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Curses, Incantations and the Undoing of
Spells: The Romanian Priest as Enchanter
(Transylvania, 19th Century)

Valer Simion Cosma

INTRODUCTION

Since the beginnings of Romanian historiography, historians have been interested in
topics such as the history of the church and religious life. This is especially relevant
in the case of Romanians from Transylvania, where, up until the nineteenth century,
two churches — Orthodox and Greek Catholic or Uniate — were their sole institutions,
whose hierarchs were the sole representatives of the people.!

If, during the communist regime, such topics were not popular among historians,
the immediately following period, after the 1989 Romanian Revolution, witnessed a
genuine effervescence regarding studies dedicated to Romanian church history.? An
important part of these investigations aimed for the restitution of the historical past of
the Greek-Catholic Church, which was dissolved and banned at the beginning of the
communist regime.> Most of these works approached the institutional history of the two
Romanian churches and the biographies of several hierarchs. The focus of this type of
historical investigation was on the institutional development and on the political and
cultural activity of the clergy. Moreover, these studies concerned how both clerical
activity and the religious life of the congregations were regulated, in accordance with
post-Reform and post-Trento principles of religion and society.

These works created a portrait of the Romanian priest and his activity that, un-
fortunately, mainly reflects the normative discourse of the two churches, and reflects
much less everyday life within rural society, the complexity of modernization and

' Hitchins 2013: 247.
2 Ciocian 2000; Ghitta 2001; Miron 2004; Andrei 2006; Vulea 2009, etc.
3 Miron 2004: 28.
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its effects on peasant’ religious life, or differences between “official religion” and
“practiced religion”. Historians have written very little generally about folk religion,
magic and sorcery, and, where these topics are mentioned, they rarely exceed simplistic
descriptions based on antagonistic attitude of the clergy. The latter represented lawfully
institutionalized sacred faith, so wizards or witches were seen as representatives of
a culture of paganism and the archaic primitive faith. As Ioan Pop-Curseu stated in
his work dedicated to magic and witchcraft in the Romanian culture, “ethnographic
research on witchcraft is extremely well represented, while the historical approach
is misrepresented”. Thus, an interdisciplinary approach, combining “synchronic and
diachronic perspective[s]” is required.*

In this study, I propose an analysis of a small piece of this complex topic, probably
one of the most delicate subjects, namely how the Romanian priest might be considered
as an enchanter in some specific situations, and the connection between charms and
church benedictions, rituals and healing and apotropaic prayers. I intend to approach
mainly the Orthodox priest and the Orthodox doctrine and liturgical literature, taking
into consideration the church view on charms, charming and witchcraft. Also, I present
some cases involving Greek-Catholic priests, to reflect similitudes that exist at the
level of “practiced religion”.

To begin with, this study makes two main assumptions. First of all, beyond the
official discourse of both churches, which aimed to catechize the flock and purify
religious life, labelling a large number of popular beliefs’ and practices as pagan
remnants or superstitious (in a post-Enlightenment sense),® many clerics believed in
what they were fighting against: the power of magic. On the other hand, as I argue

4 Pop-Curseu 2013: 38.

> According to Rolf Schulte: ‘So-called popular belief encompasses everything that the majority of a population

imagines to be true of a world beyond the realm of their everyday experience. It includes religious belief in a
modern sense, as well as belief in the effectiveness of magic. This is necessarily a diffuse concept because it
describes heterogeneous phenomena, but it differs from the widely used term “superstition”, for popular belief in
the early modern period embraced far more than the church’s official concept of what constituted deviation from
Christian beliefs. There is no sharp delineation between magic and religion, and any assertions to the contrary
misjudge the realities of both mediaeval and early modern religious practices; clerics, too, believed in what they
were fighting against: the power of magic.’ (Schulte 2009: 160-161).

¢ According to Euan Cameron: “The term “superstition” derived from classical antiquity, and nearly always

contained a pejorative sense — it implied “bad” as opposed to “good” or “correct” belief or practice in the realm
of religion. Though its etymology was never clear, it always presupposed an opposite, or even a cluster of oppo-
sites.’ In the late Roman Empire, pagans described Christianity as superstition in one sense; Christians described
paganism as superstition in another.® In general “superstition” could be opposed to other forms of putatively
“wrong” religion, such as idolatry, heresy, or fanaticism. It could also be opposed to putatively “right” or valid
religion, to terms such as “piety”, “true religion”, “orthodoxy”, or “reasoned faith”. Finally, it can be used as it
is typically used in modern secular society: as a pejorative term to describe any belief system that falls short of
the speaker’s chosen standard of “rationality”. At the high water-mark of modern confidence in scientific ratio-
nalism, “superstition” has become the preferred term of abuse used by any secular atheist to describe religion of
any kind. The resurgence of religion as a factor in world politics, and postmodern aversion to the condescending
attitudes of Western rationality towards the rest of humanity, have made such aggressive uses of the term rarer;
but the connotations persist. However it is used, the term has the effect of driving sharp distinctions, where the
need may be more for subtle shades than hard lines.” (Cameron 2010: 4-5).
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in the following pages, in church teachings and liturgic literature, charms, maledic-
tions and other forms of magic and witchcraft are perceived as real threats, not just
as “superstitions” and “primitive” habits and beliefs. In this regard, church tradition
established a series of rituals and prayers designed to prevent and combat their harmful
effects. These were still in use, despite the growing fight against “superstition”, after
the Reformation and Enlightenment.”

Secondly, in spite of the role ascribed to priests, as defenders of the faithful and
opponents of sorcerers and charmers, church documents from the nineteenth century
refer to cases of priests accused of performing rituals forbidden by church laws, and
so considered as witchcraft. In addition, numerous folk materials gathered by folklor-
ists in the nineteenth century depict customs, practices and popular beliefs involving
clerics, which, from the church point of view and also from an anthropological point
of view, may be regarded as magic.

The analysis focuses on the relationship between depictions of the priest as an
enchanter and healer. Furthermore, it comprises some observations on the priest’s role
as a mediator of divine justice, closely related to his role of enchanter.

