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I. Introductory study 

The old book identifies itself, within the specialty studies, with a 

cultural phenomenon with deep implications over the system of interception 

of knowledge over the territory of Alba de Jos Shire. The world book and 

social implications are shaded and argued within scientific proceedings. The 

research identifies different branches of investigation of the old Romanian 

book from Alba Iulia and surroundings: either for justifying the 

typographical activity, following the reading practices and the „aesthetics of 

receiving” of the information offered by the edited texts, or for arguing  a 

cultural tradition of the old book through the investigation of the parochial 

and personal backgrounds, through hawking and, last but not least, through 

the annotations in the margins of books made by copyists (transcribers), 

proprietors and readers. It is emphasized, within the field of the research 

dedicated to printed old Romanian book and manuscripts, the role of the 

tomes edited within the typographical office from Alba Iulia and Blaj , but 

also of the itinerant books, that had arrived, by direct and indirect ways, from 

Moldova and Ţara Românească. 

According to the pints of view expressed within studies about book 

editions, about the reading practice and about the relations between the 

reader and the text, the old book and implicitly the old Romanian book 

distinguishes, as a literary genre, where the word is conveyed through hand 

writing. 

During XVII-XIX centuries the word spread by two ways: orally and 

by hand writing. By free, verbal expression they mostly search to 

communicate with the present speaker, they try to catch the spirit, the 

receptiveness but also the expectations concerning the audience. Phrases do 

not always follow the rules of the logic because they try to convey the kind of 
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communion where the word becomes a vibration, trying this way to get a 

perception beyond its strict informative content.  The hand writing follows its 

own rules. The written word goes on as a logic sequence, beginning by 

introducing the theme, then the premises are established and in the end the 

idea goes on until its natural closure. The same logic sequence develops but 

non-respecting the literary classic standards, it also structures itself in 

marginal notes. 

That what we call annotations on books’ margins represent a 

phenomenon that exited also over the territory of Alba de Jos Shire and 

constitutes one of the characteristics of the old Romanian books.  Most of the 

times, the old foreign book is accompanied by ex-libris, that confirms the 

belonging to a certain proprietor. Seldom can one find some themes 

concerning the social life within the community or within the family in 

foreign book.  

In the testimonials texts every thematic sequence is introduced by 

verb and offers information about the reader’s attitude toward the old 

Romanian book. It was purchased by both the parochial churches, helped by 

the community, with the aim of serving the liturgical ritual and to one’s 

personal interest. This aspect is mostly known from the XVIII century when 

copies of old Romanian book are more frequently encountered in particular 

book collections over the Shire’s territory and this phenomenon grew during 

the XVIII-XIX centuries. The proprietors of the books either opts for donating 

to community churches so that the priests should pray for their families while 

officiating the holy ceremony or they let the personal book collection, by will-

related documents, as a legacy to descendants. The free unprinted spaces 

found on the pages of old Romanian books are used as a manuscript support 

for various events that took place within both community and particular 

space. 
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In what concerns the process of the research of writing in the 

margins of the pages of the old Romanian book the social conditions, 

mentality-related conditions and psychophysiological conditions come 

forward and the above mentioned conditions determined the evolution of the 

process during XVII-XIX centuries, a chronological sequence pre-established 

by  the theme. By portraying the collective mentality and the social 

conditions, „the school of mentalities” approached first and foremost the 

social aspects contextualized in a „social history”. The same factors influence 

the synchrony between the themes detailed in the margins of the book, as a 

common space of the developing of writing and reading. The thematic 

analysis of the text is established depending on the historical period of time, 

subscriber, the objective they are aiming at, scriptic support and the way of 

thinking. At first analysis one remarks that the notes are signed most of the 

times, by scholars and they provide precise information from the XVII 

century. Most of the annotations are signed by the native scholars and from 

the scholars from Muntenia on the leaves of the donated books and by 

hawking from Ţara Românească to Transilvania. By the end of the historical 

period mentioned above one can also find texts written by readers with poor 

qualification. Many texts have as a main theme the book donation to churches 

and monasteries. Referring to the perspective of the approached theme, one 

feels the XVIII century as being a vanguardist, regenerative and anticipative 

one: anticipatively, the donated book is, most of the times, protected by an 

anathema with a very harsh text. The book ,a property which is 

precautionary protected by written customary laws. The book, achieved by 

sale-purchase process is also used as a writing support.. The scholars from 

Blaj promote a concise practical render of the way of thinking from XIX 

century.  
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The hereby work describes and interprets the way of using of the old 

Romanian book within the native environment by donation, acquisition, 

property, book binding and by imprecation, with its moral and pragmatic 

implications. The analysis takes over the working concepts and techniques 

improved so far and it adjusts them to the subject and object we hereby 

study. But no matter what methods and techniques we use, the essential fact 

is that we apprehend the idea concerning the utility of the book, as an 

intrinsic page of „the old book” large research field.  

