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Abstract: The information on the Romanian folkloric tradition recorded by AntonMaria Del Chiaro in the work Revoluțiile Valahiei contributes to the familiarisation with
the manner in which the members of the community from Wallachia, in the Middle Age,
were giving signification for their existence and experience.
Although, in the areal investigated by the foreign traveller, the challenges of the
modernity determine obvious functional mutations in the system of beliefs and practices
related to the major events of the biblical history, the disappearance of the traditional
information is not an object. Even if the mentality on life has changed, the customs are
practiced continuously and answer to the contemporary cultural and social needs.
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The foreign travellers who crossed the Romanian territory in the Middle Age
offered us extremely important information on the folkloric manifestations that
mark events related to the life and the bio-cosmic cyclicity, along with the calendar
dates from the provinces dwelt by the Romanians. The old customs and traditions
that used to accompany the human’s life, including those prior to Christianity, are
still observed nowadays, even though their forms are more or less changed.
Dimitrie Cantemir, considered “the father of Romanian, and probably oriental,
ethnography and folkloristics”1, refers to the pagan origin of the Romanian
customs, on which there have been overlapped the Christian ones2.
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Anton-Maria Del Chiaro worked, in his quality of Italian language clerk, in
the chancellery of Constantin Brâncoveanu, whom he used to portray: “Accurate
and efficient in his entire work, not only on the inside, but also on the outside”3.
The prince’s quality of good administrator was renowned, considering that he had
to send large amounts of money to the capital of a corrupt empire. Thus, among the
financial sacrifices, the foreign traveller mentions that of accepting the doubling of
the tribute (called haraci)4.
Appreciated by the ruler’s family, Del Chiaro attended a series of cultural
events held by the Romanian community, especially those from the ruler’s and
boyars’ houses. He noticed the tendency of the Romanian people to preserve
certain customs (beliefs, behaviours, social manifestations, attitudes), ceremonies
and rites, in this manner observing the inherited elements and giving value to the
ancient myths: “The reader ought not to regard as trifling the fact that I am about to
describe the Wallachian sports of the infancy, because it shall be seen once more
the proof that they are the descendants of the old colonists, those left here by
Traian after the conquest of Dacia, and who have transmitted the same games to
the nowadays generations: mingea (play ball game), titirezul (spinning the top
game), nucile (walnuts game), bâzâita (the buzzing game), de-a caii (playing with
horses pretend game), scrânciobul (the swing), baba oarba (blindman’s buff) and
others, all of them played according to their due time”5. Actually, he makes the first
reference to the games played by children in Wallachia, at the beginning of the 18th
century. The participation to the game implies the awareness, to a certain extent, of
the act itself and entering into a mythical universe. It is significant the fact that the
holiday makes actual and consecrate this reality, according to a plan that is based
on human perennial values6.
Right from the beginning of the work, the author offers us information that
refers to the geographic and historical background of Wallachia: “This province is
divided into 17 parts, or territories, which are called by the Vlachs, in their language,
counties, that is districts, or vicariates, or administrations, and their names are: Olt,
Ribnic, Buzău, Argeș, Teleorman, Vlașca, Ilfov, Ialomița, Săcureni, Prahova,
Dâmbovița, Muscel, Jiul de sus, Jiul de jos, Vâlcea, Mehedinți and Romanați”7.
The importance of Wallachia in the history of the Romanian people resorts from
the stability and continuity of the administrative and cultural life, tightly connected
to the geographic factors. In fact, the cultural traditions of a group are determined,
to a certain extent, by the geographic conditions and the natural influences.
The secretary of Brâncoveanu remarks the fact that the dwellers used to
practice the beekeeping, one of the main branches of the economy in Wallachia.
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Actually, the oldness of this occupation is attested in the first chancellery documents
from Wallachia, since the time of the ruler Vladislav I, who mentions donations in
wax and honey8. As referring to the export of the apicultural products, Del Chiaro
makes the following notes: “The traders buy the honey close to autumn, which is
sold with a unit of measurement called vadră (approx. three gallons), the equivalent
of 48 Italian pounds. The price of a vadră is a ducat, the highest costing one ducat
and a quarter. The traders then occupy themselves with the production of honey,
and separate it from the wax etc.”9.
