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This study offers a final reflection on the research project Topos of the “Immured 
Woman” in the Cultures of South-Eastern Europe and Hungary, carried out by an interdis-
ciplinary research team under a grant from the National Science Centre (OPUS pro-
gramme1). Although, as the title suggests, the research concerned cultures across a 
wide area in South-Eastern Europe, my comments focus on the Romanian culture, 
which I consider a specific case for reasons that I will explain below. 

In the Romanian cultural history, this topos is reflected in the Legend of Master 
Manole, which owes its literary form to Vasile Alecsandri, the author of the first written 
version of the folk ballad in the mid-nineteenth century, immediately recognised as a 
poetic masterpiece (Alecsandri, 1852–1853). The ballad’s subsequent career is due 
largely to this version and to the literary prestige of its author, although its use as myth-
making material is already the achievement of later researchers, writers, and politicians, 
who will be discussed below. 

Alecsandri treated folkloric material in a literary, Romantic manner, in keeping with 
 

1 National Science Centre in Poland, the project: The Topos of an “Immured Woman” in the Cultures of Southeastern 
Europe and Hungary, no. 2020/37/B/HS2/00152. 

How to Build a Cultural and National Myth from a 
Folk Legend: The Special Case of Master Manole 

 

Master Manole legend; 
myth; folklore; sacrifice; na-
tionalism; Romanian cultu-
ral memory. 



18 Kazimierz JURCZAK 

 

the spirit of the time (although that spirit was already slowly becoming a thing of the 
past). His successors, however—more researchers than writers (Al. Odobescu, Gh. 
Enăceanu, Gr. Tocilescu, B. P. Hasdeu, and others)—approached the subject in a scien-
tific manner, aligned with the positivist tendencies of European culture. More con-
cerned with historical reality, these authors associated the legend with the historical 
Wallachian hospodar Neagoe Basarab of the early sixteenth century, who founded the 
church at Curtea de Argeș, and with Matei Basarab, who lived a century later, and 
renovated and probably enlarged it. Nineteenth-century scholars and cultural figures 
thus initiated a long tradition of linking folk ballads with historical events and sites; since 
then, the legendary Master Manole (Manoli, Manea, Manuil) has been permanently as-
sociated with the church and monastery at Curtea de Argeș, which in the twentieth 
century became the necropolis of the Hohenzollern dynasty on the Romanian throne. 
In analysing the building’s architectural details, these authors pondered the origins of 
the titular Master Manole (Armenia? Georgia? Constantinople?), reflected on Neagoe 
Basarab’s patronage, on the cultural influences flowing into Wallachia, and on aesthetic 
inspirations in sacred architecture. The dominant scientism left little room for inter-
preting the attitudes of the ballad’s characters, their motivations, symbolism, and the 
universal dimension of their behaviour. Over time, from the beginning of the twentieth 
century, the approach began to change, but Romanian researchers continued to focus 
on the legendary Master Manole as a symbol of creative work and determination in 
pursuing an artistic goal; what mattered was the creative imperative, the willingness to 
sacrifice other values, and the significance of the completed work for the national cul-
ture. 

From the outset, Romanian scholars have situated the ballad within the Balkan cul-
tural context. Nineteenth- and twentieth-century authors such as the essayist Alexan-
dru Odobescu (interested in the philosophy of history and art history), the ethnologist 
and Slavist Petre P. Panaitescu, and the polymath Nicolae Iorga, founder of professional 
national historiography, have analysed the Romanian ballad in relation to its Serbian, 
Bulgarian, Greek, Macedonian, Hungarian, and Albanian variants, emphasising both Ro-
manian distinctiveness (the construction of an Orthodox church instead of a bridge, 
castle, or fortress) and the superiority of the indigenous artistic form. 

In the 1930s, Dumitru Caracostea entered into a polemic with Mihail Arnaudov, a 
Bulgarian literary scholar and folklorist, who questioned the folk origins of the Roma-
nian ballad and considered it a product of high culture (Caracostea 1969). The Roma-
nian scholar replied as follows: “Compared to all other Southern European variants, 
the ballad created here and for us naturally takes the lead. […] Through its humanistic 
perfection, it gives the fullest shape to mundane Balkan material and provides a reason 
to treat it as a symbol of a unique artistic calling.” He concluded: “Literature that de-
velops organically maintains continuity between folklore and scholarly poetry. All great 
literatures that developed organically [...] developed folk myths, elevating them to the 
status of eternal symbols." (Caracostea 1969, p. 221). Caracostea seemed to suggest 
that the artistic superiority of the Romanian version of the legend over the Balkan ones 
was related, among other things, to the sacred nature of the building. Indeed, the church 
in Curtea de Argeş is an exception among buildings from other Balkan versions: the 
Rozaf fortress (Albania), the bridge over the Struma River (Bulgaria), the bridge over 
the Zrina River (Bosnia and Herzegovina), the bridge over the Drina (Croatia), the 
bridge over the Arachthos River in Arta (Greece); it also differs from the Hungarian 
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version about Master Kelemen, which mentions the castle-fortress in Deva.  

