines. The second part of the 

thesis is entitled “Transformations of the Fiscal System” and focuses mainly on the period 

between 1550 and 1700. Its eight thematic chapters address the relationship between social 

groups and fiscal categories; the monetization of fiscality and the limits of this process; the 

emergence of fiscal censuses and the notion of fiscal domicile; the principle of fiscal 

solidarity in the payment of the ruler’s taxes; the new fiscal obligations towards the state; the 

internal consequences of the economic regime of Ottoman domination; the introduction of 

extraordinary fiscal taxes; and the problem of corruption at the financial and administrative 

levels. 

The transformations that took place in the voivode’s fiscal system should be 

understood as the result of the interaction between external constraints, primarily the political 

framework created by the regime of Ottoman domination, internal structural limitations, such 

as the actual possibilities for economic growth or for expanding the ruler’s fiscal system, and 

political strategies aimed at ensuring the survival of the Moldavian state. These strategies 

included increasing political payments to the Sublime Porte, the fiscal policies adopted by the 

reigning voivodes, and the expansion of the bureaucratic apparatus responsible for collecting 

and managing the ruler’s revenues. For this reason, fiscality appears not only as a financial 

instrument serving the government, but also as a synthetic indicator of statehood, that is, of 

the capacity to govern or, in other words, of the ruling elite’s ability to mobilize resources 

from within the country, and of the balance of power between the state and society. 

Compared with earlier historiography on Moldavian fiscality, one of the methodological 

innovations proposed by this thesis lies precisely in shifting the focus from the enumeration 

of taxes within a descriptive framework to the analysis of the mechanisms through which 

taxes were imposed and collected. To this end, the study uses a conceptual framework 

connected to the major research trends in the historiography of European fiscality, while 

adapting them to the specific features of Moldavian fiscal history. 

The period of traditional fiscality in Moldavia refers to the period from the 

establishment of the voivode’s authority to around the middle of the sixteenth century, when 

the lordship’s taxation was dominated by a set of fiscal obligations that had gradually taken 

shape through long-standing fiscal practice. This was a fiscal system largely inherited by the 

voivode’s institution from the various political authorities that had previously ruled the 

territory east of the Carpathians. For this reason, we have defined it as being customary and 

conservative. These features of traditional fiscality were closely connected to the archaic 

economic structure of the region east of the Carpathians. The fiscal system of the ruler was 

adapted to a subsistence economy dominated by agriculture, animal husbandry, and 

beekeeping. As a result, fiscal exactions were made mainly in kind and in the form of 

compulsory labor and transport services performed for the benefit of the voivodes. The 

experience of Mongol domination over the territory east of the Carpathians played an 
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important role in shaping this fiscal system. Some fiscal obligations and administrative 

practices were taken over and adapted by the Moldavian ruler in a process that we have called 

fiscal substitution: obligations that had previously been owed to Mongol rulers were 

gradually taken over by the voivodes. The tribute (дань) paid by local inhabitants to the 

Mongols as early as the thirteenth century was transformed, in the case of Moldavia, through 

a process of fiscal substitution, into the most important tax paid by Moldavian subjects to 

their voivode during the fourteenth to sixteenth centuries. The fiscal regime governing the 

exploitation of the large fishponds in the region of the Danube mouths and the Dniester 

Liman also appears to have been strongly influenced by the period of Mongol rule. Likewise, 

the Moldavian customs system incorporated a number of institutional practices inherited from 

the period of Tatar rule. These can be seen, for example, in the Moldavian-Tatar customs 

arrangements at Cetatea Albă, the tarcan privilege of exemption from customs duties, and the 

practice of “taking the tamga” at the crossing customs post. Thus, traditional Moldavian 

fiscality cannot be understood as an isolated phenomenon, but rather as the result of regional 

institutional continuity, in which tradition played a decisive role. Even when specific changes 

were introduced into the fiscal system, such as adjustments to certain customs duties, the 

introduction of extraordinary taxes, or the mobilization of labor forces for military or 

infrastructure purposes, these did not alter the basic structure of the existing fiscal system. 

Instead, they formed part of older administrative traditions, with identifiable precedents in 

earlier centuries. 

