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The Mioriţa: An Introduction in the Form of a Memoir

The Mioriţa first came to my attention in the late spring of 1983. At that time, I was studying Romanian near Dupont Circle in downtown Washington and preparing for my assignment that summer as the cultural attaché in the American Embassy in Bucharest. As I am only a mediocre language student in the best of times, a languid spring fever and the heat of an unairconditioned classroom easily combined with my native laziness to turn my attention quickly away from the boring drills with Romanian pronouns. My teacher, Octavian, needed little to encourage me in my truancy. His infectious enthusiasm for his native culture and his lively mind, which likewise rebelled at pronominal drills, needed only the gentlest push from me to close the language book and begin a discussion of some aspect of Romanian culture and history.

The push on this occasion was my question, “What are the really fundamental works of Romanian culture which I, as a cultural attaché, should know and know well?” Without hesitation Octavian replied, “the Mioriţa, the Meşterul Manole, and Luceaf ărul by Mihai Eminescu. Really know and understand these three works from the inside out and you will be well along in understanding the Romanian personality and the culture which it has created. But most important is the Mioriţa, that is central.”

Octavian’s reply was too inviting a deviation from grammar and vocabulary to be ignored, as he doubtless intended it to be. I suggested that the Romanian pronouns had had their day, at least for a time, and we should turn our attention immediately to this more pressing and important subject. As Octavian quickly agreed, copies of the poems were found and over the next few weeks we proceeded to translate, to memorize, and to study them. We started with the Mioriţa.

I shall always be grateful to Octavian for those few weeks. The time spent may not have been even approximately what the Foreign Service or the American taxpayers, who were funding my training, had in mind. But, this experience opened to me some of the Romanian world view in a way and at a time when, as Octavian said, I would fundamentally need it. It was a thrilling intellectual experience and one that has been renewed at every meeting I have had with the Mioriţa since.

The Mioriţa may fairly be described as the great, defining ballad of the Romanian personality and culture. Thus, it ranks in Romanian self- consciousness with the Iliad and the Odyssey for the Greeks, Beowulf for the Anglo-Saxons, the Lay of the Host of Igor for the Russians, the Ballad of Kosovo for the Serbs, El Cid for the Spanish, or the Nibelungenlied for the Germans. All of these works provide their respective nationalities with items of national identity, common symbols that echo through the national culture, common ideals which inspire and shape the national personality, a common world view which in time infects the national approach to philosophy, religion, and, not infrequently, history and politics. These are all defining works of literature with their roots in pre-literary societies. Such ballads and epics are frequently elected by national cultures and civilizations to represent them as the fundamental statements of their national being.

The Mioriţa takes its place for Romanians beside these other works of literature for their respective nationalities. Only as a document of national identity, however, may the Mioriţa be said to be similar to these other defining documents. In practically every other aspect it is a unique national document, at least among the nationalities within European civilization. Thus, the reader who comes to read the Mioriţa with only memories of windy Troy, the shout of battle or Homer’s wine-dark sea, will be initially surprised and perhaps disappointed, for the Mioriţa is quite otherwise.

A few of these differences are worth noting from the outset. First, there is the question of length. Unlike the great epics already noted, which in many cases are books unto themselves, the Mioriţa is quite short, only 123 short lines in its most usual version, the Alecsandri recension reprinted here. From this difference flows another. The minimal action and narrative of the Mioriţa all takes place in one day. Indeed, it actually takes place all within real time, that is, the length of time necessary to recite the ballad. The years of siege and wandering quests true of the epics of other nations have nothing in common with the Mioriţa.

The most surprising aspect of the Mioriţa for many readers, however, will be the minimal narrative. Two shepherds plan to kill a third for his wealth. The victim is warned by one of his lambs, Mioriţa, that there is a plot afoot against him. Instead of taking any defensive action, however, he appears to accept his fate and gives the lamb instructions for his burial and for informing his mother of his death. Clearly, there is nothing of the traditional heroic epics in this brief, almost actionless narrative.

The historical setting is quite different as well. Most of the epics and ballads of the other nationalities we have noted are set in a pre-feudal period, a clearly defined time or proto-time in the history of the nation. The Mioriţa, however, could have occurred at any time in Romanian history, from the moment the Romanian nation began forming itself in ancient Dacia and the early Roman Empire right straight through to yesterday afternoon. The Mioriţa has absolutely no historical context.

The contrast between the knightly, noble ideals and heroics in most works of defining literature and the cowardly plot and the apparent, unquestioning resignation of the shepherd in the Mioriţa, will also come as something of a surprise for many readers. It follows from this that the Mioriţa lacks as well the elaborately structured society expected and found in most works of defining literature. Warriors and slaves, kings and nobles, knights and serfs are far distant from the Romanian ballad. The Mioritic world is essentially a classless or uniclass society. It is, however, in no sense a Marxist utopia, for it is clearly a world of avarice where the victim-shepherd’s wealth inspires the murderous conspiracy, although it is unclear by how much his wealth exceeds that of the other shepherds.

