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SOME CONSIDERATIONS REGARDING THE CONCEPT OF 
MYTH (DEFINITIONS, CLASSIFICATIONS) 
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Abstract: Myths are specific to each individual people, because they mirror 
their entire cultural identity. Therefore it is essential that each people know the myths 
that accompanied it in its evolution. 

Over time, thanks to this major importance, names such as: Claude Lévi-Strauss, 
Mircea Eliade, G. Călinescu, Romulus Vulcănescu, Silviu Angelescu, Viorel Boldureanu, 
I. Oprişan have dedicated numerous studies and researches to the myth, each having his 
own vision, targeting definitions and / or classifications that help to formulate relevant 
critical opinions.  
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MYTH – DEFINITIONS, CLASSIFICATIONS, CRITICAL OPINIONS 

The most well-known definition of the myth belongs to Mircea Eliade and was 
expressed in the volume Aspects of the myth in which he states that: «the myth tells a 
sacred history; it recounts an event that took place during the primordial time, the 
fabulous time of the “beginnings”. That said, the myth tells how, thanks to the 
supernatural beings, a reality was born, whether it be the total reality, the Cosmos, 
or just a phenomenon: an island, a plant species, a human behavior, an institution»1. 

Therefore, the characters that appear in myths are not beings taken from 
everyday life, beings belonging to the profane, but supernatural beings with creative 
role, known through what they did at the beginning of Time, before the world was 
made, because Mircea Eliade states that it is always a matter of  “doing”. 

Myths describe and explain all the events that took place up to the moment 
when man became what he is today, that is, a higher social being characterized by 
thinking, language and intelligence, mortal and sexual. All of this exists because of 
the activity of the supernatural beings. 

The myth differs from the profane, the myth belongs to the sacred and is in 
opposition to what people do, it represents, in fact, repressions of the sacred, of the 
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supernatural in the profane. Man’s permanent need of the unusual, fantastic is 
metamorphosed into the need for mythology, a need that is realized through the 
dream. Mircea Eliade also said that “the myth becomes the exemplary model of all 
human activities”2.   

Romulus Vulcănescu, an ethnologist, whose work includes a significant 
section of studies devoted to mythology, one of the writers who made the transition 
from mythography to mythology, also offers a definition of myth, another 
perspective on it and recognizes that he does not try to give a a definition that 
overrides the existing ones, but only offers an “interdisciplinary genetic definition”: 
“the myth is an elaborate polyvalent, polysemic and polyglisic of mythical logic. 
Viewed from the perspective of each state of consciousness, he appears differentiated; 
for the consciousness itself the myth becomes an elaborate objectifying of reason, 
for subconsciousness an ideoplastic transfiguration of sympathetic or empathetic 
affectivity, for unconsciousness a paradoxical explosion of the genetic code”3. 

About mythical thinking, the author says that this is not opposed to scientific 
thinking, but is part of global thinking, but without moving this explanation into 
the context of global thinking. Thus, mythical thinking can work at the level of the 
three states of consciousness: the actual one, at the level of the subconsciousness 
and unconsciousness. 

Because a controversy has arisen, Romulus Vulcănescu's definition is analyzed 
and criticized by Silviu Angelescu in his work Mitul şi literatura (Myth and literature)4. 

Silviu Angelescu argues that Vulcănescu's statements are obscure and 
confusing, because he initially recognizes the myth as a cultural good, a product of 
intellectual endeavor, then defines the myth as a product of sensitivity, and later 
grants it a hereditary cause. The conclusion reached by Angelescu is that the myth 
cannot accept a triple cause, but only one: either cultural value, or product of 
sensitivity, or hereditary cause. 

The originality of any people resides in the customs, traditions, legends and 
myths that accompany it in its development. Myths are part of folklore and have been 
transmitted orally, have been collected over time, becoming true cultural monuments. 

The meaning of the myths varies from one epoch to another, depending on 
the prevailing interpretative currents of the epoch. For researchers like Mircea 
Eliade, myth is defined as a system of codes, symbols, systems, which is realized 
as a story. 