The choice of this particular period, namely the nineteenth century, has a dual moti-
vation. On the one hand, this is a time of abundant ethnographic description of popular
beliefs and practices, due to the emergent interest in folklore among intellectuals. On
the other hand, the Romanian Church’s own historiography also describes this period,
focusing on the modernizing and civilizing role of clerics in the service of the nation
and of the Habsburg/Austrian-Hungarian administration. It also minimizes their role
in supporting a pre-modern vision of the world and the peasant’s magic system.® But
the main reason for my choice, is that during the nineteenth century, both Romanian
churches were deeply concerned with the regulation of the clergy’s education and ac-
tivity, with the purification of religious life, and with the fight against “superstitions”
and magical practices and beliefs.

REFORM OF TRANSYLVANIAN RELIGIOUS LIFE

The first mentions of witchcraft practices involving Romanian clerics date from
the seventeenth century. Then, in the context of Protestant Reform winning many
followers in Transylvania, especially among Saxons and Hungarians, the Transylva-
nian Romanian Orthodox Church was the target of a process of reform and dogma
cleansing.’ The Metropolitan Sava Brancovici compiles, in a circular issued in 1675,

7 Pocs 2013: 167.
8 Cosma 2015: 49-52.
°  Dumitran, D. 2007.
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a series of “empty beliefs and bobonosaguri [superstitions]” spread among the clergy
he shepherded, in order to eradicate them.'” During the eighteenth century, after the
establishment of the Uniate Church, the cleansing of religious life and the fight against
superstition continues. Within this context, the work of the clergy is strictly regulated
in accordance with the post-Trento reformist principles.'!

We can observe a good example of “reforming” attitudes in the works of the
Uniate Bishop Peter Paul Aron, who, according to the early twentieth-century Ro-
manian historian, Augustin Bunea, “fought against vain beliefs, as he banished the
sinful pagan customs of the time, rooted deep within the life of the Romanian people”
[pe cum combatea credinta desertd, tot asa sbiciuia episcopul Aron si obiceiurile
pacatose si paganesci ale timpului seu inrddecinate in viata poporului roman].'? One
church circular issued in the second half of the eighteenth century by this bishop,
and presented in Bunea’s history, describes popular practices labelled as magical and
pagan, some involving priests or church sacramentals. He commands the priests to
ensure that the faithful:

... guard themselves against and keep away from all kinds of transgres-
sions: magicians, sorcerers; enchantments: pouring wax; of baere or
advare of enchantments: samvdasii; from living fire, fire leaping, shooting
into the water on the second day of Easter, hideous Christmas carols on
Christmas night, when many achieve deadly sins in spite of the Holy
Mass; from some God knows what dining; from feasts with drinks and
dances, and from taking the holy cross out in the same way, between
frontiers; from quarrels at vovedenie, at night, when they gather at the
wake, where they must not quarrel and must not strike with shovels on
their back, but to pray for the soul of the deceased and for his sins against
God: from the black plough during the Black Plague."

Such circulars were widespread from the late eighteenth throughout the nineteenth
centuries. Orthodox bishops and metropolitans such as Vasile Moga, Andrei Sagu-
na, and lIoan Metianu, and Greek-Catholic bishops such as Ioan Bob, loan Lemeni,

10" Lupas 1918: 72.
1" Miron 2004: 182-185.
12" Bunea 1902: 387.

13 Bunea 1902: 388. [... sa se pazesca de tot feliul de nelegiuiri: vrajitorii, descéntatorie; fermecatorie; versari
de ceard; de baere, sau advare de farmece: samvasii: focuri vii, sariri preste foc, trageri in apa a dao zi de Pasci,
colinde urite din noaptea Craciunului, pentru carele multi si de sfinta Liturgie cu pecate de moarte atunci reman: de
nisce mese a nu sciu ce Doamne: de nedeile cele cu beuturi si cu jocuri, precum si de esirea cu crucea intr’acelasi
chip, la intre hotare: de galcevi la vovedenie, adeca noaptea la oameni morti, cand se aduna, sa nu galcevesca,
cu lopeti pe spate sa nu lovesca: ci pentru sufletul a celui reposat, si pentru ale sale pecate lui Dumnezeu sa se
roage: de plugul cel negru in vreme de ciuma.]
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Alexandru Sterca-Sulutiu, and Ioan Vancea,'* had the same concern for disciplining
the clergy and purifying religious life by “removing from the church the foreign
customs and the annual feasts”.!> Along with a number of scientific papers published
by the first generation of Romanian scholars,'® such church circulars reveal popular
beliefs and religious practices considered superstitious and/or pagan, many involving
clergy or intertwining with religious rituals. However, this reforming approach cannot
be reduced to a continuous fight against beliefs and magical practices, in the spirit of
either the Protestant Reformation or of the “anti-superstitious” Enlightenment, which
played a fundamental role in modernization. A rich historiographical tradition!” argues
this point, but it is in fact a prisoner of the Weber paradigm regarding the “disenchant-
ment of the world”;'® it might be considered influenced, and at the same time part of,
cumulative distortions produced by the application to a pre-modern, non-Western
society of successive Western interpretative lenses.!” Along with history, ethnology
and ethnography were also shaped by and part of such distortions.?

As Ovidiu Ghitta, a historian from Cluj (Romania), underlines in a recent intro-
duction to an eighteenth-century Greek Catholic catechism, there were “permissible
forms of magic, [...] popular forms of invocation of sacred aid, which post-Tridentine
Catholicism has not only perpetuated, but also encouraged” (2008, LXXIII). This
observation is true also in the case of the Orthodox Church, as can be seen from the
content analysis of Molitfelnic, a fundamental liturgical book for priestly activity,
which I constantly reference throughout this paper. Magic and witchcraft practices
fought against by the two churches were those performed by rural worshippers; not so

4" Here are a few representative titles regarding hierarchs’ biographies that emphasise their aim to regulate and
purify the activity of the clergy and religious life: Stanca 1938; Popea 1879; Lupas 1911; Sorostineanu 2005b;
Dumitran, D. 2007; Ghisa 2008; Bonda 2008; Carja 2007.

!5 Sorostineanu 2005b: 62.

1o Sincai 1804—1808; Maior 1813; Popp 1818; Vasici 1831; Bojinca 1833, etc.

17" Along with the titles mentioned in note 3 above, some other representative historical works are: lorga 2007
[1902]; idem 1909; Lupas 1918, etc.