Other defining features of the period of so-called traditional fiscality include the 

absence of a developed bureaucratic apparatus that could produce taxpayer registers or 

population censuses; the collection of taxes through local boyars, often without the 

involvement of officeholders; and the participation of local communities, both town and 

village communities, through processes of self-assessment and collective assessment. As a 

result, the local community played an essential role in ensuring the “accuracy” of the fiscal 

assessment. These practices reflect the predominantly oral nature of fiscal relations and the 

absence of formal mechanisms for centralized control by the voivode over the assessment and 

collection of taxes. In terms of the forms of taxation, the system of tithes collected in kind 

dominated Moldavia’s fiscal system during this period. It consisted of four major taxes 

imposed on activities considered economically important: the tithes on wine, the tithes on 

beehives, the iliș on grain, and the gorștina on pigs. These were supplemented by at the most 

important of these taxes whose origins, as noted above, lay in the old Mongol tribute. The 

taxes of this period consisted of agricultural products, animals, and other goods resulting 

from the basic economic activities, while taxes paid in money were still of entirely secondary 

importance. The voivode’s revenues were supplemented by war booty, which represented a 

significant source of income during the first two centuries of the Moldavian state’s existence. 

Until around the middle of the sixteenth century, the ruling authorities showed a certain 

reluctance to introduce new permanent taxes. The exception was extraordinary and temporary 

exactions, justified by special circumstances such as war. During this period, the tax base of 

Moldavian subjects was relatively narrow, in the sense that a significant share of taxpayers’ 

sources of income, property, and economic activities was not included in the fiscal system. At 

the same time, the relationship between the voivode’s fiscal duties and the seigneurial 

exactions imposed by boyars or ecclesiastical institutions can be described as relatively 
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balanced. The lack of bureaucratization in the financial administration of the state, the central 

role of local elites and communities in tax collection, the predominance of taxes in kind, the 

absence of centralized mechanisms for controlling how taxes were assessed and collected at 

the local level, and the political reluctance towards fiscal innovation are all features that gave 

this traditional fiscal system a certain internal coherence. At the same time, however, they 

made it particularly vulnerable to the economic and political changes of the early modern 

period. 

The intensification of Ottoman political domination over Moldavia throughout the 

sixteenth century, directly reflected in changes in the level of the obligations owed to the 

Sublime Porte (for example, the tribute increased fourfold between 1520 and the late 1560s, 

in addition to the peșcheșuri and the political payments made on the occasion of accession to 

or confirmation on the throne, the value of which increased considerably from the 1560s 

onward, not to mention the military, labor, transport, and provisioning obligations that 

Moldavians owed to the Ottoman ruling elites) led to a profound restructuring of the 

Moldavian fiscal system after the middle of the sixteenth century. The most readily 

observable transformation was the considerable increase in the number of ordinary direct 

taxes collected from the taxable population in the villages. Compared with the five taxes that 

existed during the reigns of Stephen the Great and Petru Rareș, their number rose to more 

than twenty ordinary taxes by the end of the seventeenth century. This transformation 

involved a gradual broadening and diversification of the tax base of the taxpayers of 

sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Moldavia, a structural process that in fact affected the 

lives of the entire population east of the Carpathians. One of the findings of our research is 

that the broadening of the tax base in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Moldavia was 

systematic and cumulative. Unlike other European cases, where global taxes on income or 

wealth were preferred, the Moldavian case is distinguished by the fragmented nature of the 

rulers’ fiscal policy. The Moldavian state preferred to tax separately distinct sources of 

income, goods, and economic activities, adding new taxes as the voivodes sought additional 

resources. This study identifies three main mechanisms through which the tax base of 

subjects was expanded during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries: (a) the introduction of 

new taxes on previously untaxed economic sectors; (b) the imposition of several taxes on the 

same economic activity or source of income; and (c) the taxation of finished products in 

addition to the taxation of raw economic products. It is equally important to note that the 

expansion of the tax base was not always correlated with economic development or growth. 

At times, it occurred under conditions of economic stagnation or even decline. Over time, this 

implicitly led to a gradual erosion of the population’s actual capacity to pay taxes. Our 

analysis also shows that, in the medium term, the broadening of the tax base had 

contradictory effects. Although it made possible an increase in the voivodes’ revenues during 

the second half of the sixteenth century and the first decades of the following century, it 

simultaneously contributed to the erosion of the tax base by impoverishing part of the 

taxpayer population, increasing tax evasion, and destabilizing certain local communities. 