In the notes of the foreign traveller, there can be found information on the
existence, in Bucharest, of three churches located on the top of a hill (the
Metropolitan church and monastery, the churches Radu-Vodă and Mihai-Vodă)
and two inns (Șerban Vodă and St. George). This is how he describes the inn: “A
place surrounded by walls, constructed similarly to the model of the great Catholic
monasteries, having around it vaulted stores, for defencing against the fire, and
administrated by Christian or Turkish traders, who pay a monthly rent to the inn
intendant, who also has the duty to lock, in the evening, the gates of the inn for the
safety of the goods”10.
The notes also make references to the annual fair from Câmpulung that took
place in the middle of July. The Franciscan priests asked to be paid a certain tax
from the goods that would be brought to the fair.
The logical manner of thinking and the mentality of the Vlachs were not
essentially different from those of the later Wallachia. The secretary of Brâncoveanu,
the Italian Del Chiaro, remarked the fact that the dwellers, in the time interval
before Easter, characterised by abstinence, were fasting rigorously and would eat
fish only twice, in the first and the last week of the Lent. Although they used to
have a similar living with the dwellers from Moldova “in two ships sailing on a
stormy sea, where rarely can one enjoy the silence and the repose”11, the Vlachs
were pious and did not forget to cross themselves when going past a church.
As concerning to clothes, the foreign traveller was identifying influences of
Balkan origin, which were, actually, adopted in the Romanian reference culture.
For example, in the 9th century, the buckle, the head band decorated with coins and
the metallic thread girdle were often met in the Romania national costume, worn by
the ladies of the Court.
One of the Christian holidays with a special ritual activity, which drew the
attention of the traveller, in the Romanian territories, was the Easter. Similar to the
present days, the Shrovetide was favourable to offer forgiveness and to wish well.
At the Court, the Great Chancellor was making a speech, in the name of the boyars
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and the representatives of the church, asking for forgiveness from the prince, who
would answer: We wish health to all until the next Easter12.
Moreover, the games practiced by both the children and the adults were related,
similar to nowadays to the Shrovetide. Even if the diverse forms entertainment
would usually be present in other moments of the year, on holidays they generated
“a time of good spirits and playfulness”. Here are two of the pastimes that the
foreign traveller remarked, having obvious ritual connotations: “They bring 3 or
4 gypsies, servants in the kitchen, smeared with soot on their faces, and the master
places in front of them a plate with flour, in which there are introduced few coins;
the gypsies, holding their arms at the back, are required to take the coins out using
their teeth, generating great cheerfulness, when watching their faces covered in
soot and flour”13; “There is also placed a burning candle in the middle of a pile of
flour, in which money is hidden, and the gypsy has to take it out with their teeth
and blowing the candle off with the nostrils. The blown flame would set on fire
both the flour and the gypsy’s hair”14. Through the games that Anton-Maria Del
Chiaro recorded, there was promoted the health of the individuals, the welfare and
the prosperity of the kin. Also at Easter, as well related to the ludic, Del Chiaro was
including the practice of the swinging, which is still manifested nowadays quite
lively in the south of Oltenia, at St. Theodore and St. George.
Additionally, during the Easter week, there takes place the ceremony of
sprinkling with holy water, whose performers are the men. The prerogatives of the
protagonists are clearly expressed by the foreign traveller: “During the Easter
week, the personal soldiers of the rulers (paici) were crossing the city holding
small silver or fine china vessels, containing perfumed water, which they used to
sprinkle the passers-by on their faces and hands, stating: Christos anesti. It ought to
be noticed that this custom is preserved amongst all the Orthodox nations, who,
starting from Easter and to the Ascension, would greet each other only with:
Christos anesti, to which it is answered: alitos onestii”15.
Another remarked sequence was that of the gifts offered by the rulers and
their wives. Thus, the boyar used to receive a mole warp fur, four and a half cubits
of woollen cloth and ten cubits of Indian satin. The secretaries of the Prince or the
foreigners who used to train the sons of the ruler would receive cloth, Indian satin
and a sum of money. The princess Maria Brâncoveanu used to offer as gifts Hungarian
ducats, wrapped in a handkerchief, and the merchants’ wives a handkerchief and two
wax-painted eggs. The foreigners would also receive presents from the boyars: at
Easter an alive kid or lamb, in the fall a vessel of vine, and at Christmas a pig, hens and
game. The received and offered gifts are this time meant to promote the abundance
and to maintain the prosperity over the year. The handkerchief (the cloth), an item
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that is rendered valuable culturally16, and the red egg are symbols of Christ’s
Resurrection.
