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Argument. This paper deals with a new theme, extremely fertile for researching the 

native research of folklore, that makes a connection between some pre-Christian practices 

from the Carpathian-pontic space and find values in Greco-Roman mythology and in the 

works of Vergiliu. 

The development of a research topics related to Dimitrie Cantemir and the symbolism 

of Golden Bough sparks unrest to those who study this subject, interest in the theme being 

marked by oriental mysticism, magico-religious practices, popular paganism and sympathetic 

magic. 

Cantemir's works have been researched, so far, by specialists in anthropology, 

philology, philosophy, history, theology, sociology, ethnography,  but never was put the 

question about identifying symbols and commenting extensive popular paganism. 

All approaches so far have been based on a specific methodology and vein of 

exegetical school,  which emphasizes the difficulties of research that we have undertaken, 

trying to decipher the symbols and mysteries of Romanian pagan religion. 

The difficulty lies in the very personality of the research subject of this study, Dimitrie 

Cantemir, Herodotus of the Enlightenment, which have multidisciplinary concerns about: 

telogie, history, philosophy, anthropology, musicology, geography, logic, history of religions, 

mapping and literature.  Researcher finds it difficult to master all areas that Cantemir knew to 

develop relevant conclusions.  It is therefore important to study the entire corpus of 

cantemirian works and not cropping the reseached material. After studying the whole 

cantemirian works, we can move on to the second stage of the research to narrow down the 

two valuable works:  Description of Moldova and The old Chronicle of Romano-Moldovan-

Vlachs. 

Cantemir is very popular in Romanian culture because it kept alive national traditions, 

by passing them in the documents of that time.  As trade representative of the Berlin 

Academy, he highlighted Romanian culture from the ethnology and folklore perspective with 

all its parts: heroes, symbols, mythology, rites of passage, rituals, invocations etc. 



The annual symbolism is presented by Cantemir as being part of the popular culture in 

wich the archaic elements were retained from our Dacians ancestors, or fetched from the 

Romans, that prove the continuity or Romanian people on these places and their Daco-Roman 

origin. 

He is a pioneer in the field of folklore and of the preservation of traditions, because 

until him, nobody wrote about them.  Perhaps this dacian habit of keeping traditions orally and 

not recording in writing led to the shortage of information. Thus, the works of Cantemir 

concerning the Romanian folklore constitute genuine sources of national culture. The 

interpretation of symbols after its Latin culture, determined me to catalog the work under the 

title of The Golden Bough, trying to interpret the Romanian symbolism through the prism of 

cantemirian's writings and Oriental symbols. Of course, Cantemir was influenced by Latin 

culture of Vergiliu, performing a series of symbols after the Greco-Roman mythology, 

without excluding the religious element. 

The actuality and the importance of the abborded theme. 

Studies and articles written on this subject are limited in research, some reference 

themes of his work being neglected entirely. 

The novelty of the research is marked abou the actuality of his writings because,since 

to our days, many of the habits and folk customs described by Cantemir, are still preserved, 

being alive in the consciousness of the people. 

The purpose and objectives of the thesis consists in a complex, interdisciplinary 

approach, of cantemirian works in which traditional practices are described, in order to 

demonstrate in a pragmatic manner, through logical-scientific arguments, the originality and 

the importance of popular practices presented. 

The basic objectives of the doctoral study consist of: 

-the establishment and analysis of the folkloric sources used by Cantemir; 

-the analysis of proto-christian substrate in Romanian folklore; 

-the exploring of the symbolism and of magic-ritual practices submitted by Cantemir; 

-presentation of the continuity of historical tradition at Dimitrie Cantemir; 

-investigating ways of taking elements of folklore; 

-presentation of the initiatic character of popular traditions from cantemirian works. 

Methodology of scientific research. From the methodological point of view, in the 

drafting of this paper, the following methods were used: the comparative-historical, 

comparative-geographical, ethnographic-(interpretation of Romanian popular culture), 

monographic (establishment of a certain type usually of an area in which has been developed 

the material and spiritual culture), typological (determination of a subdivision of folk 



creation), phenomenological, naratologic. The procedures that are applied approach in our 

history, the research of ethno-folkloric material being targeted in a literary and historical 

perspective. 

The process of taking cantemirian traditions is analyzed in the general Romanian 

context, within a specific historical periods. 

The research hypothesis. The research starts from the assumption that the elucidation 

of the Moldavian folcloristic sources will allow a better knowledge of the history of the 

Romanian people in this area and the influence of different ancestral cultures. 