A last point of contrast that should be made is the different relationships with other humans and with nature in the Mioriţa. Human relationships in the traditional epics may be good or bad, be fueled by love or hate or ambition or jealousy; but they are as real and intense as the anger of Achilles. On the other hand relationships with nature are quite secondary to the narratives and themes. Nature provides a context for the epic. Oceans are sailed, mountains are climbed, storms are survived, caves are explored, but these natural phenomena hardly control or provide the central meaning in such works of literature.

The opposite is true of the Mioriţa where the human relationships seem quite fleeting and pale: jealous fellow-shepherds who apparently know only slightly, if at all, their intended victim, an imaginary bride and a grieving mother possibly comforted by nature myths. These relationships can hardly be called intense; and although they may drive the Mioriţa’s thin narrative, these personalities, to what degree they may even be described as personalities at all, are not central to the Mioriţa’s evasive meaning and theme. On the other hand, the shepherd-victim’s relationship with the Mioritic lamb, not to mention the wider natural world of birds, stars, mountains, and forests, with all their pantheistic suggestions, is obviously quite central to any possible interpretation of the Mioriţa’s meaning.

The origins of the modern, literary Mioriţa present their own problems and questions as well. Briefly, in 1846 the Romanian writer Alecu Russo, while under house arrest as a political prisoner at the monastery of Soveja in the Vrancean Mountains, about 100 miles northwest of Bucharest, heard some itinerant musicians singing a version of the Mioriţa and copied the words down. The words came to the attention of the Romanian poet and playwright Vasile Alecsandri in 1849. He apparently polished and revised it into its present, familiar form, and sent it to Bucovina, a journal in Cernăuţi, where it was published in the late winter of 1850. Two years later he published it in a book of Romanian folk poetry and ballads which he had collected.

The Mioriţa became shortly thereafter the subject of considerable international attention. In 1853 the English writer E.C. Grenville included an English prose translation of it in his book Doine or the National Songs and Legends of Roumania. This was followed in 1856 by Lord Henry Stanley’s Rouman Anthology or Selections of Rouman Poetry, which included both English and French versions. The American sur-geon James O. Noyes first brought the Mioriţa to American attention with a translation he included in Roumania: The Borderland of the Chris-tian and the Turk, published in 1858 in New York. In the meanwhile the French historian Jules Michelet had provided a French translation in 1854 in his Légendes démocratiques du Nord. The Russian Diplomat and one time Consul in Iaşi, Wilhelm von Kotzebue, brought out the first German translation in Berlin in 1857 in Rumaenische Volkspoesie.

No foreign reception could equal, however, the Romanian enthusi-asm which greeted the publication of the Mioriţa. It immediately struck a responsive cord in the Romanian consciousness and was quickly enshrined as the national ballad by the Romanian nation. This was a period when romantic enthusiasms for folklore and folk ballads were the focus of attention in most European countries. It must be remembered as well that at this point in her history Romania was very much a nation in search of a state after several centuries of disunity and oppressive foreign rule. Immediately following the setbacks of the revolutions of 1848, the Romanian nation began its march toward full international recognition that began with the unification of Wallachia and Moldavia in 1859, passed through the sovereignty and independence which followed the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-1878, and only ended with national unification in 1918 in the aftermath of World War I.

In the excitement of this national revival the Romanians sought and found a national poet in Mihai Eminescu, a national artist in Nico-lae Grigorescu, a national musician in George Enescu, a national histo-rian in Nicolae Iorga, and a national playwright in Ion Luca Caragiale.

Amidst this astounding establishment of a Romanian cultural identity in less than a century, it is not surprising that a national ballad was identified as well. In a sense the Mioriţa became the victim of its own successful appeal to Romanian national sentiments, and some awkward questions began to arise about its very obscure origins. Some of the concerns reflected fears that Alecsandri may have played a role not unlike the Scotsman James Macpherson, who had, it is now generally agreed, taken in 1765 some pieces from the Gaelic oral tradition and woven them into a completely new work which he ascribed to a third century Irish poet Ossian and which Macpherson then published as his discovery rather than his composition.

Some other concerns took life from the fact that no written version of the Mioriţa could be identified among Alecu Russo’s papers and journals which, in any event, he generally wrote in French, not Romanian. Furthermore, there was persuasive evidence that Alecsandri was able and willing to compose pseudo-ballads. The complexities of these controversies are beyond the scope of this introduction. Those readers interested in pursuing the question in detail will find a useful review of the evidence in an article “Cine a descoperit capodopera Mioriţa?” (Who discovered the Mioriţa?) by the Romanian scholar Ion Filipciuc (Mioriţa: Revistă de cultură folclorică, Anul VI, nr. 2 (12) 23 December 1996, pp. 27-41).

In a sense the controversy was laid to final rest
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