In this context, the gift preserves its symbolic value. The gifts are symbolic
forms that help recreating the state of equilibrium. The gift relates to the sacrifice.
Connected to this statement, the affirmation of Delia Suiogan becomes meaningful:
“The gift converts into the self-giving. In these circumstances, it is unravelled as a
form of liberation from the ego that used to estrange and to the rebirth into a state
characterised through the dialogue with the Other that becomes possible”17.
The foreign traveller was especially impressed by the Easter feast that was
organised after the religious ceremony and that was promoting the abundance.
According to the customs, there was a hierarchy of sitting around the table, and the
plates were not taken from the table, but “they were piled one on top of the other,
forming such high columns that the boyars, even standing, could not see the ones
from the other side of the table”. The tasty foods were prepared according to French,
German or Italian recipes. For dessert, they used to have pie, with a coin and a
funny note in the middle, on which there was written one of the words: drunkenness,
arrogance, hypocrisy, aspiring for the ruler’s position, to the amusement of the guests.
The writings of Del Chiaro also include ethnographic descriptions of some
seasoning practices, as: Paparuda (Dodola), Călușul (Căluşari-folkloric dancers),
Sânzienele (Gentle Fairies) or Drăgaica.
An agrarian custom that ensures the fertility of the land is Paparuda, placed
by the foreign traveller on the Thursdays after Easter, to the Ascension. This
magical practice held against the draught was first registered on the Moldavian
territory by Dimitrie Cantemir. The custom is still met nowadays in the south of the
country, in Moldova, in Banat, and also in Ardeal, and takes place on a pre-established
date from the calendar, or in need, on the arid days of the summer. Although he did
not recorded all the invoked texts (the incantation used for invoking the mythical
creature, Paparuda), Del Chiaro shows the importance of the vegetal mask that the
actors put on. The procession is made of men “dressed only with couch grass or
other herbs that they uproot with earth, play and sing in front of the dwellers doors
and do not leave until the lady of the house pours a bucket of water on them”18. In
the popular mentality, the green mask, representing the anthropomorphic spirit of
the vegetation, is mandatory for fulfilling the purpose.
To the same foreign traveller are attributed interesting recordings on the
Romanian dance that has ritual functions, Călușul, practiced during the week of the
Pentecost: the dancers, groups of gypsies, cross through the borough wearing
masks “and noisy pieces of tin round their ankles, which make a bizarre noise,
16
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during the dance, making high jumps that last until they faint of tiredness and foam
at the mouth”19. In the middle of the 19th century, the custom was attested on the
entire territory dwelt by the Romanians.
Del Chiaro also describes the ancient origin holiday of Sânziene or Drăgaica
that take place on the 24th of June, a date in the Christian-orthodox calendar when it
is celebrated the Birth of John the Baptiser. Paying great attention to the way the
custom was carried out, the traveller was considering that it had to be practiced on
the 29th of August.
Furthermore, he evidences the most significant practices for Christmas, New
Year and Epiphany. For Christmas, he remarks the gifts that the officials offer to
the prince, without ignoring the exchange of good wishes and the kissing of the
ruler’s hands. It is noticed the interest that Del Chiaro shows for the tradition of
carolling that includes the entire community, wishing and receiving wishes,
offering and receiving presents.
One of the most substantial chapters of the work is that on the wedding
customs from Wallachia, nowadays under an obvious continuous change. The
foreign traveller draws attention to the fact that, according to the tradition, in the
boyars’ families, the marriage was arranged by the parents of the young couple,
who would also discuss about the dowry. The recordings of the foreign traveller
refer to the solemnity and the opulence of the gifts.