Scientific and innovative character of the work occurs from the comparative-

historical, folkloric and symbolic interpretation of the work of Dimitrie Cantemir, based on 

literary sources, on the analysis of archaeological and epigraphic writings along with 

cantemirian works. Interpretation, in tandem with the ancient writings, is designed to show off 

the Dacian and Romans traditions, but also the original creation of geto-dac people. As is 

clear from the writings of Cantemir, popular mythology and folklore were a method of 

resistance of Romanian people along the ages. 

The work of Cantemir leaves the impression of monumentality, of a multidisciplinary 

genius, of a visionary of Romanian culture. Thus, his work cannot be treated separately, as a 

monad with different facets that need to be investigated at the same time, unitary and singular. 

Moreover, the cantemirian works in its entirety was considered a temple, one which is 

constituted in an imago mundi, an axis mundi. 

Cantemir, although it was schooled in Oriental culture, don't forget ancestry, assuming 

the task of transcribing and popularize the old national values, who acknowledged his nation's 

identity. Thus, the Moldavian Prince becomes one of the pillars of the Romanian literature, 

promoting traditional values, oral history and mythology of popular genius, which is 

grounded in anthropology. Archaic elements unearthed by his works is a revelation of the 

native pre-Christian vein, of zamolxian origin. 

Concrete object of the research is the highlight and the systemic analisys of the most 

important dimensions of the cantemirian work. As a material for the investigation, the work of 

Dimitrie Cantemir was used, as comparative source for some historical and folk traditions 

inserted in the writings of the great scholar. 

The theoretical value and practical significance of the thesis resides in the 

composition in an epistemic model, based on conceptual analysis, on study of anthropology 

and comparative history, folklore, history of religion, etc. Theoretical importance of the work 

is supported by the historical-comparative and folkloristic of it. 



The practical value of the research consists in its pragmatic character, meeting all 

methodological criteria to be used as a source of information for future research and 

publications in the field, including the main elements of folklore, anthropology, history of 

religions, magic, superstition, religion and practices. 

The structure of the work. The doctoral thesis is structured on six chapters, preceded 

by an Introduction and followed by Conclusions, Bibliography and Appendices. 

In Introduction are fixed the frames of historiographic approach, stating the issues 

dealt with and the reasons for its importance and timeliness. Are reported the objectives of 

research, are specified scientific characters and innovative research methods applied in the 

treatment of the investigated subject. This section outlines the theoretical value and practical 

seminifcation of the study, presenting summary the chapters of the work. 

In Chapter I, Dimitrie Cantemir. General considerations is presented succinctly the 

life and works of the great scholar.  

The works of Moldavian prince has covered all cultural areas of the time, including 

medieval structures and concepts dealt with in chapter II entitled Medieval culture and 

folklore at the Dimitrie Cantemir. Terminological clarifications and distinctions. 

The transcription of popular culture, as well as pragmatic interpretation of it has led, 

over time, to the emergence of a discipline, folkloristic. The first mentions about popular 

culture belong to as early as the 16th century in the writings of Jean from Lublin (1540). 

However, the only pertinent evidence about the Romanian popular culture is given by the 

Moldavian scholar who presents in a scientific elaboration rites of passage, magical practices 

(căluşarii, Drăgaica, paparudele, chiraleisa, sânzienele, ielele), describing the ballad, the song, 

but also the life of the village seen from an anthropological perspective. 

The scholar warned about the necessity of the study of folkloristic elements for 

Romanian ethnogenesis. His genius makes often parallel between Romanian mythology and 

Greco-Roman mythology. As the historian of religions, he notes that the Romanian folklore 

has a touch of originality, clearly differentiating itself in many aspects from that of the 

Romans, through faith in immortality, in monotheism (belief in Zamolxis), through ‖doină‖, 

etc. Through Cantemir, popular culture cannot be semantic restricted, gaining new meanings 

in connections with the ancient religion and Western culture. Through folklore, as artistic 

productions of the collective knowledge of the historical reality, the Moldavian Prince 

strongly reaffirms the daco-Roman ethnogenesis and the continuity of the Romanians on this 

areas. 

 Proving to be a good connoisseur of mythology and ethno-folk spirituality of 

people,Dimitrie Cantemir appeals at anthropomorphic and Zoomorphic symbols such as: 



horse, revealed in subchapter Equus inter symbolum et mithus, as an animal with antinomic 

attributes. The horse, since prehistoric times, had a uranian character, being worshipped as the 

deity since the Neolithic and the iron age. During Antiquity, the horse play an important role 

in the spiritual and material culture of the geto-dac, as well as to the Greco-Romans, 

Thracians, Sarmatians and. Horse is commonly represented on monuments dedicated to the 

Thracian Knight, being the one who helps the hero to overcome all difficulties (a similar 

representation similar we meet in paleo-Christian period, when Saint George is depicted on 

horseback). Romanian ethnography presents the horse as a symbol of the Sun, being closely 

connected with the celebration of Sântoader, the native horses prefiguring the holy ones, 

supporting the Sun in moments of passage from one stage of life to another. The Moldavian 

scholar attests the horse's presence in the rites of passage. In the funeral ritual, the horse 

evokes its sacred attributes and its functions of traveler, performing the function symbol of 

psihopomp animal, manager of souls in the world of dead. The game of ‖căluşari‖, conjured 

up by Dimitrie Cantemir in Description of Moldavia, are manifestations of apotropaic and 

fertilizer character, with the role of chasing the evil spirits by invoking the magic figure of the 

horse. Through this ritual, the solarium horse is transsymbolized, the entire game gravitating 

around this worship. 