'8 Scribner 1993: 494.

1 In his book Russia on the Eve of Modernity. Popular religion and traditional culture under the last tzars, the
historian Leonid Heretz presents these cumulative distortions and their role in misleading understanding of popular
religion and traditional culture in the Russian case. The first three distortions are relevant for the Romanian case.
He writes on this issue: “The first and most important... identified by Keith Thomas in the Western context...
was the Protestant definition of true Christianity as pure faith based on Scripture, by which measure all rituals or
beliefs lacking in explicit Biblical sanction are heathendom and devilry. A second distortion was produced by the
Enlightenment and its general attitude of contempt for organized religion: even in its official versions, traditional
Christianity represents gross superstition, and whatever influence a corrupt and obscurantist clergy is capable
of exerting on a benighted flock only serves to keep that flock mired in the swamps of primeval ignorance. The
third refraction occurred with Romanticism (which, it should be stressed, gave birth to the scholarly study of the
Russian people) and its obsession with real or imagined antiquity; for the Romantic, folk beliefs and practices
provide unique and priceless clues in the great search for authenticity, which is now lost but had once existed,
in the childhood (assumed to be pre-Christian, and therefore pagan) of the race.” (Heretz 2008: 16.)

20 Some representative works on charms, maledictions, and disenchantments: Marian 1893; Ciausanu 1914;

Gorovei 1931.
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much those performed by the altar servants. The critical rhetoric of the ecclesiastical
hierarchy regarding the beliefs and practices of the “dark” and “superstitious” masses
must be understood in a light of churches asserting a monopoly over mediation with
supernatural forces.?!

But, as we will see throughout this paper, in daily practice, the contrast between
priests and wizards or witches is not so categorical. This is because the popular un-
derstanding of church benedictions, sacraments and sacramentals, on one hand, and
charms, disenchantments, bewitchments, and spells, on the other hand, was flexible
and blurry, and dependent on context to a high degree. Besides, beyond the churches
normative discourse, influenced by the post-Enlightenment understanding of magic
and superstition, the liturgical literature and church teachings continued to approach
charms, spells, and maledictions as real threatens to human life, and many priests con-
tinued to copy, use and edit manuscripts of counter-spells until late in the nineteenth
century.” This study comprises an analysis of rituals and prayers performed in order
to fight against the effects of charms, spells, bewitchments, and demonic attacks, as
written in the Molitfelnic. It also includes some observations regarding the connection
between healing charms, disenchantments, and church benedictions and prayers. [ make
further observations based on the analysis of folk beliefs and practices.

THE MowLiTFELNIC: BENEDICTIONS, EXORCISMS, HEALING
AND APOTROPAIC RITUALS

Christianity is a religion of healing, and one of the major functions of a priest, from the
early centuries of Christianity, is that of the healer.?® There are a series of rituals, prayers,
and ordinances performed by priests, well established in liturgical literature, designed
to bring healing to the soul and body. The fundamental book in the Romanian church
tradition, as in other Eastern churches, incorporates rituals, benedictions and prayers
that the priest has to perform in different occasions. This book is entitled the Molitfelnic
or Efhologhion.** The importance of this liturgical book in sacerdotal activity can be
judged by the fact that no other religious book has had more editions than this one.?
Analysing the editions published from the sixteenth century until the beginning of
the nineteenth century, preserved at the Library of the Romanian Academy, shows that

21 Worobec 2001: 70.
2 Gaster 1883: 417; Draganu 1922-1923: 238; Timotin 2011: 9.
2 Lindemann 2000: 236; Porterfield 2005: 44; Daunton-Fear 2009: 15; Stancu 2012: 65.

2+ Ttalso goes by the name of Efhologhion sau Molitevnic. In this paper, I refer to the 1896 edition of Molitfelnic,
which was very popular within the Romanian clergy. It was published after the 1834 edition: Efhologhion or
Molitfelnic, 2nd edition, Bucuresti, Tipografia “Cartilor Bisericesci”, 1896.

» Bejan 1936: 687.
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these editions do not always contain the same texts. Usually, they contain the texts of
church services and rituals important in the life of every Christian — the ordinances
of birth, baptism, marriage, confession, entry to a monastery, unction, and death —
and texts of the services regarding certain community feasts, such as the mass when
founding a new church, and the ‘Great Blessing of the Waters’ during the celebration
of Epiphany or Christ’s Baptism. Alongside these, there are a series of “prayers useful
for different things” such as the prayer for postpartum women, for midwives, for a
woman who lost a child, blessings for a journey or a new house, for purifying wells, salt
bowls, oil bowls etc.. In addition, we find in editions of the Moliftelnic quasi-healing
and apotropaic prayers, for those who cannot sleep, against charms, or for a haunted
house. Alongside, the printed texts, there are manuscript versions of the Molitfelnic.
These are usually somewhat different, because they were out of the ecclesiastical
control and were compiled according to the needs of the copyist or user; sometimes
they contain prayers not included in later editions.?

The nineteenth century was a period of strong ecclesiastical control on liturgical
literature and religious practice, but the influence of, and/or pressure from, popular
piety demanded that counter-spells from the old manuscripts, officially disapproved
by Church, continued to be included in liturgical books published by the Church., One
such example is “The prayer for the twinging of the limbs [ndgjit]”, part of an Little
Aghiasmatar or Short Molitvenic to Help Priests with Parishioners’ Diverse Emer-
gencies [Aghiasmatariu mic sau scurtare din molitvenic pentru inleznire preotilor la
feliuri de intamplari grabnice la inoriasii sai], issued at Sibiu in 1851. An abridged
version of this prayer is contained in the last official edition of the Molitfelnic*’ and
also in the edition I use here.

The edition used for this study, as we read in its introductory description, comprises
the regulation of sacraments (rom. Sfintele Taine) and church prayers, called molitve,
molifte or molitfe,”® and church services that the priest reads and performs occasionally.
These rituals, ordinances and prayers are called ierurgii or eviohoghii,” and are much
like the “sacramentals” in the tradition of the Roman Catholic Church.*® Furthermore,
the book contains rituals and prayers for various issues and situations: invocations
against enchantments and spells, prayers for exorcisms modelled on those of Saint John
Chrysostom and Saint Basil the Great, prayers to expel demons and unclean spirits,
invocations in case of diverse diseases for people or animals, and rituals for different
crises, like drought or heavy rain.