II. Historical references 

The chapter “Historical references” includes volumes, studies and 

valuable debates, that manage to point out the thematic subject of the paper 

in an adequate real frame. The list of the works and studies that have as 

object the testimonies from the margins of the old Romanian books, from the 

Alba Iulia collections and from its surroundings, give details on the route of 

the identified old Romanian book and the information processing system, by 

the exegetes in the field. The approach methods of the subject, the notes from 

the pages of the books have as starting point a variable system. The 

researchers have transcripted each testimony, according to the grammatical 

rules practiced at that moment. Thus, the appreciations from the analysis 

from the chapter in discussion will be set according to the corroboration of 

information given by the testimonies transcripted and published in the book 

catalogues, thought in partial variants, in the yearbooks and in the studies 

with compact analytic themes. 

The only work, with monographic character, dedicated to the old 

Romanian book is a more complete selection for the titles printed in the XVIth 

and XVIIth centuries, that existed in the  “Bălgrădean” Shire, is the catalogue 

The Old Romanian Book from Alba County during the XVI-XVIIth centuries. The 
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text of the paper is presented in a vast prologue with analytic explanations 

organized thematically. At the organization of the interpretations from the 

introduction were also used the information from the transcripted margin 

notes.  

The phases of the research published towards the 80s flow logically 

and mark new thinking directions that will have, during time, an echo in the 

studies and in the volumes on: typography, collective and particular 

mentality transmitted from one generation to another, identification and 

quantification of the objective of the reports for the book editions of the same 

printing and, last but not least, we are looking for an argumentation of the 

subjects developed on various social structures, having as support the 

testimonies from the margins of the books.  

From the above mentioned reasons, we have chosen to present the 

ensemble of papers that succeed in presenting in an adequate light the 

relation between the book and the reader – silent partner, proprietor, donor, 

peddler, restorer and subscriber of the moments from the personal life, of the 

book and of the community.  

The chapter includes synthesis dedicated to the old Romanian book, 

synthesis that are organized methodically with analytic sequences, that 

assimilate the information from the written notes from the Shire. In the 

appreciations of the second section are analyzed the synthesis interpretations 

that have as reference point the relation reader – book, relation mentioned in 

the notes. Finally there is a different subchapter dedicated to the circulation 

of printings with native testimonies, published in the bibliographic references 

dedicated the surrounding areas.  
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III. Analysis of the notes 

A rich source of information that was not explored enough and 

which is extremely useful for the history of the old Romanian book is the 

variety of information identified in the notes from the margin of the books. 

Many authors studied the history of the book in the Shire. In interference 

with the succinct analyses as regards the old book and the system of 

reception of the editorial message in the Shire are the theoretical points of 

view on the “bălgrădean” typography and processing the typographic 

activity of “blăjean” typography from the XVIIIth century. The words from 

the old books, including the ones from the notes written on the margin of the 

books, introduce the researcher in the everyday concerns in different historic 

stages. The texts interpreted symbolize the projection of a way of thinking in 

the historic plan that leads gradually towards a tradition of notes from the 

margins of the old Romanian books. 

The analysis of the notes does not start from the idea of identifying 

types of readers, but from the inclination towards the book observed in the 

notes. The disposition towards the book is underlined by the old book’s route 

and by the margin notes that prove a succession of practices reported to the 

old texts. The practice of donation, for example, is often met in the margin 

sources and in the studies it is shown that there is a sensibility towards the 

written word, but also towards the redemption of the soul. The practice of 

acquisition works on commercial criteria and shows the material value of 

books. The practice of transcripting printed texts demonstrates an inclination 

towards the spiritual edification of the readers. 

The method of writing mentioned above proves to be the method of 

expression of the scholars but also of the simple people for whom the word 

expresses the same reality with the same sense, but they use different 
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formulas when they speak and when they write: I’ve written, have written. 

Between the contexts granted to research and the researched subject there is a 

difference underlined by the following detail: in the realized analyses we 

observe the testimonies as a study object and the ones that wrote the lines in 

discussion confessed their though not by studying, but living the things 

confessed. This is the great difference between the analysis act, which is the 

exegete’s exercise and the will expressed freely, not conditioned by any rule, 

and the one that tells his thoughts, his mood and the event he lived.  The 

stated reasoning explains how the study of the margin texts connect to the 

researched subject and its objective expressed in writing. 