The author attaches importance to some sequences of the funerary ceremony
as well, a ritual that has been preserved until the present days, in evident traditional
forms. He noticed few Christian-orthodox practices and old traditions connected to
the passing-away, meant to ensure the integration of the dead in the other-side
world, and the re-equilibration of the social system, at the funeral of lady Pulheria,
the second wife of Nicolae Alexandru Mavrocordat. The news of the death was
announced by the bells of the churches, and also by the freeing of the convicts from
prisons “in order to pray for the soul of the dead, which is a common practice when
a close relative of the ruler passes away”20. The body of the deceased, surrounded
by the wives of the great boyars, was placed in an audience room, on a table
covered with carpets, and having on her chest an icon. On the day of the funeral, at
midday, the organised procession accompanied the deceased to the metropolitan
church from Bucharest, where a religious service was held. When the moment of
the final good-bye arrived, the Patriarch, the high prelates, the ruler and his son
bade farewell from that who was lying in front of them. The coffin, covered in red
satin was taken to the grave by the first six high officials. The Patriarch “pulled
with a hoe the dirt from four sides to form the sign of a cross, tossed it over the
coffin, intonating the 23rd psalm. The prince knelt, along with his son, and they also
tossed a handful of dirt, and the rest followed them until the hole was full”21. At the
19

Ibidem.
Ibidem, p. 22.
21
Ibidem, p. 23.
20

Romanian ethnological references in the writings of Anton-Maria del Chiaro

29

end of the religious service, the priests received a kerchief, and those having a
higher rank had a coin in their kerchiefs too.
The commemoration of the person who passed into the eternal existence used
to take place, similarly to the present days, three days, nine days, forty days, three
months, six months, nine months and a year after dying. On this occasion of
individual commemoration, there were sent to the church a big round-shaped loaf
of bread, a wax-made candle and a large plate with wheat seeds boiled in water,
from which everyone ate a spoonful, saying: May God forgive his/her soul.
There was another type of commemoration, called sarandar: a ceremony
officiated by the patriarch, the metropolitan or the bishop for 40 days. “The performer
receives, according to the importance of the rank, a precious handkerchief, in
which it is a certain amount of money”22. Nowadays as well, in Oltenia, there is
held the nominal commemoration of a dead person, or a diptych of 40 dead people,
during 40 masses in a row. At the end of the 40 masses, there is made the
absolvation of the commemoration services.
Among the references to some practices on the funerary ceremony, owing to
Del Chiaro, there is also that regarding the censing of the graves, on which he
offers an ample image.
Interesting records are also those referring to the convicts sentenced to death
by hanging. To the place where the gallows was, called The outside borough, the
sentenced was walking and said to those who would meet on the way: Forgive me,
my brothers, and they would answer: You are forgiven! The women would meet them
with wine, urging them on drinking, “in order not to feel the torture of the death”23.
Those sentenced for theft were walked on all the lanes, tied in pair by the arms, beaten
with the whip and forced to say: This is what should happen to those who steal.
Del Chiaro is especially preoccupied with the religion of the Vlachs too,
underlining that “the divine services are held in Wallachia with great pomp and
extraordinary splendour, especially in the presence of the Ruler”24. He describes
the religious ceremony from the Vlach churches, which was the same in all the
Greek rite churches, and it was printed in the prayer books in Greek and Latin.
His writings also register the grandeur of the religious ceremony at Epiphany
and Easter, for which he makes an ample description. Moreover, he reserves an
ample space for the service that takes place on the Maundy Thursday from the
Passion Week, when, according to the tradition from the New Testament, after the
Last Supper, Jesus washes the feet of the disciples. The foreign traveller mentions
the funerary procession with the icon representing the Redeemer from the Holy
Saturday. He was impressed as well by the sounds the bells made when rung by
boys on the Resurrection Night, an endeavour that asks for the opening of the sky
and the descending of the supreme divinity on earth.
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The references of Anton-Maria Del Chiaro are extremely precious owing to
the fact that they offer a general view on the folkloric life in the old days. The
customs recorded by the foreign traveller bring to us ancient traditions with a
magical and mythical substrate, and they are spread even today on the Romanian
territory, even if some of them are re-semanticized and modified. The secretary of
Brâncoveanu, in the seven years that he spent in the Romanian space, observed in
detail and wrote down certain manners of behaviour that evidence the
preoccupation of the people to respect and transmit to their descendants the
inherited elements.