The economic consequences of this expansion of the tax base of Moldavian subjects 

for the ruler’s revenues differed in the medium term, that is, over the course of several 

decades, and in the long term, in this case from one century to the next. The increase in the 

number of direct taxes effectively doubled the revenues of the voivode’s treasury during the 
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sixteenth century, from an estimate of no more than 150,000 florins for the total annual 

ruler’s revenues towards the end of Stephen the Great’s reign to more than 300.000 florins 

under Petru Șchiopul. The latter period also appears to have been the point at which Moldavia 

reached a certain financial maximum, or ceiling, for the expansion of ruler’s fiscality. Given 

the country’s demographic and economic structures, the actual capacity for further expansion 

of the Moldavian fiscal system had already reached its limits by the end of the sixteenth 

century. The gradual introduction of taxes denominated and calculated in monetary terms, six 

in total, namely the tax of fifty aspers, the tax of two zloți per household, the tax of one ughi 

per household, the tax of one taler per household, the tax of one leu per household, and the 

tax of two orți per household, reflects the state’s growing need for cash after the middle of the 

sixteenth century, particularly in the context of increasing obligations towards the Ottoman 

Empire. However, the fact that these taxes were conceived as direct taxes on households and 

applied exclusively to non-privileged social groups clearly indicates the limits of introducing 

monetized taxation into an agrarian society with precarious access to cash. The gradual 

reorientation of the rulers’ fiscal policy towards taxes collected in money required Moldavian 

peasants to establish sustained economic contacts with local and regional markets, including 

markets outside the country. In the long term, however, when the seventeenth century is 

considered as a whole, the calculation and collection of an increasingly large share of taxes in 

foreign currency, a phenomenon referred to in our study as the monetization of fiscality, 

considerably reduced the voivode’s treasury’s ability to preserve or increase its real revenues 

in a context of international monetary instability. In other words, as long as the currencies 

used to calculate the nominal value of taxes remained relatively stable in value, the state 

could anticipate, with a reasonable degree of certainty, the real revenue obtained from 

taxation. Once these currencies began to depreciate, the treasury’s real revenue also declined 

if the amounts payable were not adjusted. When monetary depreciation became too 

pronounced, the fiscal yield of the ruler’s taxes declined significantly and became insufficient 

to cover the state’s financial needs. This generally led the lords of Moldavia to introduce new 

taxes intended to compensate, at least in part, for the loss of revenue. Against the background 

of the Ottoman-Polish wars fought in the vicinity of Moldavia and, at times, even on its 

territory, which marked the final decades of the seventeenth century, and in the context of the 

devaluation of both actual coins and, consequently, the accounting currencies used east of the 

Carpathians, the annual revenues of the voivode’s treasury gradually fell below 300,000 

florins from the 1670s onward, reaching only about 200,000 around 1700. This period of 

declining revenues of the Moldavian treasury also coincided with a reduction in the value of 

Moldavia’s official obligations to the Sublime Porte. This reduction had been agreed upon by 

the Ottoman authorities in Constantinople in recognition of the difficult economic situation in 

Moldavia. In 1694, the country’s tribute fell to a total of only 14,000 florins, a level it had not 

reached for more than a century and a half, since the early 1540s. 

The analysis of the changing relationship between direct and indirect taxation in 

Moldavia leads to the general observation that, during the fifteenth century, the voivode’s 

indirect taxes, especially customs duties on the transit or local sale of goods, had a share 

comparable to that of direct taxes. This was different in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries, when the rulers’ fiscal policy clearly shifted towards direct taxation. This 

transformation can essentially be explained by the decline, after 1500, of the large-scale 
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transit trade that crossed Moldavia, the underdevelopment of the urban markets, and 

Moldavia’s integration into the periphery of the Ottoman economic system. During the 

second half of the fourteenth century and throughout the following century, the profitability 

of indirect taxes for the ruler’s treasury resulted mainly from the possibility of taxing a 

considerable flow of luxury and manufactured goods, especially silk, cotton, pepper, and 

cloth, that crossed Moldavia between the Black Sea region and Central Europe. Under the 

reign of Stephen the Great, particularly in times of peace, customs revenues must have been 

more significant than those known from the period of Petru Șchiopul, when the country’s 

customs were leased for one fiscal year at a price of approximately 50,000 florins. The 

voivode’s revenues from customs duties declined gradually throughout the seventeenth 

century, reaching around 1700 a level of approximately 12,000 florins, that is, no more than 