 The Romanian tradition assigns the goat with beneficial attributes. In subchapter Goat 

and the ritual mask we put emphasis on the mask meaning of the goat, the Moldavian scholar 

highlighting that custom express fecundity and fertility and vegetation, the purpose of the 

ceremony consisting of the transfer of powers from the sacred mask figure to participants. The 

ritual, through symbolic events, had the role of guarantor ameliorating the powers of nature. 

Subchapter Archaic Wolf, highlights wolf's presence in ancient cultures, fact attested 

by numerous archaeological evidence that shows the Mithra, the God Sun, near the symbol of 

zoomorphic wolf. The dacian offerings dedicated to the sun god, had in their origins the wolf. 

In popular tradition, wolf emerges as symbol in the rites of passage, both at birth and at the 

funeral, being considered a totemic animal, the protector against evil forces, psihopomp; 

guiding the souls of the dead beyond the realm of initiations, the animal advising the souls of 

deceased in relation to integration into the world of the dead. The influences of this animal in 

the rites of passage are presented by Dimitrie Cantemir (loup garou) as having its origin in the 

archaic rites of initiation, where those initiated had identified themselves with totem animal. 

Romanian ethnography presents the wolf in a close contact with the Saint Peter, the feast 

dedicated to the Synaxis of the wolves, because Saint Peter is the patron saint of these 

animals. 



In subchapter Popular symbols from cantemirian folklore, we make reference to the 

superstitions, beliefs, customs, rituals and traditions described by the Moldavian scholar as 

sacred, as representations of the spirituality of the Romanian people. 

In order to highlight the individuality of scholar, through folklore, chapter IV entitled 

Interferences between cantemirian folklore and contemporary folklore, was aimed at 

revealing the unique contribution of bookman at the universal heritage of folklore. Bringing 

into the discussion and analysis of the Rites of passage, is the task expected in the next 

section. Man runs through, from birth to nonentity a specific itinerary expressed by existential 

cycles. Wedding is an important event in the path towards a new human condition, giving it a 

new status. Cantemir presents the wedding as an important rite of passage, which is carried 

out on clear-cut and structured phases, including the Ceremony of ‖peţit‖, moment that 

appeals to that illo tempore, at mitico-historians ancestors, being described by moldavian 

folklorist, which emphasizes the allegorical and metaphorical, and magico-ritual value. In 

subchapter De ceremoniis nuptiis, we highlighted the fact that the oldest description of 

customs was offered by Dimitrie Cantemir, the scholar framed into the wedding rite, arhaico-

mythic ceremonials, traditions and customs, required to facilitate the transition to the new 

condition of the actants and for preparing for the journey of life.  

Archaic man was living the feeling of death as living birth, wedding, joys and sorrows. 

Death is seen in the Romanian tradition, as an important passage to a higher stage of 

existence, depicting the reason for the travel to the underworld.   

Researching the archaic roots of the Romanian people, we observe the perpetual belief 

in immortality, attested in thraco-Dacian religion and in the cult of Zamolxis, the equivalent 

of faith in immortality, which becomes of the divine essence. Section ”Priveghiul”. The 

games of ”priveghi” and funeral masks, highlights the initiatic and sociological nature, 

ceremonial with magic functions, with the role of protection of the deceased into the next 

world, but also having the role of healthcare of family by bad spirits. Funerary masks are 

designed to cheer up those who were approached to the dead, helping them to pass the 

threshold, accustom with the long absence of the deceased. The lamentation is an integral part 

of the funerary ritual described by Moldovan scholar, that surge of pain, a lament with 

therapeutic role: through the verbalization the pain of the other participants at rit is shared. 

Death as travel is an universal faith, thus the travel to the underworld is represented in terms 

of material, through the travel of the body, from the doorstep to the cemetery, the road is 

sprinkled according to the mythological beliefs, with customs and bridges, related to the 

needed to establish a milestone to the dead. Death was and remains for archaic man the gate 

to heaven, hell, angels. Plenary living of the dead makes the man from the country to be 



convinced of the fact that it doesn't lose anything, but that gets into that world built by its own 

traditions and beliefs. 