% Timotin 2011: 10.
2 Timotin 2011: 25.
2 “Church prayers”, according to philologist Sdineanu 1929 [1896.]: 407.

lerurgii= sacred offices/rituals; eviohoghii= prayers or services/rituals with prayer, according to theologian
Branigte 2005: 355.

3 Teodorescu 1923: 66; Braniste 2005: 355.
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The Orthodox theologian Ene Braniste, author of major works on tradition and
liturgical practices, describes these religious services as:

. services, ordinances and prayers for blessing and sanctification of
man in different times and circumstances of his life, and for the blessing
and sanctification of the surrounding nature and different things or ob-
jects of human use. They are usually more about the sacraments and the
Mass, performed either before them, as a preparation (such as religious
services before baptism in connection with human birth) or after them,
as a crowning or perfecting their purpose (for example unraveling of
weddings on the eighth day after the wedding, commemoration after the
Mass, etc.). [Their goal] is to purify the believer and the surrounding
environment, the living things and the objects that the believer needs for
his living or for his material and spiritual life.’!

According to Braniste, then, purification and sanctification are required due to
original sin, which, according to the teaching of the Orthodox Church, “introduced
disorder, suffering, pain and misery... to human life, [and] ruined the initial beauty and
harmony of nature. [ Through religious services], the cleansing and sanctifying power
and action of the Church flows not only on to a human, but also on to the entire world
of creatures, carrying it away from the power of the curse and hallowing it”.3> These
rituals and prayers (ierurgii) that accompany the sacraments are designed to regulate
the rhythms of reproductive life by invoking divine blessing for human, animal and
agrarian fertility.*

It is reasonable to infer that, from a socio-anthropological point of view, by per-
forming the rituals prescribed by the church, the priest helps maintain the existing
socio-cultural system or restores an unbalanced order. When a ritual is enacted, it may
produce effects in several interrelated areas.>* The Church rituals performed by priests
may say something about the state of being or status of an individual, as it is the case
of Baptism or exorcising rituals. They also show a concern for the state of the cosmos.
That is because the priestly ritual system includes, in its worldview, ideas about the
cosmos and the created order that goes beyond the societal order, including a concern
for the natural world as well. This cosmic order encompasses human relationships with
the sacred, the natural world and with other people. Through priestly rituals, human
beings may participate in the maintenance of the divinely created order.*® As the famous

31 Braniste 2005: 355.

32 Branigte 2005: 355-356.
33 Scribner 1987: 3.

3 Gorman Jr. 1990: 28.

3 Gorman Jr.1990: 37-38.
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theologian John Meyendorff argued, in the perspective of Byzantine theology, during
the celebration of Epiphany or Christ’s Baptism, the ritual called the “Great Blessing
of the Waters” means, in fact, exorcising the cosmos, whose basic element, water, was
considered a refuge for dragons and demons. Frequent mention of the demonic forces
of the universe in patristic and liturgical texts must be understood in this theological
context, because the texts in question do not derive solely from biblical sources, though
they often reflect mythological beliefs. The “Demonic” in nature comes from the fact
that creation has fallen from its original meaning and orientation.*® In the prayer the
priests perform during the ritual of the “Great Blessing of the Waters”, they ask God
to “make it [the water] a source of incorruption, a gift of sanctification, a remission
of sins, a protection against disease, the destruction of demons, inaccessible to the
adverse powers and filled with angelic strength”.?’

In addition to this theological understanding of the “Great Blessing of the Waters”,
according to popular beliefs recorded by folklorists in the second half of the nineteenth
century and in the twentieth century, when the priest places the cross in the water
during this ritual, all the demons are banished; the water purified in this way becomes
a source of miraculous power used to protect the entire household (animals, objects
etc.) and, subsequently used in other magical rituals.*® This popular belief overlaps with
the church’s teachings about the meaning of ritual effects, underlining its power. As
Bob Scribner argued, regarding the use of benedictions, exorcisms and sacramentals
in pre-industrial Germany:

... the nature of the problem was cosmological. The functioning of the
material world was seen in terms of divine agency, either providing
blessings to ensure the flourishing of material creation, understood as
human, animal or agricultural reproduction; or in the expulsion of those
demonic and diabolical forces which interfered with it. The role of re-
ligious ritual in this process was none the less ambivalent. It could be
seen to provide spiritual efficacious what was indicated corporeally. It
also provided natural order by invoking divine blessings on the world
and by its apotropaic power of banishing the demonic spirits who pro-
voked disorder.*

The analysis of the rituals in the Molitfelnic reveals the priest as a mediator of the
sacred. In a universe where the border between magic and religion is drawn in relation

3 Meyendorff 2011: 199.

37 Molitfelnic 1896: 140.

¥ Tosa — Munteanu 2003: 59; Marian 201 1a: 258-259; Gorovei — Ciausanu 2012: 19, 230.
° Scribner 1987: 40.
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to whom is performing the ritual, what the clerics practice is, at first sight, religion,
but what others practice is magic.** The opposition between official religion and magic
is clearly stated in counter-spell rituals, such as the ordinances “for a house or place
disturbed by charms and disenchantments” and “for sick animals”, or in prayers or
rituals for different diseases, such as the prayers “for headache and evil-eye” and “for
the twinging of the limbs” (which people call ndgjit).*! Besides the liturgical literature,
the opposition between the clergy and other magical agents, decipherable in many
religious rituals and folk beliefs, is postulated for the first time within the church reg-
ulations.** At first, the priest seems to stand in opposition with the witches and other
performers of magic acts, and some folk beliefs assign him with the power of tracing
and punishing them.” However, this opposition is not so categorical if we consider how
these actions were understood by believers. Disenchanters, enchanters and wizards are
not very clearly defined categories, “they often get confused with each other”;* their
magical actions, must be seen in context, they are not evil or benign in themselves.
The same opposition became much intensive, at least at the level of churches hierarchy,
from the seventeenth century on; as we can discern in the charms’ manuscripts, already
mentioned in this paper. But beyond the churches negative rhetoric and interdictions,
as a rich scholarly literature attests,* there was constant interaction between “official
religion” and popular magic until late in the nineteenth century. Analyzing a large
number of charms’ manuscripts dating from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries,
the Romanian-Jewish scholar Mozes Gaster argued that the prayers from the Church
official canon had a strong influence on charms, disenchantments and incantations.* In
1938, following the path of research of Bogdan Petriceicu-Hasdeu and Mozes Gaster,
Nicolae Cartojan drew attention to the medical folklore manuscripts. He concluded
that the texts contained in those manuscripts were deeply Christianized in order to be
tolerated by the Church.*’ This process of Christianizing charms and disenchantments

4 Lindemann 2000: 235-236.

41 For this study, I quote only a few prayers and rituals, to illustrate the image of the priest as enchanter, but
Molitfelnicul includes a wide range of prayers and ordinances for various common problems for people and the
church: prayers for toothaches, prayers and rituals to purify wine polluted by contact with an animal, prayers for
school exams, etc.