The analytic prospection of the chapter in discussion wants to create 

an image about the way in which the subscribers describe the significance of 

the books in the community and in the individual environment. The content 

of books is granted in the readers’ “escort discourses”. What we identified 

from the margin notes is the attitude of the readers-subscribers towards the 

book, as a reference, as regards the pragmatic space, with himself and with 

the others around him.  

IV. Themes of book notes written on the territory of Alba de Jos Shire 

(XVII-XIXth centuries) 

The transformations, the selection and the interpretation method of 

the testimonies written on the margin of the books are a natural consequence 

of the recent evolutions in research. The attention is not focused only on the 

written content from the margins, but also on the debate on the noting 

concept as a distinctive phenomenon in the history of the old Romanian 

books. The advantages of such a research start from the interrogation of the 

sources and combining it with the information, in an interdisciplinary frame. 

The opening is determined by the writing’s mobility from the testimonies, not 
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conditioned by the hermeneutic methods and techniques specific to classic 

texts. 

Thus, in the notes discovered, we identify the specific dispositions of 

each subscriber, which is different through the approached themes. The 

practical space, in which the subscriber expresses himself is used most of the 

times in a clumsy way so that: it does not draw attention through the 

equilibrated framing of the information on the page, the elegancy of the 

writing is not a constant in the written lines, and the extensive narrative plan 

and the style formulas are very rarely used in the family chronicles.  

Specific constructions, the notes present actions with an official 

character and also point out the means of personated expression. Finally, it is 

significant the use of first person pronouns, clearly or inferable. For the 

practical purpose of the book in the official framework, we can observe the 

formulas previous to the beneficences from the hierarchs, from the Romanian 

territory to the Shire’s communities, with the declared intention of being read 

in the Church at praying and not only. The personated texture identified in 

the themes as: property, acquisition, protecting the copies through partial 

reconditioning, curses and identification with the written text are 

consequences of the “reading pedagogy” begun in the Church through 

reading the sacred texts, which approached different methods of expressing 

toward the active and the passive reader. The readings, initiated during the 

religious service have been adapted at the conventions and at the social 

conditions, as shown in the written testimonies. For this reason, the “act of 

writing” has became during the XVII-XIXth centuries a practice usually seen 

in the community medium, starting with the initiatives clearly stated by the 

scholars, and on to the ones with a modest expressing in their writings, made 

on the margins of the books.  
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The following lines will be dedicated to Romanian notes, written 

with simple formulas, but complex through the connection between the 

subscriber and the book. The roles, assumed through the notes from the 

margins, by the ones that wrote them, intersect only in the route established 

by the text. If we consider the fact that, on the pages of a copy were written 

different testimonies, from different periods of time, than the center of 

interest is the method in which the subscriber projects a clear image about the 

mentalities and the practices specific to the period of time he lived in. 

The last pages of the paper include a selective catalogue of works, 

representative for the analyzed period. The selected notes are framed 

chronologically and are signed, an essential aspect that contributes at the 

argumentation of the connection between the subscriber, the text and the 

historic period it was written in. 

V. Final argument  

The main key of the research is in the following question: how is the 

book viewed by the reader from the XVII-XIXth centuries? The essential 

reasoning consists of the role given to communication, as a connection point 

between the interception of the practice of writing and the reading. The thesis 

focuses on research of the reference object – subject – text, in other words 

book – subscriber – note and  suggests a synthetic study of the chosen 

themes, starting from the idea of making notes in the written lines on the 

margins of the book.  

The testimonies from the margins of the books articulate a dialogue 

of the readers, from each period approached in the research, thus to write the 

historian of the themes revealed on the margins of the books means to write 

the history of this dialogue. The authors of the old texts conceived the 

introduction text depending on the potential readers. The proof of 
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intercepting the intention discourses consists of the testimonies from the 

margins. The donation practice, for example, is very often met in the margin 

notes and the studies show a sensibility towards the written word and also 

towards the idea of redemption of the soul. The acquisition practice works on 

commercial criteria and shows the material value of books. The practice of 

transcription of the written texts shows a predilection towards the spiritual 

edification of the readers.   

