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ADDENDA
Abstract
Cultural and religious frames of Carpathian
civilization. Narratives, rituals, ceremonies,
habitat of local communities
The human relationship with the space inhabited or known directly, or
to which, as a stranger, has a mediated access ‐ through narrative structures
or figurative representations – entails a process of mutual shaping.
As any landform or any inhabited geographic area, the topographic
dimension of the mountain is doubled by a complex of daily or
extraordinary practices (including gestures, rituals, any oral performance,
routes, buildings, beliefs, mental imagery, kinship and territoriality, etc.),
which, all together, represent individuals’ or group’s externalization of
knowledge and the perception on nature, space and time, motion and
immobility, the human body, the society, the seen and the unseen worlds,
the sacred, etc. Could it be found ‐ in these expressions and in the rules of
their assemblage and interrelations, as well ‐ a specificity of the so‐called
mountain culture? Moreover, what about a specificity of the Carpathian
culture? Which would be the terms to define it, in what contexts do they
work and how do they handle them? Even if the research presented here
will not respond to such questions, they marked the general goal of our
postdoctoral work, meaning identifying and analyzing the process through
which the height gets both concrete utilization and spiritual meanings
within the context of the cultures and civilizations developed in the Car‐
pathian areas. More precisely: the place, the role and the meanings attached
to the vertical dimension by the people and communities which occupy
and exploit the mountains for natural, economic and emotional reasons.
Which are the parameters for approaching the question of mountainous
identity and how do they work within the contemporary context marked
by economic and social changes related to tourism and depopulation?
160