Neither Caracostea nor any of the contemporary or later researchers asked them-
selves how a sacred building belonging to a cult based on the Ten Commandments 
("Thou shalt not kill") could have been built at the cost of someone's life. The associa-
tion of a Christian sacred building with a pagan ritual creates an impression of cultural 
syncretism, which is easier to understand if we remember the role of tradition in Or-
thodox Christianity, which incorporates superstitions and folk beliefs of non-Christian 
origin, treating them as part of the "heritage of the ancestors" („tradiţie strămoşească”). 
From a purely doctrinal point of view, sacrificing a human life in order to build a Chris-
tian temple is a sacrilegious act, but it is entirely consistent with the logic of popular 
belief. The acceptance of this contradiction by Romanian researchers, as well as the 
recognition of Alecsandri's version as the canonical version of the ballad, gave rise to 
an approach emphasising the Romanian distinctiveness of the variant (the construction 
of an Orthodox church instead of a bridge, castle or fortress) and the superiority of 
the native artistic form.  

While folklore researchers ignored the controversy surrounding the establishment 
of a religious Christian sanctuary on the site of the crime, other literary works at-
tempted to address this dilemma. There were various ways of resolving this issue. 
Adrian Maniu, in his drama Meşterul (Maniu, 1922), does not refer to the era of Neagoe 
Basarab and the monastery in Curtea de Argeş; the action of the drama could take 
place anywhere and at any time. The impression of universality and timelessness is re-
inforced by the presence of the ruins of an ancient temple (instead of an Orthodox 
monastery) and mythical figures encased in stone but endowed with the gift of commu-
nication: Faun and the Wisdom of the Earth (Cuminţenia Pământului).  

Lucian Blaga takes a different approach to this issue in his drama Meşterul Manole, in 
which he attempts to give a historical and theological interpretation of the religious 
controversy (Blaga, 1927). Unlike the original ballad, Blaga's drama emphasises the reli-
gious dimension of the conflict between human nature and the artist functioning in a 
dual order: divine (chosen because of his genius) and human (divine gift brings suffering, 
misunderstanding, curse). The religious perspective is also more literal in nature. In 
Blaga's version, Master Manole is tormented by dilemmas arising from human rational-
ity: "Who demands this unimaginable sacrifice? God from the land of light cannot de-
mand it, because it is a bloody sacrifice; the impure spirits from the depths of darkness 
cannot demand it, because it is not a sacrifice intended for them." Elsewhere, even more 
bluntly, the protagonist states: "It was once carved in stone: thou shalt not kill. And no 
thunderbolt has struck since to erase this commandment."  

By creating the demonic character of the monk Bogumil, whom Mira describes as a 
"monk without God" and a "devil-hermit", Blaga directly suggests an interpretative con-
text referring to Bogomilism, and with it, Gnosticism and Manichaeism. It is character-
istic, however, that the playwright does not shy away from associating Manole's deed 
with a heretical gesture, since in the final scene, the boyars and Orthodox clergy who 
have come to admire the completed work demand that the Master be judged for his 
criminal act and see the erected church as "the first abode of the Antichrist". 

The issue of incompatibility between the sacred nature of the building and the crim-
inal nature of its founding act has never been a significant subject of research or material 
for literary adaptations. Perhaps one of the reasons for this was the early shift in 
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hermeneutic research on folk ballads towards their mythological dimension and time-
less significance for Romanian culture. D. Caracostea mentioned the possible connec-
tion between folklore legends and the mythological (symbolic) sphere of national cul-
ture, writing: "The scientific explanation of [folk] motifs is an artistic postulate of our 
times, equivalent to the revival of the Romanian myth in the modern sense (emphasis 
added)." (Caracostea 1969, p. 223). However, it was George Cǎlinescu who put the 
final nail in the coffin by including the tale of Master Manole among the four most im-
portant myths of Romanian culture (Cǎlinescu 1941, p. 62).  