The tradition of margin notes has not, according to the conclusion of 

the present research, a direct influence from the evictors. The declared 

purpose was to spread the book in the community. Thus, the process begun 

in the printing house, through book editing, gains a realistic route from the 

editor towards the reader. In the XVII-XIXth centuries, the ones that brought 

their contribution to spreading the books in the Romanian community make 

a continuous dialogue enriched with their own experiences. The parallelism 

between the content of the margin notes and the introduction text from the 

work is not incidentally. The juxtaposition of the objectives from the 

testimonies and the ones from the intention discourses shows, in the research 

frame, a rich source of information that was not explored yet.  

During the XVII – XIXth centuries the readers, through their different 

cultural environments, were involved in the route of the books, noted in the 

margin notes. The ones that supported the tradition of the notes are first and 

foremost the scholars, followed by the active and passive readers. During 

time the conventions established for themes like donation, acquisition and 

property are adapted to the transformations from the social environment.  

The themes are inserted apparently careless in the notes, statement 

sustained by the different subjects met on the same page and written in 

different centuries. More rarely we can observe chronicle type notes due to 

the heritage of the book from one generation to another by the members of 
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the same family. A close analysis of the texts can surprise us in a pleasant 

manner, through the impression created by the theme. In a corner of the page 

is expressed, in a few words, a native essayistic.  Gather together in chapters, 

the notes look like stoic essays: about donation, that could be one of the 

chapters, about property, that could be the name of another essayistic 

moment, about curse and its social consequences. There is no focus on the 

writing system because the work doesn’t have an anthological subject, but 

focuses on the utility of the book in the “bălgrădean” social environment. The 

process is sustained also by the diplomatic relations between the Romanian 

countries that encouraged the book donation from Ţara Românească towards 

Moldova and Transilvania. The gestures of Mr. Şerban Cantacuzino and of 

the Bishop Teodosie encouraged the donations and the internal exchange of 

Romanian books and implicitly the native culture. The attitude of the 

gentlemen from Muntenia can be observed from two points of view: one 

dedicated to spiritual edification and the second dedicated to the redemption 

of the soul through alms.  

The note appears like a method of transmitting the thought in 

writing. This is the result of an attitude towards a cultural heritage, first and 

foremost customary, proving affinities and solidarities between the human 

communities, between the members of the same family for various 

generations. The cultural heritage imposes the presence of a community and 

cultural model. The community model means all the things the community 

has registered and kept as priority concepts, in case of the notes this model 

can mean a unity made up of images and concepts, being promoted firstly by 

the subscribers from the elite groups, specially priests, sustained and 

followed by the believers with a simple cultural background. 

 The same note, on the margin of a book forms a method of 

transmitting the social relationships. The nouns that refer to books, 
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subscribers, contextual subjects, geographical areas are detail information 

that can be a rich source for the archives.  

There is a clear difference between the notes from the XVII-XIXth 

centuries, considering the realities of everyday life. At a first analysis we 

observe that in the XVIIth century the notes are signed, most of the times, by 

scholars and offer concrete and detailed information. Still, a clear image of 

the human attitude towards the book cannot be formed because the notes are 

rarer then the ones from the XVIIIth and XIXth centuries. In the XVIIth century 

prevail the notes signed by native and by scholars, on the pages of the books 

donated and spread from the Ţara Românească to Transilvania. Towards the 

end of the century we can notice more texts written by the readers in general. 

Most of the texts have as main theme the donation towards churches and 

monasteries. The donation practice will prevail in the notes studied in the 

next century, as a confirmation of the existence of a collective and cultural 

model. The XVIIIth century from this paper’s point of view, is a vanguardist 

one, of regeneration and anticipation: in an anticipative manner the donated 

book was protected by an anathema with a very hard text, mostly the book, 

as a property title was prudently protected by written customary laws, and in 

other circumstances had the quality of a written support for an evidence of 

the money fluctuations. Towards the end of the XVIIIth century and in the 

next century the reading intended for spiritual edification is gradually 

adapted through a reading that is useful in the learning process.  

The mentalities and the inclination towards reading modified 

through time, depending on the way the readers connected to the book. The 

fundamental elements of the connection book-reader are the practice of 

reading and writing, and the elements analyzed by this paper are a 

consequence of the reading process: through the donation and the acquisition 

practice it is wanted to spread the book in the society, and the connection to 
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the book and the curse have a protective purpose and of restoration of the 

books. At the base of the activities mentioned there are the social 

conventions, the mentality, and the inclination towards writing and reading 

of the scholars and of the ordinary people.   