4 The book Seven sacraments of the church (1645), in accordance with Rule of Basil the Great, says of witches:
“The wizard and whoever pours wax, or casts lead, also he who ties the knot at weddings so that the grooms
cannot consummate their marriage or other wizardry and witchcrafts, should not receive Christ’s body for 20
years. Beware what wizards are: wizards are those who call out and use devils for sorcery, in order to know
unknown things or for other evils they might wish, after their evil will and ill desire, those who wish injury and
mischief to particular righteous men” — quoted in Gorovei 1990: 110.

# Biltiu — Biltiu 2001: 35-36.

4 Fochi 1976: 3-7.

4 The most representative titles regarding the interactions between apocryphal literature, popular magic, charms’
manuscripts and liturgical literature: Hasdeu 1879-1880; Gaster 1883; 1891; Cartojan 1938.

4 Gaster 1891: XLIII.
47 Cartojan 1938: 234.
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was undertaken mainly by priests and monks, for a long time almost the only literate
minority of Romanian society. We can see this from the following three examples. In
1884, the bishop Melchisedec published in an article entitled “A charm-prayer” five
disenchantments which he had discovered in a codex edited in 1838 by a monk at the
Bisericani monastery.*® In the third issue of the review Dacoromania (1922-1923),
Nicolae Draganu published a previously unknown version of the conjuration against
the demon which brings hail, written in the middle of the eighteenth century. He dis-
covered this conjuration in a manuscript held by the priest Ilarie Botiu.** A “Book for
Undoing Charms”, published in 1867 in Sibiu, says in its afterword that:

These holy prayers for undoing charms were found it at Kif monastery,
at the end of a book written by the Saint Damaschin, and until now it
was not printed.*

More recently, Emanuela Timotin wrote a study based on the analysis of 122 dis-
enchantment manuscripts used to cure various disease and to remove the evil influence
and effects. Those manuscripts were edited between the seventeenth and nineteenth
centuries, and are preserved at the Romanian Academy Library in Bucharest, and in
three libraries from Cluj-Napoca (Romanian Academy Library, Cluj, “Sextil Puscariu”
Institute for Linguistic and Literary History, Lucian Blaga Central University Library).
In her study, Emanuela Timotin emphasises interactions between church prayers, charms
and disenchantments, and the role of priests and monks in editing and using them.!

According to Christian tradition, sin is the origin of all diseases and miseries that
afflict people.” These ills are also considered as divine punishment, or the effect of
demonic attack, enchantment or disenchantment. This view overlaps with how diseases
and misfortunes are explained in popular culture.”® As Christine D. Worobec con-
cluded, regarding Russian and Ukrainian peasants in Imperial Russia, a closer look at
peasant beliefs about possession and bewitchment reveals that they followed Orthodox
teachings regarding demons, the constant struggle between good and evil, the power
of the holy cross, the magical properties of holy water, and the authority of saints,
as well as faith healing, exorcisms and prayers.>* We can see an example of priestly
intervention in the “Ordinances for the House or Place Disturbed by Enchantments
and Disenchantments”. The ritual performed by the priest is preceded by confession

4 Timotin 2011: 5.

4 Draganu 1922-1923: 238.

0 Gorovei 1990: 221.

SU Timotin 2011: 8-9.

32 Porterfield 2005: 22; Daunton-Fear 2009: 15; Stancu 2012: 9.

3 Cosbuc 1909: 12; Fochi 1976: 4-5; Stahl 1983: 207; Olteanu 1997: 6; Worobec 2001: 64; Pocs 2004a: 175.
3 Worobec 2001: 70.
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from the house’s occupants, fasting, and praying for divine mercy. Reading a series
of prayers from liturgical books is considered as having the power of a counter-spell.
Such readings are accompanied by the sprinkling of holy water, fumigation, all of which
are meant to cast out the bad spirits and the effects of the enchantment. The text of a
curse to remove evil and attract the divine wrath over these demons reads as follows:

Curse ye all guile beings, starters of malice, cursed and hated devils no
matter whom, from where you are and how you are; you who poison
and enchant places and people’s homes, the servants of God (N); you
doers of evil’s work, along with whomever gave themselves up to you,
that guile man ...

The confession of members of the household, required by this ritual, is a form
of “spiritual therapy”, a sacrament, and a form of “diagnostic”,*® a necessary step in
the process of healing or removing the effects of witchcraft or demonic attack. The
prayers read by the priest invoke an entire divine hierarchy, and reference similar
cases described in Biblical or Christian literature, wherein God or his representatives
have defeated demons or their agents. The naming and description of the condition
or affliction for which the ritual is performed are followed by a request for divine
intervention to remove suffering, and their alleged causes, as we can observe in the
two excerpts below:

Remove, alienate, do away with all devilish works, the way of Satan and
all enmity, evil eyes, insatiable and jealous, of the eye of wrongdoers
from your servant (N).%’

Seek with mercy towards this house and towards thy servants (N), and
from the sorrows of evil trickery of men, the poisoner and sorcerers, of
enchanters or enchantresses and cunning devils, save them.>

The first excerpt is part of the “Prayer for Headache and Evil-eye”. The Evil Eye
belief is widespread in Central and Eastern Europe, as Eva Pocs has shown in Evil

3 Molitfelnic 1896: 370-372. “Blestemu-va pre voi atotviclenilor, incepatorii rautatilor, blestematilor si uratilor
draci, care, cine, de unde suntet, si cati sunteti; voi care otraviti si fermecati locurile si casele oamenilor, a servilor
lui Dumnezeu (N); voi lucratorii rautatilor, impreuna cu cela ce s-a dat pre sine voua, vicleanul om...”