6% of the total annual revenues of the ruler’s treasury. The taxation of predominantly local 

Moldavian products, under conditions of declining trade in luxury and manufactured goods 

after the end of Stephen the Great’s reign, was not financially profitable for the treasury. The 

main consequences of this development were the increasingly rural character of ruler’s 

fiscality in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and the growing dependence of the state 

treasury on direct taxes, which were more predictable but also more burdensome for 

taxpayers from an economic and social perspective. In this thesis, we have attempted to 

highlight the theoretical distinction between nominal fiscality, the theoretical value of the 

taxes imposed, and effective fiscality, the amounts that actually reached the treasury. This 

distinction proves essential for understanding how the Moldavian fiscal system functioned. 

Our analysis shows that an increase in the tax burden does not automatically result in a 

proportional increase in the state’s net revenues. On the contrary, increased fiscal pressure 

stimulates tax evasion in the medium and long term, reduces the efficiency of tax collection, 

and increases the loss of resources caused by the corruption of those who act as fiscal 

intermediaries between taxpayers and the lordship. In light of the sources examined, the main 

long-term development that can be readily identified is, of course, the significant increase in 

the state’s fiscal pressure on ordinary taxpayers. 

Beginning in the seventeenth century, the historical sources available to us make an 

increasingly clear distinction between the ordinary and extraordinary revenues of the 

Moldavian voivodes, a development connected to the growing importance of extraordinary 

taxes during this period. Essentially temporary fiscal instruments, closely linked to particular 

political, military, and financial circumstances, extraordinary taxes responded to the 

immediate needs of the Moldavian lordship: from paying the financial obligations owed to 

the Sublime Porte to supplying food to the Ottoman army or financing the costs of obtaining 

and maintaining the throne. The frequent invocation of the “imperial orders” from 

Constantinople as justification for new taxes indicates that the voivodes consciously used the 

external pressure represented by the Ottoman Empire as the main argument for internally 

legitimizing its fiscal policy decisions. Extraordinary taxes thus became an important means 

through which Ottoman domination was “internalized” within the fiscal structures of 

Moldavia. Numerous plans for extraordinary taxes failed or were quickly abandoned, either 

because the level of taxation was considered excessive or because of the social and political 

resistance of taxpayers. This indicates the existence of a threshold of fiscal tolerance beyond 

which the ruler’s authority risked internal destabilization, taxpayer revolt, or even the loss of 
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the throne. In this context, episodes in which rulers deliberately abandoned plans to introduce 

new taxes (such as the well-known case of Petru Șchiopul, who, after adopting several fiscal 

innovations that had caused domestic discontent, eventually decided to leave the Moldavian 

throne voluntarily because he could no longer keep pace with Ottoman financial demands) 

should be interpreted as expressions of a pragmatic assessment of the relationship between 

potential ruler’s revenues and the political costs of excessive taxation. Moreover, the 

conditioning of boyar’s support for pretenders on a promise not to introduce new taxes, as 

recorded in seventeenth-century sources, shows that ruler’s fiscality had become a central 

element of internal political negotiations in pre-modern Moldavia. Nevertheless, the 

experiences of extraordinary ruler’s taxation in the seventeenth century reflect not only the 

overall flexibility of the fiscal system, but also the growing ability of the lordship to mobilize 

monetary resources from all social groups in the country: villagers, townspeople, the boyar 

elite, and the clergy alike. In the final decades of the seventeenth century, in addition to the 

ordinary tax burden, the exceptional scale reached by extraordinary exactions of the voivodes 

within the Moldavian fiscal system makes it possible to identify a distinct extraordinary tax 

burden. In certain fiscal years, this could amount to approximately 3 florins, meaning that 

almost 40% of the total ruler’s tax burden could consist of extraordinary taxes. In the medium 

and even long term, these developments contributed to the persistence of a high tax burden on 

the taxpayer population, which, under certain circumstances, could be paying around 1685 

taxes that were economically as burdensome as, or perhaps even more burdensome than, 

those imposed at the turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 

Throughout the entire period examined, taxpayers in rural Moldavia were 

simultaneously subject to both ruler’s fiscality and seigneurial duties, within a system that we 

have called double taxation. The unprecedented expansion of voivode’s taxes in the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries produced a structural imbalance within this system. The principle 