The everyday initiatives as regards the idea of book are determined 

by reading and listening to the read word. The two activities are inseparable 

and start in the Sunday schools and end in the private environment. The 

reading stages and the intention to read are mentioned in the introductions 

and also in the margin notes: “[…] I, the humble, have also read this book 

[…]”. From the readers’ testimonies written on the margin of the books, we 

can establish the themes grouped around the concept of book and the route 

of the books on the Shire’s territory and not only.   

The tradition of the margin notes outlines the sacred purpose given 

to the book through an interposition of the content and of the idea of 

Romanian old book from everyday life through reading for learning. The 

interest is focused on the way in which the reader creates himself an idea on 

the utility of books and the objectives reported to the book converge with the 

social and the cultural traditions. Am citit, scris-am, am cumpărat, am dat, am 

legat [I’ve read, had written, I’ve bought, I’ve given, I’ve tied] are formulas often 

used in the margin texts that show the relations between the readers and the 

Romanian books. The same standard sequences answer to questions like: 

who wrote? , how the reader projects in text the idea of book? And what 

effects had on the books the reading practices from the community 

environment? 

Far from claiming to give practical and concrete answers to all these 

questions, this paper analyzes the interest towards the book and the 

mentalities testified on the margin of the pages, by the readers from the 

Bălgrad area. The written texts and the traditions that condition the writing 
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and the reading interested the researchers from various cultural 

environments. The French school, for example, preoccupied by the effect of 

reading on thinking, makes sociological and psychological researches. The 

interpretations lead towards the field of the history of mentalities through the 

group from “Annales”: Lucien Febvre, Marc Bloch, Fernand Braudel, Jacques 

le Goff, Georges Duby, Robert Mandrou, Jean Delumeau, Emmanuel Le Roy 

Laduire, Pierre Chaunu, Philippe Ariès, Michel Vovelle, François Lebrun, 

François Furet, Daniel Roche. The methods of investigating the way in which 

the book entered in everyday life and changed mentalities is the key to 

researches in the field of the old book on Romanian territory. The ones who 

introduced the research method are: Alexandru Duţu, Doru Radosav, Barbu 

Ştefănesu and others. The mental transformations generated by the 

circulation of books and of ideas lead to the research of receiving the idea of 

book in the native culture. According to the writing from the margin of the 

books, the culture is the result of what has been cultivated through words in 

society, and the culture of writing and reading becomes in a general meaning 

the soul of a people.  

The educators of reading, during XVII-XIXth centuries are the 

Romanian authors of the prologues. The source of the mentalities and of the 

social conduct expressed in margin notes are the Christian advice, promoted 

in order to be read. There are exact indications for writing and reading. The 

terms often used like: “I’ve read”, “have read” and “anathema” involve the 

direct presence of old books in everyday life of the believers – “pravoslanic 

Christians”. The significance of the written texts and of the manuscripts, 

expressed by attitudes: “I’ve donated”, “I’ve bought” and “I’ve tied” are part 

of the active memory of the public that read the old Romanian books. This 

type of imperative interventions is necessary in the life of books, reality 

proven in the notes.  
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Each activity analyzed is governed by the content of the printed 

books and manuscripts. The addressing to the beloved reader from the 

prologues is completed by information with personal and community 

character from the margin texts of the readers. The donation and the 

acquisition give a new sense to the relation between the author, the 

proprietor and the reader. The book exchanges through the circulation of 

books contributed at knowing the Romanian books. Not been constraint by 

the canons, the proprietors and the ones that spread the books ease the 

alternative circuit, and the reading through listening is gradually 

transformed in individual reading. The religious texts listened during the 

religious service becomes a useful reading meant for learning.  

The analytic prospection of this paper wishes to form an image on 

the significance of books in the community and in the particular environment 

through notes. The content of the books is assigned in the „escort speeches” 

to the readers. The attitude of the readers-subscribers towards the book, as a 

reference point, as regards the pragmatic space, with himself and with the 

other is identified in the margin notes.   

The property, the acquisition, protecting the copies through partial 

reconditioning, curses and identification with the written text are themes 

with a particular texture. They appeared as a consequence of the „reading’s 

pedagogy” started in churches through active and passive reading of sacred 

texts. The readings, initiated during the religious service adapted to the 

conventions and to the social conditions. For this reason, the “act of writing” 

has became during the XVII-XIXth centuries a practice usually seen in the 

community medium, starting with the initiatives clearly stated by the 

scholars, and on to the ones with a modest expressing in their writings, made 

on the margins of the books.  

* blăjean – from Blaj  
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* bălgrădean – from Alba Iulia and the surroundings  
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