In other interpretations, myth is an imaginary story, invented, and in others 
the myth translates reality into symbolic form. 

As can be seen there are various definitions and visions of myths, but there 
has never been found a definition that is acceptable to all scholars, but to be 

2 Idem, Sacru şi profan, Bucharest, Humanitas Publishing, 1995, p. 86. 
3 Romulus Vulcănescu, Mitologie română, Bucharest, Academia Republicii Socialiste România 
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understood by all non-specialists, as Mircea Eliade also observed. Impossible to 
find a definition that embraces all types and functions of the myth, because it is an 
extremely complex fact of culture5. 

The myths are updated only through ritual. Any ritual can only be performed 
if the myth that specifies how the ritual was initially performed is known. Silviu 
Angelescu mentions that the rite helps us understand the fabulous distance between 
the forms of culture and the poetic forms. The conclusion reached is that the myth 
is a sacred story with implications in the religious life, whose message is received 
in a field of truth, while the poetic forms, the fairy tale and the legend contain 
profane stories, whose messages must be received in a field of beauty, because they 
are aesthetic experiences6. 

Ion Viorel Boldureanu establishes a clear relation between myth-rite-symbol 
and defines the rite as follows: «the “phenomenalized” ensemble or the complex 
process of verbal but especially non-verbal elements (pantomime, gestures, 
movements, actions, sounds, noises) as well as a certain props through which - in 
fusion, osmosis, synergetism – the myth and the symbol are expressed (in the 
etymological sense = externalizing their essence) creating a living and indissoluble 
complex rite-myth-symbol through which the original sacred story / history is 
hierophanized»7. 

Researchers questioned the relationship between myth – truth – untruth. 
There were two types of research for studying myth and folklore facts: analyzing 
archaic documents and field research. Regardless of the research method, the 
experts have unreservedly argued that the myth should be treated as a truth. Silviu 
Angelescu considers that, although contradictory, the two hypostases of the myth 
do not exclude each other because the assimilation of the myth with untruth is 
possible if we analyze it from outside its vital environment, superficially, that is in 
its own sense. If it is analyzed in the environment to which it belongs and in the 
depth structure of the figurative meaning, the myth forces us to perceive it as a 
metaphysical truth8.  

In conclusion, we can say that myth is a fabulous story that talks about a 
creative event that took place in a primordial time. It is about the birth of a star, 
a planet, an event with significance. We can come off the following features of 
the myth: 

1. Myth is a fabulous story about a creative event.
2. The events in a myth have, from a temporal point of view, permanence,

which is why it speaks of the mythical time and the historical time that are in 
opposition. If historical time refers to the past, mythical time refers to the past, 
present and future. 

5 Mircea Eliade, Aspecte ..., pp. 5–6. 
6 Silviu Angelescu, cited work, p. 23. 
7  Ion Viorel Boldureanu, Cultură tradiţională orală, Timişoara, Marineasa Publishing, 2006, p. 25. 
8 Silviu Angelescu, cited work, p. 28. 
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3. The characters in the myths are fabulous characters: kite, heroes, brooms,
Făt-Frumos (Handsome Youth/ Prince Charming) etc. 

4. Myths are a stage of knowledge, more precisely a knowledge based on intuition.
5. Because it is based on storytelling, myth is related to literature, which is

why it is often spoken of as a mythical substrate of a work. 
G. Călinescu has devoted a chapter in Istoria literaturii române de la origini 

până în prezent (The History of Romanian Literature from its Origins to the Present)9, 
to the influence of myths in popular literature, but also to their influence on the cult 
literature. The critic identifies four themes of mythical folklore source: 