One of the cautions required when investigating the large, profound,
untouchable and diffuse levels of the cognitive register of a culture is
claimed by the risk of premature synthesis and, consequently, to the
beforehand generalizations whose results often create clichés. It is to be
noted that I refer to culture not as a static and frozen product, but as a
process developed in time and space, which means a fluid and contiguous
act of creating, configuring, adapting, losing, renewing, and transmitting a
repertoire of data and values.
In order to approach the deep register of knowledge, mentality and
perceptions attached to the mountain I followed the indirect path of
identifying its transfigurations through formalization of verbal (legends,
memories, verbalization of the mental maps of the environment etc) and of
gesture languages (including ceremonies and rituals performed in direct
connection with the mountain, prescriptions and prohibitions regarding the
use of the mountain, and even those gestures whose material results consist
in artifacts, installations or constructions that mark the environment). In
this regard, I had to combine the folkloristic methods with the
ethnographical and cognitive‐anthropological ones. Yet, the topic is still too
large and confused.
I chose to focus on the high altitude, because it corresponds to the
inhabitants’ definition of the mountains, as expressed by one of them: “you
are climbing and climbing and, at a certain moment, you think that you
have finished climbing. But, once arrived on top of it, you notice that
another hill follows, higher than the former. You keep climbing and
suppose, again, that you are close to the end, but another hill appears in
front of your eyes, higher than the former. When you have climbed this
one, too, finally you can see that there is nothing in front of you to be
climbed. Here is the mountain.” The spiritual connotation induced to a
topographic definition is remarkable and it also marks the second
limitation of investigations this book is concerned with, namely the
religious component of the mountainous culture, especially its expressions
performed under the conditions and within the context of high altitude.
By and large, we may speak about a category of people who
seasonally dislocate themselves from the larger group to which they
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actually continue to belong to ‐ shepherds, hermits, outcasts (thieves,
outlaws, partisans), and, recently, alpinists – and enter to live in an
environment that is closed or inaccessible or undesirable for those who
spent almost their entire life at the foot of the mountain. Hence, the first
ones work as mediators between domestic settlement and wild height; their
marginality is complementary with the one represented by the mountain
itself, perceived as a dangerous area located outside the control and the
protection of the domestic community, which assign the central position as
a term of reference.
I circumscribed more precisely the general discussions, by proposing
to reflect dominantly on the highland shepherds, who, due to very pragma‐
tic reasons linked to the summer period they spend on the pastureland,
manifest their religiosity in the (quasi)absence of the priest, in the
(quasi)absence of the religious consecrated edifices, hence in the
(quasi)absence of the parish community’s control. Yet, they are perceived
as being more faithful than others, even if their faith is somehow
characterized as being wild, meaning out (but not in contradiction with) of
the general rules (in this regard, the analyses of two oral narratives of Ro‐
manian folklore revealed interesting transfigurations of the above idea).
They also enter into paradigmatic relation with the hermit, relation
sustained by the real contacts with these godlike and solitary inhabitants of
the mountains. They have to adapt the rituals performed within the
community of reference settled at the foot of the mountain or they have to
develop new scenarios; they also have to observe their own and specific
rituals, prescriptions and restrictions. Speaking in terms of Christianity, at
least at a first glance, this form of religiosity was assigned with cano‐
nic/non‐canonic, faith/superstition/magic ambiguity. Ecclesiastic and
ethnologic authorities played an important role in the process of
constructing gpthis stereotypical image of the shepherd
In the mean time, in order to clear the real and the imaginary contour
of the Mountain, I applied the technique of adjusting the distance towards
the mountains ‐ to see, to represent and to touch them ‐ and I took into
consideration the very topographic contexts of the concrete subjects of
investigation. Geographically, I limited the investigations to a subgroup of
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the Southerner Carpathians: peaks which surround Latorita river, in Căpă‐
țânii and Parâng massifs and part of Fagaras massif included in Lovistea
county, on the south side, which correspond to Cindrel, Sebeş massifs, on
the north side. The study included in this book is dedicated to ritualized
meetings of people, especially shepherds, as performed strictly on the
mountain high plateaus until the end of the 19th century and the first
decades of the 20th century. I focused on two such fairs, called of the two
lands/valleys or nedee, which took place on the Nedeiu peak and,
respectively, on St. Elijah’s Face peak, both of them being important
junction points of the roads and of cutwaters, as well. Analyzing variants of
the interesting legend which explains the movement down of these fairs as
a consequence of the rape of an unmarried girl by a supernatural being or
by a human one, I put in relation the notion of the stranger with questions
as exogamy/endogamy and marriage, territoriality, frontier and religious
edifices located here, as they are contextualized by the above mentioned
fairs, which were active on the heights during pre‐modern times and which
were moved down and turned into festivals in our modern times.
It is to underline the fact that, considering the territory of Romania,
the Carpathian chain is located in the very middle of the country. The
situation was different in the past; for centuries (starting with the medieval
times up to the very beginning of the 20th century) these mountains were
also administrative and political borders. As about the mountains I focused
on, until 1918 they were sometimes included in the fluctuant line between
Walachia and Transylvania (in different historical times, the border was
moved from one side to the other of the Meridional Carpathians; but
generally it was placed on the high plateaus). This is why the concept of
frontier, with its real, mental, symbolic connotations, with its dynamic and
with the practiced attached to it (including its crossing!), got an important
role in the entire endeavor developed in this book. At least until the first
half of the 19th century, the mountainous area I focused on was much more
inhabited on its vertical dimension than afterwards (and than today, as
well).
The second part of this book consists in a corpus of oral culture
documents recorded during fieldworks conducted in 2011 and 2012, in Că‐

163

pățânii, Parâng and Retezat Mountains, Romania. The goal was to offer an
access to the process nereby the mountain, as external spatial reality is dou‐
bled by a mental spatial configuration. In other words, how topographic
coordinates become physical landmarks. The topics I appreciated as being
fundamental to discuss about with people which inhabit these places, were:
the mental map and the mountain imaginary; territory, frontier, movement;
meetings and encounters with real and supernatural beings, encounters
with animals; daily life, knowledge, and religious gestures performed at
the sheepfolds or at other harbors of the mountains. Obviously, many other
relevant topics remained outside the corpus and, in consequence, non‐
exploited yet, but I hope this situation will not last for a long time. In the
meantime, I also tried to create a complementary dialog between the two
parts of the volume, to offer the support of the documents to the hypothesis
and conclusions drawn in the first part.
This book puts forward a result of a two‐year research, which is far
from being finished; on the contrary, it represents the beginning of a time
devoted to mountaineus topics and works.
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