Based on a study of the sources, the study of Popular masks aims to achieve the 

distinction between religious symbolism and other symbolic series in cantemirian's writings. 

Opera cronicarului moldovean relatează elementele cultului astral, ca esenţă a religiei 

naturale, în desfăşurarea ritualică din cadrul colindului, în oraţiile de nuntă, în lamentaţiile de 

la ritualul funerar, în jocul cu măşti, în horele căluşarilor.  

The main feature of the game with masks is that the actors are invested with unusual 

powers, with qualities that enshrines as a healer, a fact highlighted in the section The ritual of 

"căluşari" between magic and folk medicine. Medical ritual is carried out through a chant of 

with sacralizated character, through which the sick is leaded to full health, to sacral paradise 

of full health, the latter being the final effect of the ritual. The Romanian tradition presents a 

wide variety of beliefs, true system of spiritual values of people with roots deeply embedded 

in the ancestral religion, stressing the thraco-Dacian mythology meanings in the cantemirian 

work. Addressing in an separate chapter, Descântecul, I wanted to note that the custom 

appeals to magic, the individual manipulating world processes, bringing them to his 

advantage. The Moldavian scholar describes the ritual as an esoteric practice, transmitted 

from one generation to the next, through the initiation stage, the effectiveness of the word in 

the custom of "descântec", being subject to strict adherence to the formula which is organized 

and the confidential nature of this precept. "Descântecele" is holding a poetry based on strong 

ritual, the act of "descântat"mas a main spokesman for efficiency. 

Dimitrie Cantemir has referred to numerous symbols of popular culture,realising an 

opera about the spiritual world and the popular belief about the Romanians in Moldova. 

Golden Bough is a symbolic transposition of the origins of our ancestors, of practices and 

invocations with magico-ritual character, where the sacred and the profane are blended 

harmoniously in the legends, songs, carols and archaic "bocete" representing ethosul and our 

spirituality. Metamorphosis is the sacred reveals perishability nature that may be sacrilegious 

rites, by failure to require its resacralizarea. Many customs and rituals presented by Cantemir 

highlights the same end of the community, namely, to restore the harmony of nature, to 

reconcile chthonic and uranice deities. In the absence of a pragmatic religious system, 

peasants used archaic forms of divination and magic. Order magic rites was to manipulate the 

supernatural world (deities, spirits) with the intent to provide information relating to the future 

to cause natural phenomena such as rain coming (paparuda) or to predict the bad 

events(vergelatul). the cult of the dead was occupying an important place, the Moldavian 

scholar had remembered about the archaic habit of sacrifing hair(in primitive societies the 



sacrifice of hair symbolized the individual sacrifice of his being). The magical thinking of 

people was a modus vivendi of our ancestors as Dimitrie Cantemir remembered, as a response 

to the need for people to have control over the lives and the environment. Mysterious forces, 

deities and spirits that brought swelling diseases had to be tamed, if not through sacrifices and 

prayers through the handling, by the form of magic and divinaţiei. In chapter V of Dimitrie 

Cantemir and reason "Golden Bough", we presented in succinct way the main symbols and 

magical practices from the Moldavian scholar: ielele, vergelatul, căluşarii, 

paparuda,solomonars, etc. 

According to Cantemir's philosophy, human existence lies between two limits: space 

and time. Human being stakes out between the two characteristics: the sacred and the profane. 

Space is the place of sacred traditions, customs and rites, which retains this character through 

human solidarity with nature, which renews every year, giving a mystical value to space. 

Peasant life is subordinate, how Cantemir said, by irreversible time elapses. Through sin, time 

acquires negative valences, profane the nature, which leads to the need for its cleansing and 

rebirth of time. Therefore, in the Romanian people's thinking, time is represented as 

anthropomorphic, being a child in the month of Gerar that grows old and dies toward the end 

of the year (new year's Eve that replaces the old one). Sacralization of time becomes possible 

through hierofanie or cratofanie, transfigured space and time. Sacred time is a circular time 

which could be recovered. Archaic man lived an eternal return in the mythical time. In 

traditional Romanian society there is the concept of assimilation of time by space, time 

becaming sacralized through magical rituals. A special place in purification of time has 

foreshadowed through the movement of shamanistic dances of the "căluşari", the goat game, 

of iele, paparuda. 

 Reaffirming and underscoring the major coordinates of the thesis, the Conclusions at 

the end of the study confirms and justifies the interes for popular religious symbolism at 

Dimitrie Cantemir. The sum of these attitudes and convergent efforts contributed to the 

grounding and the formulation of conclusions which outlines themes addressed prospects.  

Structured in such a format, the work put into question aspects of popular culture and 

folklore described in extenso by the Moldavian scribe. 
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