– the genesis of the Romanian people – Traian şi Dochia (Traian and Dochia);
– assumption of death with serenity – Mioriţa (The Little Ewe);
– the problem of creation – Meşterul Manole (Master Manole);
– love and sexuality, the erotic myth – Zburătorul (the Flyer).
There are numerous classifications of myths, but that of G. Călinescu is 

unanimously accepted.  
Silviu Angelescu offers in the work “Mitul şi literatura” (Myth and literature)10 

another classification according to the topic they present, as follows: 
– cosmogonic myths – those that explain the appearance of the world, the genesis;
– eschatological myths – present the end of the world;
– etiological myths, which show the origin of certain phenomena, customs;
Mircea Eliade talks about: 
– myths of origin;
– cosmogonic myths;
– eschatological myths (gr. Eshaton = end).
The myths of origin do not copy the cosmogonic model, but complement it, 

extend it, they tell facts that happened when the world already existed, they tell 
how the world was modified, enriched or impoverished, which is why most repeat 
the cosmogony. They play a very important role in the healing and the ceremonies 
of birth. 

The cosmogonic myths present the making of the world, they always talk 
about a creation. The eschatological myths speak of the end of the world, of the 
cataclysms that led to the destruction of the world. The myths about the Flood are 
the most known and universally accepted. Other cataclysms that led to the end of 
mankind were earthquakes, mountain collapses, fires. Of course, this end was not 
definitive, but it gave the opportunity of a new birth on a virgin land, purified by 
fire or by water and fire. The chaos that follows is in fact a regression to the 
primordial chaos, that is to cosmogony11. The cause of the destruction of the world 

9 George Călinescu, Istoria literaturii române de la origini până în prezent, Bucharest, Semne 
Publishing, 2003, pp. 62–65. 

10 Silviu Anghelescu, cited work, p.  24. 
11 Mircea Eliade, cited work, pp. 21, 52. 
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was the anger of the deity generated by the sins of mankind. Myths speak of a 
paradisiacal world that succeeds destroyed humanity. 

Claude Lévi-Strauss analyzes in the work Antropologie structurală (Structural 
Anthropology)12 the structure of myths according to the feelings they emanate. 
He talks about authors who believe that myths express human feelings such as 
hatred, love, revenge, and about authors who believe that myths explain 
phenomena that are difficult to understand, meteorological, astronomical, social, 
etc. Depending on the messages transmitted through myths, they fall into several 
categories, according to Claude Lévi-Strauss. Thus, the myth can be: 

– myths revealing human feelings;
– myths for explaining unusual meteorological and astrological phenomena;
– myths that reflect social structures;
– myths that emanate repressed feelings or primitive archetypes.

THE FUNDAMENTAL MYTHS OF THE ROMANIAN 
POPULAR LITERATURE 

1. The myth of Traian and Dochia is considered by G. Călinescu the myth
of ethnogenesis, of the formation of the Romanian people from the Thracian-
Dacian symbiosis. The popular legend speaks of Dochia, Decebal's daughter who is 
transformed into a stone shepherd to escape Traian, the emperor of Rome. He falls 
in love with Dochia and tries to conquer her. Dochia does not allow herself to be 
conquered by the emperor and runs into the woods, but Traian follows her. 
Frightened, she begs the god Zamolxis to rescue her, turning her into a shepherd 
stone. Even so, Traian does not stop loving her. 

The popular legend was the theme of several literary works of the writers 
Gheorghe Asachi, Vasile Pîrvan, Mihai Eminescu. 

I. Oprişan also deals with this issue of myths in the study Mituri fundamentale 
(Fundamental Myths)13, noting that myths do not enjoy the same attention at all 
times. Thus, myths that have been given importance over a certain period, no 
longer enjoy the same notoriety as time goes by. The example offered by him is the 
myth of Traian and Dochia. In the nineteenth century, when the cultural people felt 
the need to support the latinity of the Romanian people, they resorted to the myth 
that presents the love between the Roman emperor and the Dacian goddess. 
Unfortunately, in the second half of the 20th century the myth was forgotten. 