of double taxation, which lay at the very center of the Moldavian fiscal system, therefore 

requires some clarification. Following the formation of the state east of the Carpathians, the 

overwhelming majority of Moldavian peasants had to fulfill simultaneously a series of 

obligations towards the voivodes and another, comparable, series of obligations towards local 

landowners, whether secular or ecclesiastical. Especially in the early period, the two spheres 

of exaction showed numerous similarities: the old ruler’s iliș corresponded to the tithe “from 

the ploughed land” owed to the local landowner, just as the traditional tithes on beehives and 

wine, the gorștina on pigs, and manual labor, including, among other things, transport 

services and haymaking, were among the obligations commonly imposed by both the 

voivodes and the village landowners. The unprecedented expansion of voivode’s fiscality 

after the middle of the sixteenth century profoundly altered the balance of power within this 

fiscal system in favor of the voivode, effectively eliminating the relative balance between the 

levels of the political ruler’s and seigneurial exactions that had dominated the system for 

more than two centuries. The rapid increase in the number and value of taxes owed to the 

Moldavian state acted, simply by exhausting the actual capacity to extract the rural surplus, as 

a factor limiting the ability to expand seigneurial duties. Essentially, this was an unequal 

competition between the voivodes and local landowners for the same surplus of agricultural 

products. While ruler’s fiscality gradually moved towards monetization, bureaucratization, 

and diversification, seigneurial duties remained predominantly anchored in local tradition, 
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preserving not only the oral component of payment agreements but also the customary ways 

of fulfilling obligations in kind and through physical labor. This structural asymmetry 

explains why the boyar elite and ecclesiastical institutions, monasteries, bishoprics, and the 

metropolitan see, were unable to transform customary obligations into monetary payments: 

the state’s fiscal pressure on its subjects made such monetary conversion impracticable. This 

also explains the partial shift in the sources of the boyar elite’s wealth, away from seigneurial 

revenues, which were becoming increasingly insufficient, towards those considered “public,” 

which were rapidly expanding and derived from access to public officeholdership. This 

indicates that, after the middle of the sixteenth century, the power of the country’s socio-

economic elite increasingly rested on the fiscal structures of the Moldavian state. 

In the Romanian Middle Ages, the seigneurial rights were not conceived as an 

abstract right of land ownership, but as a set of rights to extract resources from a village 

community. This traditional understanding explains both the absence of estate registers for 

the period under investigation and the predominantly oral character of fiscal agreements. As 

might be expected, seigneurial duties were not established through general rules, but through 

local negotiations adapted to the available natural resources, changing power relations, and 

community traditions of payment. Consequently, the structure of seigneurial obligations 

varied considerably from one village to another and even within the same village, where a 

genuine social, economic, and fiscal stratification can be observed. The tithe was likewise not 

a uniform fiscal practice applied throughout Moldavia, but one shaped at the local level: it 

could mean one tenth of a product, one peasant beehive for each apiary, one fifth of the fish 

caught, or even a fixed payment, independent of seasonal fluctuations in the harvest. 

Collection was carried out through local intermediaries, appointed either by the landowner or 

by the village, which sometimes created overlapping and conflicting claims of authority. This 

dual mediation at the point of collection reflects, rather, the existence of an unstable balance 

between community autonomy and the control exercised by the local landowner. The 

intervention of the voivodes was relatively rare and occurred only in specific cases, with the 

ruler most often acting as an arbiter in situations involving persistent conflicts. This 

demonstrates that the economic and legal relations between peasants and local landowners 

were not normally regulated by the state. Nevertheless, as noted above, the development of 

ruler’s fiscality after the middle of the sixteenth century blocked the possibilities for 

expanding seigneurial exactions. This imbalance within the Moldavian fiscal system became 

visible and even quantifiable in the seventeenth century: we have estimated that the fiscal 

burden imposed by the voivodes at that time was approximately three times greater than the 

nominal amount of the annual obligations owed by an average peasant family to its local 

landowner. 