% On this stage of diagnosis in popular medicine, including the one practiced by priests, see Cosma 2014; and
Stahl 1983.

ST Molitfelnic 1896: 270. “Departeaza, instriineaza, goneste toata lucrarea diavoleasca, toatd calea satanei, si
toatd vrajmasia, privirea cea rea, nesatioasa si plina de gelozie, a ochilor celor facatori de rele de la robul tau,
™N)”

¥ Molitfelnic 1896: 370. “cauta cu milostivire spre casa aceasta si spre servii Tai (N), si de supararile cele rele
ale viclenilor oameni, ale otravitorilor si descantatorilor, ale fermecatorilor, sau fermecatoarelor si viclenilor
diavoli, mantuieste-i.”
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Eye in Hungary: Belief, Ritual, Incantation.” The second fragment is part of a prayer
in the “Ordinances for the House or the Place Disturbed by Enchantments and Dis-
enchantments”. Both draw attention to the importance of spells, enchantments and
incantations as the source of various diseases and afflictions. The constant perfor-
mance of such prayers and rituals during the nineteenth century, and their presence
in contemporary editions of the Molitfelnic, demonstrates that, despite the growing
influence of secularization, modern cosmology and the understanding of causality,
belief in witchcraft, charms and spells remained widespread in religion and religious
life within the church as well as within popular culture.

Along with insights mediated through liturgical literature, other type of documents
from Church archives shows us fragments of magical religious practices in a manuscript
annotated by a Greek-Catholic priest from Blaj in the last decades of the nineteenth
century. His notes are about prayers and services requested by churchgoers on different
occasions. For example, on the 23 August 1891 he wrote that Sofia Ganea has a foot
and a hand which hurt, and requested the “Prayer of Saint Basil the Great” to be read
for her.% Another entry on the 5" October 1893 says that Maria Spineanu, a 70 year-
old woman, troubled by swelling and hard disease, requested a prayer for the undoing
of spells.®’ An explicit connection between demonic possession and bewitchment is
made in an entry on the 13" April 1896, when the priest read twice the “Prayer of
Saint Basil the Great” for Gligore Oniga from Sancalu (60 years old), who claimed
that his daughter bewitched him.%

The manuscript contains hundreds of notes like this, enabling us to observe the
healing power ascribed to the priest, church rituals and prayers, and the concomitant
belief that diseases are caused by bewitchment, spells and demonic possession. This
understanding of diseases and misfortunes motivated peasants to beseech priests and
monks, as well as healers and sorcerers, to employ countermagical rituals against
demons, unclean spirits or malevolent witchcraft performed by evil individuals or
enemies. As Christine D. Worobec wrote, about Russian and Ukrainian peasants from
the nineteenth century, the thaumaturgical arsenal of the Orthodox ritual — prayers,
incense, communion, consecrated bread, holy water, and oil — could be used to fuel
both exorcism and the identification of individuals responsible for malefic action.
She concludes that monks and priests regarded as intertwined cases of possession and
bewitchment, thus legitimating and nourishing peasant understandings and beliefs.5

If the Molitfelnic provides insight into the Church’s priestly work at various times and
crises, folklore data gathered during the second half of the nineteenth century indicates

3 Pdes 2004b: 205.

0 Ms. VIII/102, 79.

o1 Ms.VIII/102, 92.

2 Ms.VIII/102, 107.

% Worobec 2001: 64-65.
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the presence of practices and magic beliefs related to religious rituals. Some of these
rituals are related to the presence or activity of the priest. Seasonal cycle rituals and rites
of passage are preceded and accompanied by numerous magical practices performed by
other ritual specialists, such as old seers or midwives. They employed Eucharistic and
other elements consecrated by the priest (at Epiphany, Easter or the Day of the Cross)
in magical rituals to speed up a potential marriage® or increase catches in fishing or
hunting; they bathed children in holy water with flowers and money, to ensure their
beauty and wellbeing,® or conducted rituals for preparing the dead or protecting the
inhabitants of a home.® These data emphasize both the integration of formal ritual
practices within broader folk magic and the interfaces between official religious and
folk beliefs and practices. Along with the examples reviewed so far (and others to be
presented later), the existence of charms manuscripts and folk beliefs also show that
the clergy played a major role in shaping popular religion and culture, and that a large
number of priests and monks, until late in the nineteenth century, contributed a view
of the world similar to, or very like, that of the peasants.

LiTurGY, PsaLMs AND PRIEST’S CURSES

Aside from rituals fighting spells and enchantments, the priest could also perform a
liturgy or a sfestanie (the blessing of “holy water”), to attract luck and divine blessing,
and control the effects of enchantments. This was also a method for solving various
problems affecting an individual or a household. A popular belief mentioned by Elena
Niculitd-Voronca in Bucovina, at the end of nineteenth century, ran as follows:

... in the first Sunday with a new moon, one should pay for a liturgy in
church [...] and any wish that one has, or any request, for health, luck, a
good life, or anything for that matter, will come true.’

The diary of the Greek-Catholic priest from Blaj, mentioned above, contains nu-
merous notes about believers requesting and paying for liturgies. On the 4" February
1892, Ilena, daughter of Costea Mafteiu from Oeni, requested a liturgy and “Prayers
for the One Who Suffers Longer”, because she was suffering from dizziness.® On
the 18" February 1897, Anica Posia paid for a liturgy for Saint Anthony of Padua to

6 Marian 2011b: 87.

% Pavelescu 1945: 42-43, 53.

% Burada 2006: 30; Radulescu 2008: 145.
7 Niculita-Voronca 2008: 240.

% Ms.VIII/102, 82.