2. The myth of the pastoral existence, of the unity of the Romanian people
in the real center of the country represented by the Carpathian chain, Mioriţa (The 

12 Claude Lévi-Strauss, Antropologie structurală, Bucharest, Political Publishing House, 1978, 
pp. 246–278. 

13 Ion Oprişan, Mituri fundamentale, in Ovidiu Papadima (scientific care), Temelii folclorice și 
orizont european în literatura română, Bucharest, RSR Publishing, 1971,  pp. 456–466. 



Ionela Carmen BANŢA 140 

Little Ewe) has the starting point in the old song published by Vasile Alecsandri. 
The ballad was discovered by Alecu Russo during his exile and subsequently 
published, with minor changes, by Vasile Alecsandri. The myth has gained such 
importance that the specialists consider it to be like the Divine Comedy. In the 
vision taken by Vasile Alecsandri, this myth is a masterpiece, because it distinguishes 
three important strands: mythical, religious and ethnological14. 

The pastoral myth was born in a wild nature and in the hearts of a peaceful 
people, but always eager for freedom and truth, spread in over 1500 variants in all 
regions of the country. 

Having encountered a wide range of versions of the ballad of Miorița, they 
are grouped into two categories given by the artistic-social functions they fulfill. 
A first category is represented by the Moldovan-Wallachian versions in which 
Mioriţa is sung by women after their own melody at certain events in the life of the 
village, for example the wedding. A second category is spread throughout the rest 
of the territory and includes those productions sung on the occasion of the winter 
holidays15. 

Ballad Mioriţa talks about three shepherds who descend with the sheep to the 
valley (transhumanţa/ transhumance). Each of them is the representative of a 
Romanian historical region: Moldovan, Transylvanian and Muntenia. Two of the 
shepherds decide to kill the third (reason for the plot) because of the envy of 
having more sheep. The unusual sheep warns her master (the theme of the 
connection between man and animal). The shepherd is not frightened by the 
thought of death, but has some testamentary wishes: to be buried near the sheep 
and that a whistle be put on his head. He also wants his mother not to find out 
about his death, but to be told that he has married an emperor girl (the wedding-
death allegory). This is the deepest message of the ballad. The shepherd wants to 
change his tragic destiny, in one of great joy, the wedding. His wedding is one of 
reintegration into the Universe, as the analysts of this ballad have appreciated, of 
resignation before death as a national feature. This idea is not only found in 
Romanian folklore, but is a widely circulated idea. In case a young man dies 
unmarried, the custom requires that he be made a funeral with wedding rituals. 

Man does not fight against death and receives it with resignation. This 
attitude of the shepherd was seen by Lucian Blaga as a “love for death”16 and has 
provoked numerous reproaches, because he sees in Mioriţa: passivity and 
resignation in the face of death, but also a huge pessimism. 

G. Călinescu analyzes17 the attitude of the shepherd in the face of death and 
that in no way is there talk of resignation, there was no variant saying “that the 
shepherd would have crossed his arms waiting for his killers”. Not having a 

14 George Călinescu, cited work,  pp. 61–62. 
15 Ibidem, p. 117. 
16 Lucian Blaga, Trilogia culturii, Bucharest, Pentru Literatura Universală Publishing, 1969, p. 120. 
17 George Călinescu, cited work,  p. 119. 
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solution, death being imminent, the poem lacks the sequence in which the shepherd 
confronts his enemies.  

In an archaic community, death carries exceptional meanings. A violent end 
destroys the balance of the community, but through death man integrates into 
nature, life does not end, but continues on another level. The death of the shepherd 
is considered by Mircea Eliade one of cosmic proportions: «The ballad reveals a 
mystical solidarity between man and nature, which is no longer accessible to the 
modern consciousness. It is not about pantheism, because this Cosmos is not 
“sacred” to itself, by through its own way of being, but is sacrificed by participating in 
the mystery of the wedding»18. 

What has been called the shepherd's serenity in the face of death is the 
expression of traditional thinking that regards death as a passing. 