The restriction of the fiscal immunities traditionally enjoyed by Moldavia’s social 

elite was a gradual and phased process, involving a succession of fiscal measures often 

motivated by immediate political and financial circumstances and unfolding over several 

centuries. Our thesis focuses mainly on its early stages, in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries. The analysis of the main stages through which the boyar elite, monasteries, and 

high clergy were gradually incorporated into the category of taxpayers is important for 

understanding the historical process of fiscal uniformization of society. This development, 

however, should not be equated with the emergence of an equitable fiscal system. The 
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integration of the elites into the taxpayer population began from the lower levels upwards, 

initially targeting privileged groups of secondary importance (vătafi, răzeși, etc.), which were 

incorporated into the fiscal system more easily, earlier, and more consistently than the great 

boyars and high clergy. The first taxes imposed on the great boyars, monasteries, and high 

clergy were extraordinary in nature. They were justified by the voivodes through pressing 

political needs, such as the payment of the haraci or other expenses at the Sublime Porte, 

compliance with Ottoman orders, or confirmation of the throne, and were sometimes 

presented as “loans” to be repaid. The payment of the imperial tax intended to cover the 

tribute owed to the Ottoman Empire was the main instrument in the erosion of traditional 

fiscal immunities. It was the first tax for which even the highest-ranking officials were 

required, albeit occasionally, to contribute directly. Nevertheless, until the middle of the 

seventeenth century, the fiscal privileges of the social elites remained largely intact, apart 

from occasional contributions. The great boyars, monasteries, and high clergy were generally 

exempt from ordinary taxes. The reign of Eustatie Dabija marked a turning point, through the 

systematic taxation of the elites with several older princely taxes, the gorștina on sheep and 

pigs and the tithe on beehives, which were converted into monetary taxes for the new 

taxpayers, and through the emergence of new ruler’s taxes paid by the entire population of 

the country regardless of socio-legal status, as was the case with the fălcerie. As might be 

expected, the taxation of the elites produced immediate economic consequences, including 

the sale by monasteries and high clergy of their landed possessions (vineyards, livestock, 

villages, serfs, and other assets), in order to obtain the coins necessary to pay taxes to the 

treasury. Nevertheless, the persistence of individual exemptions confirms the incomplete 

nature of the reforms of this period, since fiscal privileges did not disappear entirely but 

became even more individualized, being granted selectively through voivodes’ charters. The 

resistance of the boyar elite to the expansion of fiscality is mentioned in the surviving sources 

and culminated in episodes of armed revolt organized by certain boyar groups against the 

ruler in power. This shows that the taxation of the elites was perceived as a serious 

infringement upon their traditional status. By the end of the seventeenth century, the 

Moldavian boyar elite was already relatively well integrated into the fiscal system and was 

required to contribute periodically to a whole range of ordinary and extraordinary ruler’s 

taxes, including highly unpopular exactions such as the “tax on papers” (darea hârtiilor) and 

the văcărit. This was nevertheless done under a differentiated fiscal regime compared with 

the other socio-fiscal categories in the country. On the eve of the Phanariot period, the circle 

of fiscal privileges had therefore narrowed considerably, remaining almost exclusively 

restricted to the great boyars holding offices in the princely council, who were increasingly 

regarded as a distinct social group within the Moldavian elite. 

Fiscal censuses in pre-modern Moldavia were, first and foremost, administrative 

instruments adapted to the immediate needs of taxation. In the medium term, however, they 

became an important tool for strengthening the state’s capacity for direct taxation from the 

middle of the sixteenth century onward, as the voivodes increasingly needed to base the new 

fiscal demands on estimates of the number of taxpayers and, in some cases, even of their tax 

base. The introduction of fiscal censuses can only be understood in close connection with the 

increase in the tribute and other monetary obligations owed by Moldavia to the Sublime 

Porte. The basic unit recorded in these censuses was the household, represented for fiscal 
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purposes by the head of the family, who was recorded by name in the treasury registers. This 

practice gave the notion of fiscal domicile a central role: the place where a taxpayer had been 

registered during the census simultaneously became the place where that taxpayer was 

expected to pay his taxes. The practice of searching for taxpayers in the registers according to 

their district and village of origin demonstrates that the censuses established a new 

administrative relationship between the taxpayer, the local community, and the tax burden. 

One of the main consequences of this bureaucratic development was therefore the 

strengthening of community fiscal solidarity in the payment of ruler’s taxes. This policy of 

increasing fiscal solidarity represented a new form of collective responsibility imposed from 

outside the local community by the voivode’s authorities, with the main purpose of 

maximizing treasury revenues. In this new context, local communities were required to cover 

the unpaid taxes of those who had fled or were insolvent, showing that the ruler’s policy of 

fiscal solidarity functioned as an instrument of fiscal and socio-economic coercion. 