CURSES, INCANTATIONS AND THE UNDOING OF SPELLS: THE ROMANIAN PRIEST AS ...-——59

be performed on Friday 19" February for damage caused to her.® A liturgy for Saint
Anthony was also requested on the 22" of August 1897, by Németh Andras, employee
of the railway company, to discover who stole his watch and jacket.”” These examples
reflects the popularity of Saint Anthony of Padua, the power ascribed to Romanian
priests over and above ethnic, confessional and social borders, and also the magical
effects ascribed to liturgy. Liturgies are performed, along with prayers from Molitfelnic,
Psalms, candles, and fasting, for healing disease and solving problems like the discovery
of thieves or the recovery of stolen objects. If we consider the priest and the rituals he
performs from the believers’ point of view, we notice the similitudes with charmers
and disenchanters, and the magical effects assigned to clerical rituals and invocations.

The liturgy can also be perverted to a malefic act, employed to cause someone’s
death. In this respect, we find that “for health, as for everything that is good, one can
pay a service during full moon and only for enemies in new moon”.”'In other parts
of the country, “they pay a service for everyone in the first Saturday: either for ene-
mies or for doing good”.” Ion Muslea cites a circular issued by the Orthodox Bishop
Vasile Moga on December 22, 1824, concerning the power of the Liturgy for evil
purposes. This circular mentions the involvement of a priest in practices that caused
the death of a person. The bishop commanded that all priests should keep away from
such practices and “not deceive people’s beliefs with spells, as did the priest losif
from Cartigoara, who performed a mass upon the shirt of Gheorghe Ciortolan™.” In
the Apuseni Mountains, a practice based on the ordeals principle was used to punish
thieves, at the beginning of twentieth century. This practice involved fasting, prayers
to St Anthony of Padua and Mary, carrying seven wafers to the church, and paying
the priest to read the Psalms. But the thieves also had the option of counteracting by
returning to the victim, without him knowing, a part of the stolen goods. By doing this,
the chastisement invoked on thieves returns on the victim.” This belief shows that,
within peasant understanding of supernatural forces in various rituals and practices,
the moral dimension is very ambiguous; the forces triggered could be impossible to
control. These examples also show how a priest might use the powers assigned to him
more like a charmer, and church rituals might be pressed explicitly into magical acts.

Underlining the ritual pressure against an offender, Kadar Jozsef, a Hungarian
folklorist describes a custom from the Cluj area, during the second half of the nine-
teenth century:

® Ms. VIII/102, 113.

7 Ms. VIII/102, 115.

7' Niculita-Voronca 2008: 240.
2 Niculita-Voronca 2008: 240.
7 Muslea 1972: 403.

™ Pavelescu 1945: 58.
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In Moldovenesti, it is customary to threaten some people like this:

Leave it to me to bring about your doom. One speaks these words to
villains. If one wishes to cause someone else’s death, one can take the
following course of action. Fast for nine Tuesdays, not eat and not drink
anything, during which one pays for a church service every week, where
the priest reads Psalms 19 and 90, which list the curses of David. This
custom is called furesare. The man targeted for that particular ill wish
grows sick and dies soon after. Only a sorcerer who can figure out that
the disease comes from some enchantment can only cure this disease.”

These practices emphasize the ambiguity of the sacred, and demonstrate the power
ascribed to the priest, to bless or to curse, to heal or bring down diseases and misfortune.
The priest actively participates in the popular witchcraft system; he can steer away,
or bring about, ill fate.” Paying the priest to read the Psalter was used also as a mean
of punishing rivals or enemies, as we see in the case of Sava Oniga from Geoagiu de
Sus, who, on the 3™ November of 1896, requested a Psalter on Antoniu and Nicolae,
because they brought her to trial.”’

Another version of this practice, called the “Black Psalter”, and involving fasting
and reading the Psalter, is depicted in a material collected by Elena Niculita-Voronca:

You pay for one or even more, maximum twelve Psalters to be read for
you. But especially you have to pay for a “black psalter’” on Wednesday
or Friday night, with candles downwards, to drop in the water, and in
nine days you’ll throw him/her down as with a scythe.™

According to Alexandru Ofrim, the “Black Psalter” ritual, as it is still practiced,
means the reverse reading of the Psalter, accompanied by candles turned upside down
and ritual nudity, performed by a witch.” One explanation as to why rituals performed
by priests should be considered as more powerful than those performed by witches,

s Kadar 2005: 61. “In Moldovenesti se obisnuieste a se ameninta unii oameni in felul urmator:

—Las ca-ti vin eu de hac. Aceste cuvinte se spun raufécatorilor. Daca cinvea vrea sa piara un astfel de om, se face
in felul urmator. Se tine post timp de noua zile de marti, nu se méananca si nu se bea nimica, se plateste in fiecare
saptamana cate-o slujba preotului, care rosteste-n biserica psalmii XIX si XC, in care se regasesc afuriseniile
lui David. Acest obicei se numeste furesare. Omul pentru care se tine post si slujba, nu peste multa vreme se
imbolnaveste si moare. De aceasta boala il poate vindeca numai un vrajitor, care isi da seama ca boala vine de
pe urma unor facaturi.”

76 Pocs 2004a: 174.

7 Ms. VIII/102, 111.

" Niculitd-Voronca 2008: 212-213. ‘Platesti de-ti citeste o psaltire sau mai multe, pan’ la 12. Dar mai ales sa-ti
citeasca “psaltirea neagra”, miercuri sau vineri, noaptea, cu lumanarea inturnata in jos, sa picure in apa si pan’

la noua zile il culci cum l-ai culca cu coasa.’
7 Ofrim 2001: 266.
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charmers and wizards in rural society lies in their ability to read and use sacred books,
which are themselves ascribed supernatural powers in traditional culture.®

By stating this, we arrive at the last issue in my brief presentation, that of the dread-
ed priestly curses. If the rituals mentioned so far had to do mainly with the healing
power Christian tradition assigned to the priest — fasting, reading psalms, performing
liturgies — the priest’s power to curse derives from his traditional attributes in the field
of justice.™

In his book on the history of curses, Dan Horia Mazilu stressed the importance
of church books on curses, used in solving judiciary issues. Different bishops issued
curse books to address otherwise insoluble situations, to prove or to discover the truth.
Preserved by initiated priests, they were passed on from generation to generation,
employed only in extreme situations, such as to revenge a murder against an unknown
murderer, or to punish a serious offender against the solidarity of a community. Those
who owned them enjoyed great prestige within the community. According to church
law, only hierarchs were allowed to curse, but, in practice, many priests used these
curse books, or curses from liturgical books.