The condition of the shepherd is a tragic one because his life is one removed 
from the normal circuit. He lives far from the family and human community and is 
forced to entrust his own life to his enemies. 

In conclusion, the myth reveals the main task of the Romanian people, but 
also its ethnic unity through the three shepherds from different territories: Vrancea, 
Transylvania and Moldova. 

3. The myth of creation highlighted by the ballad and the legend Meşterul
Manole (Master Manole) is considered by the illustrious literary critic, George 
Călinescu, the fundamental myth of the Romanian popular literature. The theme of 
the myth is closely related to the famous Curtea de Argeş church, a kind of Notre-
Dame de Paris19 and is one of wide circulation, specific to the people of the 
Balkans. The myth has been studied by numerous researchers who have revealed 
its particularity to each people (Serbs, Croats, Greeks, Bulgarians, Hungarians) and 
in particular the Romanian version which is an original one. The theme of this 
myth is based on the sacrifice of the wife of one of the craftsmen in order to 
strengthen the walls of an important building. In some variants the sacrifice 
requested by the deity is that of the twin children, but these variants are very rare. 
The construction to be elevated differs from one people to another. In the 
Macedonian, Greek and Albanian versions, the construction is a bridge, in the 
Albanian ones there is also a bridge, in the Serbian and Bulgarian ones, a fortress, 
and the Romanian variants talk about a monastery (Argeş Monastery). 

This myth gave birth to another Romanian masterpiece, the popular ballad 
Argeş Monastery, which talks about building a monastery, a sacred building, the 
monastery being a pretext, because the action focuses around the drama of the 
master Manole. 

From the beginning of the popular ballad we learned that Negru-Vodă, 
accompanied by craftsmen, is looking for a suitable place for the erection of the 

18 Mircea Eliade, De la Zamolxis la Genghis-Han, Bucharest, Scientifical and Encyclopedical 
Publishing, 1980, p. 249. 

19 George Călinescu, cited work, p. 64. 
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construction (anchoring in mythology) “On the Argeș river down / On a beautiful 
shore”. The place chosen for the monastery is a “wall left unfinished”, probably 
the place of an older building dominated equally by evil and beneficial forces. This 
choice suggests the tenacity with which man devotes himself to the creative idea. 

The ballad has eight themes: the theme of the wall, the theme of wall 
breaking, the theme of the dream, the theme of the woman destined to be built, the 
theme of the gradual building, the theme of the feudal conflict, the theme of Icarus 
and the fountain theme. 

Seven years in a row Manole has been trying to lift the building, for seven 
years everything that was built by day, was destroyed at night, and the church was 
not outlined. In the popular tradition the number seven is the number of perfection, 
the world was created in seven days, seven is the number of continents, but also the 
number of days of the week, and seven also becomes the symbolic number of Satan 
trying to compete with the Divinity. The solution received by the master is the 
animation of the construction that must receive, at the same time, soul and life. 
Manole, the creator of art, a martyr of the beautiful, understands that the sacrifice is 
the only one who makes a unique and eternal creation possible. The building of his 
wife Ana represents the attainment of the absolute in creation and introduction into 
eternity (both of Ana and the monastery). The sacrifice of the woman is done in a 
rather cruel way, by masoning and plastering her into the wall of the sanctuary, 
without placing too much emphasis on the feeling of mercy, love or pain, although 
Manole, against his wish, is forced to build her alive. The woman comes into play, 
feeling cursed alongside her husband. 

George Niţu speaks in the work Elemente mitologice (Mythological elements) 
about the practice of burying a being under the foundation of a new construction 
for it to withstand. It reminds of the custom found in the Greeks of sacrificing an 
animal (bird, lamb, ram) whose blood is left to flow on the foundation stone where 
later it will be buried and sacrificed. From this type of sacrifice one will move to 
another type, namely the simulation of the sacrifice by burying a human shadow. It 
was said that the man whose shadow was buried, would die in forty days, because 
the shadow symbolized his soul, or without soul no one can live. The author even 
speaks of the existence of merchants of shadows. Their job was to provide shadows 
for architects. The shadow was taken with a piece of reed without the man knowing20.  