Nevertheless, the census operations carried out in pre-modern Moldavia were imperfect, 

partial, and fragmentary, which meant that their results served primarily an indicative 

purpose. The lack of standardized registration criteria according to socio-fiscal categories, 

incorrect entries, terminological variations, recording or compilation errors, deliberate 

underassessment, and the absence of effective means of verifying the competence and 

honesty of local officials considerably limited the intended efficiency of the censuses. These 

shortcomings even generated social tensions, especially at the numerous moments when the 

information recorded in the registers no longer corresponded to the realities encountered 

locally by the tax collectors during the fiscal season. 

The gradual transition from quota-based taxes to apportioned taxes, without the 

former disappearing completely from the voivodes’ fiscal practice, appears to mark a 

significant change in the financial and administrative outlook of the state, since the 

introduction of apportioned taxes presupposed the existence of fiscal censuses that made it 

possible to acquire an approximate knowledge of the number and condition of taxpayers. The 

example of the iliș is illustrative in this respect. Originally a traditional tithe (that is, a quota-

based tax) collected in kind from the grain harvest of the household, the iliș became, by the 

end of the sixteenth century and throughout the seventeenth century, an apportioned tax, 

often collected in money according to differentiated amounts established on the basis of the 

taxpayer’s fiscal category, or, when necessary, in kind, in the form of fixed quantities of grain 

imposed by the treasury on taxable communities. At the same time, the introduction during 

the seventeenth century of taxes based on the area of land and on movable and immovable 

wealth, even though most of them took the form of extraordinary taxes, represents a 

significant attempt made by the voivodes to stabilize the object of taxation. This had the 

effect of disconnecting these taxes from fluctuations in annual economic productivity (which 

was, in fact, one of the traditional criteria of taxation inherited from the medieval period) 

while also increasing the tax burden on taxpayers in years of poor agricultural harvests. 

As we have attempted to demonstrate in our research, the fiscality of Moldavian 

towns reflects both local economic particularities and the power dynamics between the 

lordship and the representatives of the town communities east of the Carpathians. It can 

reasonably be argued that the fiscal system of Moldavian market towns cannot be understood 

without taking into account the local overlap of several dimensions of taxation. On the one 
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hand, many townspeople were subject to general taxes, such as the ruler’s dan‟ tax, which 

were connected to the household (the house serving as the basic fiscal unit), the status of the 

head of the family, and even the household’s involvement in agriculture. Agricultural tithes 

were by no means foreign to the economic and financial environment of the townspeople. On 

the other hand, a number of taxes were distinctly urban in character, being connected to 

economic activities that required a certain degree of economic specialization found almost 

exclusively in the world of the towns: trade, crafts, the production of beverages, or the 

processing of raw materials. This coexistence of taxes considered “urban” and “rural” within 

Moldavian towns shows, in fact, that the world of the Moldavian townspeople was not strictly 

separated from agriculture, but rather represented a world of mixed economies, in which 

trade, crafts, and agricultural exploitation of the surrounding fields coexisted. One defining 

element of the fiscality of Moldavian towns in the early period was the camăna de ceară, 

which stands out both because of its antiquity and because of its method of calculation and, 

most likely, collection. The fact that one of the most important urban taxes was initially paid 

in kind, in wax blocks, indicates Moldavia’s integration into a broader regional economic 

context characterized by the circulation of wax as a commodity of exchange and means of 

payment. The choice of the camăna as a unit of measurement and of wax as the object of the 

ruler’s tax reflects both the practical influence of Galician merchants during the period when 

the Moldavian towns were taking shape and the existence of a relatively solid local economic 

base founded on beekeeping and specialized wax production in the towns. Analysis of the 

sources suggests that, initially, the camăna had a broad and communal character, being paid 

by most households in the town as a sign of belonging to the community of townspeople, 

regardless of the taxpayers’ actual occupations. Its subsequent development, particularly 

visible in the seventeenth century, indicates, however, a significant narrowing of the scope of 

its collection. The tax became increasingly associated with specific economic or craft 

activities, such as furriers’ workshops, sheepskin processing, beverage production, and 

others. This was also the period when the payment of ruler’s taxes in money by the 

townspeople tended to become widespread. At the same time, merchant communities around 

the ruler’s courts became increasingly involved in exchanging the small-denomination coins 

received by the treasury from monetary taxes into hard currency. This development was 

accompanied by the imposition in towns of extraordinary taxes such as the “money tax” 