The eminent critic opened his History of Literature with the question of folklore, 
recognising its role in constructing national culture, while at the same time clearly em-
phasising the differences separating the sphere of folklore from that of belles-lettres—
differences that earlier, and indeed many later, researchers of Romanian folklore had 
not fully perceived. Cǎlinescu's vision of folklore is pragmatic and instrumental; for him, 
oral folk tradition replaces belles-lettres and is one of its sources of inspiration, but its 
value is conditioned by the quality of its literary adaptation. Denying folklore autono-
mous aesthetic status, Cǎlinescu focuses primarily on its inspirational potential. He 
writes: “(...) Modern literature relied on folklore in the absence of high culture with a 
long tradition so as not to remain suspended in a vacuum (...). However, attention was 
not directed towards common and deeply universal themes, but towards those that 
could create a local, indigenous tradition. Thus, myths were created (emphasis added), 
four of which are still alive today and constitute the mythological starting point for 
every national writer” (Cǎlinescu 1941, p. 62). According to Cǎlinescu, these four 
myths are associated with literary works: the first is Traian and Dochia by Asachi, the 
second is Zburătorul by Heliade-Rădulescu, and the other two are adaptations of folk 
legends by Alecsandri, Miorița and Meșterul Manole. According to the critic, these myths 
“represent four fundamental issues: the birth of the Romanian nation, the cosmic di-
mension of human existence, creative activity and (...) sexuality” (Idem, p. 65). Cǎlinescu 
seems to suggest that the literary texts he mentions have ab ovo mythographic potential 
that can only be developed by writers and people of culture. However, it seems that 
the culture-creating process, in which a given text becomes a myth, was equally im-
portant.  

This interpretation broadly corresponds to the historical realities of the 19th cen-
tury, when the first generations of creators of modern Romanian culture (especially the 
generation of the 1848 revolution) first "discovered" national folklore and then culti-
vated selected folk topoi (in literature, art, humanities), transforming them into national 
myths. Given the lack of reliable data on the actual circulation of these topoi in folk oral 
culture before the 19th century, we can only conclude that their "dissemination" is the 
work of the creators of modern Romanian culture, acting in accordance with the gen-
eral trend of European Romanticism, for which “folklore was a political tool and an 
expression of national dignity” (Cocchiara 1971, p. 203). 

Cǎlinescu emphasised the aesthetic dimension of the myths he mentioned, ignoring 
other functions usually attributed to mythological constructs, such as the archetypal or 
ritualistic. His reasoning was not far removed from Schelling's concept, for whom my-
thology was a prerequisite for the existence of art and its basic material (Meletinski 
1981, pp. 27-31), but unlike the German philosopher, he did not grant mythology the 
status of an autonomous separate world or a better version of human reality. 
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Cǎlinescu's perception of the relationship between mythology, folklore and literature 
is essentially part of his understanding of the evolution of Romanian literature as "the 
triumph of native content over foreign influences" (Terian, 2009, p. 292). 

Cǎlinescu published his reflections at a time when European culture was experienc-
ing (already in the years preceding World War I) a new fascination with myth; However, 
this was not a simple reference to the Romantic tradition, but rather an attempt to 
apply rituals (of alleged mythical origin) to modern society and to reinterpret myths 
according to ideological (fascism, Nazism, integral nationalism), psychological or artistic 
criteria.  

Mircea Eliade wrote in the same vein in his Commentary on the Legend of Master 
Manole, stating: "(...) Archaic spirituality, thirsting for an ontological dimension, contin-
ues to this day: not as an act and possibility of real human fulfilment, but as nostalgia 
creating autonomous values – art, science, social mysticism" (Eliade 1943, p. 143). It is 
difficult to overlook the author's reference to “social mysticism” (an obvious signum 
temporis), enlivened by archaic spirituality. We get the same impression of a forced 
updating of meanings, discovered in archaic myths when reading Eliade's reflections on 
"creative death": "Death in the ballad of Master Manole is creative, like any ritual death. 
We find in it a heroic, masculine concept of death. The Romanian does not seek death 
or desire it, but neither does he fear it, and when it comes to ritual death (such as war), 
he welcomes it with joy" (Ibidem, p. 131). It is difficult not to associate the interpreta-
tion proposed by the author with a specific historical context (the defeat of the Third 
Reich at Stalingrad, heavy losses suffered by the Romanian army, Eliade's work in Mar-
shal Antonescu's propaganda apparatus); otherwise it would be difficult to reconstruct 
the logic of his reasoning, which goes from "the motif of the ritual death of Manole's 
wife [seen as] a vague memory of an initiation ritual" to the concept of "heroic and 
masculine" death on the battlefield.  

Călinescu, Eliade and Caracostea, mentioned at the beginning, published their com-
mentaries and remarks on the Legend of Master Manole at the end of the interwar pe-
riod, which was marked by the intensive use of this folk topos in literature, especially 
in drama (A. Maniu, L. Blaga, V. Eftimiu, O. Goga). It is worth noting that most play-
wrights faithfully reproduced the title of the ballad, which is unprecedented in any of 
the Balkan cultures analysed as part of the project carried out by the Polish research 
team. Reading these plays also confirms the impression that their authors were inter-
ested not so much in folk topoi as in creating a cultural myth proving the ideological 
and artistic superiority of the Romanian version over its Balkan variants, as Caracostea 
wrote.  