Like any popular creation, the legend of Master Manole knows many 
variants, over 170 and each knows its own interpretations. In the version chosen by 
Tudor Pamfile, we meet the team's oath and the promise not to build a construction 
as beautiful. It is precisely this sacrament that brings the end of Manole and the 
craftsmen, because they admit that they can build an even more beautiful building. 
This tragedy is unknown in the South Danube variants. Manole has destroyed his 
family, but he is in the creative process, he cannot stop from creation. The nine 

20 George Niţu,  Elemente mitologice, Bucharest, Albatros Publishing, 1988, pp. 171–174.  
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craftmen along with Manole are left on the roof of the monastery, because the 
ruler, fearing that the names of other masters may be linked to another great 
edifice, takes their construction scaffolding. They do not accept such an end and 
they make wings out of light boards, finding their end. In the place where Manole 
fell, the legendary fountain in which Ana's tears flow originated. 

In the version picked up by C.N. Mateescu the drama also falls on Manole's 
wife and, as a result of his prayers and lamentations, a series of obstacles appear in 
the way of his wife, such as: dragons with large scales, strong wind, rain, but 
without any result.  

In the variant picked by G. Dem. Teodorescu, Manole appears from the 
beginning chosen among the masters, being endowed with the power to endure the 
suffering. It is the only variant that has in Manole's presentation the verse “His 
heart stays cold”, a sign of lack of sensitivity. He is a good master, but he does not 
value life, so only the ritual contact with death makes him aware of it. 

There are differences of interpretation from one people to another. In the 
Serbian and Bulgarian versions, the emphasis is on the drama of the young woman, 
while in the Romanian versions, in the center of the ballad is the master Manole and 
the misfortune is strongly linked to his entire being and the sacrifice he has to make. 

4. The erotic myth is based on the numerous Romanian superstitions and
popular legends about supernatural beings that disturb unmarried girls and recently 
married women. The folklore myth of the Flyer expresses the erotic crisis of young 
girls in adolescence who feel the feeling of love for the first time and therefore do 
not recognize it, identifying it with a disease. 

The flyer is in G. Călinescu's conception “a beautiful demon, a teenage Eros 
who gives girls the disorders and longings of first love”21. It is considered the 
symbol of shared love and some regions of the country talk about a demon who 
torments pregnant women until they lose the baby and enchantment is the only 
escape. Anthropologists consider the Flyer a half-God that initiates girls in love 
and appears only in a dream. 

Romulus Vulcănescu calls the Flyer “an erotic semi-divinity of the type of 
nightmares, an archaic evil-billed daimon”22. It symbolizes all forms of sexuality 
from puberty to hysteria of women who live solely for the pleasures of the body. In 
order to carry out the plan of seduction to the end, the Flyer metamorphoses in 
order to enter the house of his victims unobserved. The metamorphoses were made 
in the form of an animal: snake, dog, pig. Once entered the house, it became human 
in appearance. 

Love is a great theme of humanity, which is why the archaic mentality has 
felt the need to put this consuming feeling on the account of a supernatural being. 
A being of an overwhelming beauty, with a bright face, with an ice soul. 

21 George Călinescu, cited work, p. 65. 
22 Romulus Vulcănescu, cited work, pp. 338–339. 
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The erotic myth has been an inspiration for many works in Romanian 
literature. Since Ion Heliade Rădulescu almost all writers have developed in their 
own way the myth of love. 

The classification of myths, made by G. Călinescu, was unanimously 
accepted by all the folklorists because it deals with all the important hypotheses of 
humanity: the birth of the Romanian people, the cosmic situation of the man, the 
aesthetics of art and the eros. 

In conclusion, the myth represents a structure, which combines true and 
fictional materials that it disposes, however, according to the rules of the 
imaginary. The founding myths participate in the construction of the collective 
“self” and ensure the community cohesion. 