(banii), the “shortage of money” tax (lipsa banilor), the “loan money” tax (banii de 

împrumut), and the “tax on papers” (darea hârtiilor). The fiscality of the towns was also 

characterized by a marked diversification of ordinary taxes during the seventeenth century, 

when numerous new taxes appeared, including those on tallow, hides, bezmăn, cepărie, 

buărul, and waste (gunoiul). Although the amounts payable and the mechanisms through 

which these taxes were imposed most often remain unclear, their mere proliferation indicates 

the voivodes’ continuing effort to exploit urban economic activities for fiscal purposes. 

Finally, another noteworthy aspect is the active role played by guilds and the local 

administration of the towns in collecting voivodes’ taxes. Guild elders, șoltuz officials, and 

pârgari coexisted in fiscal practice with ruler’s officials, often producing an overlap of 

jurisdictions that could lead to local conflicts. This reflects both the relative autonomy of the 

townspeople communities and the growing interest of the lordship in controlling the fiscal 

flows that supplied the treasury. 
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The gradual increase in ruler’s fiscality throughout the period under investigation was 

the determining factor behind the bureaucratization of the Moldavian state. The rapid 

multiplication of ordinary voivodes’ taxes after the middle of the sixteenth century required 

the expansion of the fiscal and administrative apparatus both at the central level and at the 

regional level of the districts (ținuturi). It is important to emphasize, however, that 

bureaucratization took place through the proliferation of offices rather than through a clearer 

definition of the powers held by officials. It is true that the emergence of a large number of 

new offices and positions indicates a gradual specialization of fiscal and administrative 

activities. These developments, however, took place without rigorous boundaries between 

areas of responsibility, meaning that overlapping jurisdictions and competences eventually 

became structural and created favorable conditions for local conflicts and abuses of power. 

The expansion of written administrative practices marked a change in fiscal thinking, as the 

gradual transition towards the production of nominal records of taxpayers (pre catastiv) 

reflects a new approach to fiscal control over subjects. The Moldavian lords were no longer 

concerned only with collecting the revenue due from taxes, but also with identifying and even 

fixing the taxable population within a more clearly defined and delimited administrative 

space. In this context, the bureaucratic culture of “papers” (hârtii) became an important 

instrument of fiscal governance. Written mandates, receipts, circular letters, registers, and 

ruler’s orders became increasingly common in financial practice, around which a specialized 

financial vocabulary gradually developed. These developments also created a growing need 

for new technical skills among an expanding group of officials whose work was carried out 

outside the ruler’s chancery, including the verification of the authenticity of documents, seals, 

handwriting, and other features. This, in turn, increased the overall complexity of the state’s 

administration. 

This first stage of bureaucratization was not accompanied by the institutionalization 

of official responsibility, since officials continued to act on the basis of personal 

responsibility towards the person who appointed them to office. In the medium term, this 

logic of loyalty considerably limited the voivodes’ ability to control financial and 

administrative activities. For this reason as well, corruption appears to have increased 

alongside the consolidation of the state’s fiscal administration. The growth and diversification 

of the resources collected by the treasury that had to be administered, the absence of regular 

salaries for ruler’s officials, their remuneration through shares of the revenues collected, and 

the voivodes’ relative tolerance of abuses created favorable conditions for the development of 

corruption. Tax evasion and abuse sometimes operated according to different but 

complementary logics. Some agents of the ruler’s fiscal administration artificially reduced the 

taxpayers’ fiscal base in exchange for private benefits, while others sought to maximize tax 

collection, at times going beyond the instructions contained in the ruler’s mandates in order 

to increase their own earnings. The lordship’s “anti-corruption” campaigns were, in fact, 

measures dictated by particular circumstances and intended primarily to regulate temporarily 

relations of power and fiscal flows under conditions of overlapping jurisdictions and areas of 

responsibility. They appeared almost exclusively in contexts of internal competition for 

resources, without seeking to reform the fiscal system. Taken as a whole, the Moldavian state 

appears as an expression of a dominant political coalition, within which administrative and 

fiscal structures essentially served the economic and political reproduction of the elites. The 
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expansion of the bureaucratic apparatus merely reinforced this historical tendency, 

increasingly limiting over time the ability of subjects to resist or challenge it. 
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