The power of clerical curses, the link between priesthood and justice, were reaffirmed
in the second half of the nineteenth century, as we can see from the preface of the book
Anathema and Curse, published in 1907 in Cluj, after a Russian translation from 1868:

Anathema and curse in order to punish evildoers, and to the praise and
blessing of doers of good. [...] according to the gift of the eternal Holy
Spirit, that fell on the saint apostles, we have the same power to bound
and unbind our believers, which are following God’s commands, we send
them happiness, our blessing and forgiveness of sins, and on evildoers
and transgressors, that defy God’s commandments, and are craving to
damage their fellows [...] if they have stolen or committed injustice on
somebody, God knows their name if we don’t, and we are anathematiz-
ing and cursing them, we are giving them to the eternal darkness, along
with all like them [...]¥

80 Ofrim 2001: 44-46; Cosma 2013: 356-359.
81 Mihoc 2012: 10.
82 Mazilu 2001: 268-273; Nicoard 2000: 194.

“Afurisenie si blastam spre pedepsirea facatorilor de rele si spre lauda si binecuvantarea facatorilor de bine:
[...]s1 noi nevrednicii dupa darul duhului sfant cel pururea curgétor, care s’a dat sfintilor apostoli, avand aceeas
putere a lega si a deslega pe drept credinciosii nostri, cari plinesc poruncile d-zeiesti, pe aceia {i fericim si le
trimitem binecuvantarea noastra si iertarea pacatelor, iard pe cei rai voitori si calcatori de lege, cari defaima
poruncile lui D-zeu si poftesc paguba deaproapelui lor [...] de i-au furat sau I’au nedreptatit sau l-au amarat pe
N. N., pe unii ca aceia de au nume N. N. , iar de nu au, D-zeu stie numele lor, ii afurisim si-i blastamam gi-i
procletim, dandu-i anatemei si intunerecului de veci cu cei de un cuget cu ei [...]”
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These curses follow patterns known from prayers used for exorcising, and from
curses in certain psalms invoking divine wrath upon enemies, as we see from examples
published by George Ciuhandu in the early twentieth century:

Please God, punish my enemy and kill him. Punish him with the Holy
Cross of Jesus Christ. Punish him with the prayers of Saint Mary, your
Holy Mother, punish him with the Saints, punish him with the Holy
Gospel, punish him with the Sacred Mass, punish him with the prayers
of the Holy angels, punish him with the prayers of the Great John the
Baptist etc.®

But, apart from curses established and issued by the Church, there were both al-
lowed and forbidden rituals involving these texts. Just as we saw before, ritual texts
can be perverted into maledictions, prayers can be used as curses, in order to bring
upon the death of an enemy. The power to curse attributed to the priest both by church
tradition and popular belief, was not limited to judiciary issues. Priests often relied on
this power for completely different reasons. “Night services and enchantments”, along
with maledictions, were much-discussed topics among the priests at conferences at
the end of the nineteenth century. Here we find mention of situations where a priest
“cursed the whole community”.®* The historian Nicolae Torga, describes a narrative
from the eighteenth century, of a priest allegedly paralyzing a man through a curse.3
The power of priestly curses is emphasised in another brief piece of evidence. In his
short story, Precupa, the novelist and priest lon Agarbiceanu describes the popular
belief that a priestly curse can cause mortal illness or madness. Precupa, a boy servant
for the priest, was one day sent to the mill, but sold the flour and drank the money.
The priest cursed him. Since then Precupa was possessed by the Devil. His wife was
convinced the priest had something to do with it, so she insisted that her husband went
to another priest for confession, and to ask for a ritual reading, traditionally called
molitva.¥ In this situation, notice that another priest had to perform a ritual in order
to remove the effect caused by the first priest’s ritual. This is similar to cases when a
disenchanter or a priest revokes the action of a charmer or sorrcerer, a common pattern
in folk narratives.

In the area of Western Christianity, the healing, exorcising and cursing priest be-
came practically extinct by the twentieth century.®® But in Romanian Orthodox Church
these kind of stances and attributes assigned to priestly activity were still in use in

8 Ciuhandu 1930: 371.

85 Sorostineanu 2005a: 28.
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the same period, and not only as traces and remnants at the level of popular religion.
Contemporary researchers® continue to emphasize this major aspect of the Orthodox
tradition in spite of the complex transformations produced by modernization at every
level of Romanian society.

CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, by exploring this small slice of the large and rich realm of popular re-
ligion, I think we can safely state that, in nineteenth-century Romanian rural society,
in Transylvania, the priest was mainly a mediator of the sacred and a fully integrated
actor within the rural magical system, and less of a patriot or an aufkldrer as he is
usually described in Romanian historiography. We cannot reduce his complex activ-
ity strictly to the churches’ normative narratives or to clerical prescriptions. There
was no clear demarcation between religion and magic in rural society. In addition,
the opposition between the priest (representative of the institutionalized sacred), and
witches and enchanters (representatives of popular practices, demonized in Christian
tradition), is relative and ambiguous. In daily practice, the priest often cooperated,
directly or indirectly, with other agents performing sacred rituals, or supplemented
their actions. In some cases and situations, the priest performed rituals and enacted
curses to bring about diseases or afflictions, thus acting as an enchanter, all according
to the peasant’ magical system.

Secondly, in spite of their claim to be fighting against “superstition” and magical
practices and beliefs, both Romanian Churches continued to sustain a traditional view
of the world, based on a constant struggle between good and evil. This worldview
understood charms, bewitchments, spells and witchcraft as real threats to biological
and social life of peasant society. My analysis of church rituals, prayers and services,
along with counter-spell manuscripts, church documents and folk beliefs reveals
that there was constant dialogueue and interaction between the official teachings and
practices of the church, and folk beliefs and practices. Peasant views of bewitchment,
possession, disease and misfortune demonstrate how peasants appropriated Orthodox
understandings of causality, of the Devil, and its workings in this world. At the level
of ritual practice, priests were often perceived as more similar to charmers, in spite
of hierarchical and theological concern for a clear delineation between magic and
religion: between a priesthood representing the official supernatural, and charmers,
witches and wizards, representing its pagan or demonic equivalent.

8 Ofrim 2001; Gavrilutad 2008; Komaromi 2010; Czégényi 2014.
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