The interwar years marked the peak of popularity of this topos in Romanian litera-
ture. The new political and ideological era created (imposed) after 1945 would bring a 
new interpretation of folk ballads resulting from the axiological upheaval brought about 
by dogmatic communism. It is puzzling, however, that the interpretation of the folkloric 
topos as a cultural myth did not disappear, on the contrary.  

Even a cursory review of literary production from the 1950s gives the overwhelming 
impression that the interwar interpretative perspective of The Legend of Master Ma-
nole, which employed a metaphysical and religious-ethical key, has been replaced by an 
ideological approach based on dialectical materialism. The place of the Master's moral 
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dilemmas, whose primal/chthonic forces compel him to sacrifice his wife so that the 
building can be completed, is taken by the glorification of the creative effort of the 
bricklayer-labourer and the fruits of his labour. In a study published in the late 1970s, 
thus at a considerable distance from the Stalinist era, but containing many similarities 
to that bygone era, Gheorghe Ciompec defined the new approach to the folk topos as 
follows: “Writers involved in building a new society saw in Manole a fairy-tale model, a 
precursor. He is placed in the pantheon of historical or legendary heroes who are 
guardian spirits of the nation-building process, he is the 'Romanian Prometheus' rebel-
ling against a social order that is not conducive to creative work. (...) Standing on the 
barricades of the struggle for progress, the writer wants to be the 'new Master Manole', 
while the poets want to be the new Ana, and all together they want to wall up their 
own selves in the foundations of the new society. Poets write a 'new ballad' in Bicaz or 
at the Iron Gates, for every builder of socialism hides a legendary hero. (...) Manole, 
homo aestheticus from a folk ballad, became homo constructivus" (Ciompec 1979, p. 248).  

It is noteworthy that along with the new interpretative key, the manner of liter-
ary/genre expression also changes. While the interwar period was dominated by play-
writing using folkloric material, the communist era brought a wealth of poetic works 
that referred almost obsessively to the creative motif perceived as the founding myth 
of the new era. In the bibliography compiled for the research project, Lucian Bâgiu cites 
no fewer than 56 poetic works written after World War II, especially in the 1950s and 
1960s, while he finds only 12 such poems from the interwar period (Bâgiu 2008). We 
have good reason to believe that the dominance of poetic form during this period was 
motivated by ideological and propaganda considerations; the communists who con-
trolled culture were convinced that poetry, especially rhyming poetry, was best suited 
to fulfilling socio-political mobilisation functions. It is also worth noting that the myth 
of construction, which was vigorously cultivated in those years, obscures the aesthetic 
dimension of the folk topos; Cǎlinescu's concept of giving the Legend of Master Manole 
the status of an aesthetic myth is replaced for a time by vulgar presentism. During 
Ceauşescu's rule, in the years of the dominance of the ideology of 'protochronism', the 
same aesthetic myth returned in a radicalised form as a Romanian national myth, aspir-
ing, however, to a universal dimension.  

It is true that the myth of creative work as imposed by socialist realism in the 1950s 
was not the result of any native philosophical or artistic concept, but rather the fulfil-
ment of an ideological mandate originating from the centre of political power, which 
sought to forcibly realise a social utopia. However, it is also true that it was during this 
period that the myth of folk origins was (for the last time?) used as a tool of persuasion 
and social manipulation. Of course, such a practice is not unique to the 1950s, as it 
continued during Ceauşescu's "golden age", but we do not treat it as an original phe-
nomenon, because the thesis of Romanian exceptionalism propagated by `protochro-
nism` was largely inspired by interwar autochthonism with strong nationalist overtones.  

* 

With the fall of communism, the Legend of Master Manole, like the entirety of Ro-
manian folk culture, faces challenges related to the postmodern revision of the cultural 
canon. In the absence of the ideological pressure that characterised the previous era, 
and in the context of the globalisation processes to which (every) contemporary culture 
is subject, the folk topos under analysis seems to be losing its status as a national cultural 



Annals of the West University of Timișoara. Humanities Series 23 

 

myth. What is more, its status as an integral part of authentic folk culture is wavering. 
I will refer to just one example, which I believe is telling. In Enciclopedia imaginariilor din 
România (Encyclopedia of Imaginaries in Romania, Braga 2020, pp. 23-45), there is no 
mention of the motif of a sacrifice from folk life, which is supposed to "revive" the 
building under construction. Of course, the methodology used by the author plays a 
decisive role in this case: Bakhtin's concept of space-time applied to fairy tales and folk 
beliefs; however, I cannot shake the impression that it is possible to analyse the Roma-
nian literary imagination without necessarily referring to Miorița or Master Manole. 
However, there is also another interpretation of this fact: the folk ballad, established 
years ago as a national aesthetic myth, loses its original folkloric connotation and is 
reduced to the status of a mere literary fact, which resonates less and less with the 
collective imagination. 
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