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The Uncarolling, a Ritual Act Performed by Carolling Groups

Delia Claudia STOIAN-IRIMIE !

Abstract: Among the Romanian folk traditions, the customs related to the winter holidays occupy an
important place. Carolling is, without a doubt, one of the most representative practices of the winter
period, whereas very little is known about another parallel practice called uncarolling.

The uncarolling is an archaic Romanian custom with powerful magical-ritual facets, which belongs to the
practices related to Christmas carolling. The uncarolling is a form of ritual and social reaction to the
hosts’ refusal to accept the carollers or their inappropriate treatment of the carolling guests. Although
less known in the present, this custom had a particularly important ethnographic value in the Romanian
folklore.
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Introduction

Carolling is one of the most representative traditions of the Romanian people, which
takes place during the winter holidays, especially on Christmas Eve. This custom combines
elements of Christian spirituality with various reminiscences of pre-Christian practices, having
multiple functions: ritual, social, educative, and artistic?.

The act of carolling is not merely an artistic expression, it is also a process of social
integration and education. Thus, young people learn the carols, year after year, from parents and
grandparents, while taking part in the carolling becomes a way to pass on the traditional artistic
heritage, as well as the norms of behaviour and the religious faith. The carollers are rewarded by
the hosts with various symbolic gifts (pastry, apples, nuts, money), which reflects the mutuality
of this custom?.

1. Carolling in the Romanian Communities: Tradition, Rite, and Cultural Parallelisms

In the rural environment, the organization of the carolling custom starts as early as the
beginning of the Nativity Fast, when groups of children, lads, and even adults gather at a host’s
house to learn the carols. On Christmas Eve, they start walking through the village and carolling
at all homes with diverse literary themes depending on the hosts’ wishes. The groups are often
organized according to criteria of age and gender, and choosing a leader (called varaf or staroste)
is essential for the good progression of the custom?.

! National Academy of Music Gheorghe Dima, Cluj-Napoca, Piatra Neamt University Branch, deliairimie@yahoo.com.

2 Otilia Hedesan. 2010. Rites of passage and carols [Rituri de trecere si colinde]. Timisoara: Editura Universitatii de Vest, p. 37.
3 Ibidem, p. 112.

4 lon Ghinoiu. 2003. Romanian holidays and customs [Sarbdtori si obiceiuri romanesti]. Bucuresti: Editura Elion, p. 82.



Education, Research, Creation
Vol. 11 No. 1 - 2025 457

Carolling is also an occasion to strengthen the social connections among the villagers.
The hosts welcome the carollers with joy, offering them various gifts: pastry, apples, nuts, wine,
symbolic gifts that reflect not only the hospitality, but also the social status of each host.

Beside the religious message that the carols communicate, certain ritual gestures are
associated: walking in groups of carollers, hitting the ground with clubs, scanning and well-
wishing, all of which contribute to the invocation of fertility and the protection of the household.
These aspects lead to an archaic mythical fund which precedes Christianity.

The carolling custom can be encountered in all areas of the country, with local variations
regarding the verse, the melodic line, and the manner of singing. Carolling starts on Christmas
Eve, and in some areas, people still carol on Christmas Day and even until the eve of Epiphany.
This custom can be found in the traditions of other peoples as well, and has significant
resemblances to the Romanian one. In Poland, the custom called kolgedowanie consists in
carolling with a bright star carried by children while they are singing various religious texts. In
the Ukraine, koliadka contains texts on the Birth of the Lord, and in some areas pre-Christian
themes similar to the Romanian ones are preserved. In Germany and Austria, the Sternsinger
tradition involves groups of masked children who walk around blessing the homes.

All these practices highlight the universality of the desire for ritual around Christmas
time. The Romanians have preserved carolling by means of oral transmission, from generation to
generation, and nowadays it is practiced not only in rural, but also in urban environments.

1.1. The Origin of the Carols

Carols have religious or lay themes specific to Christmas. Their origin is closely
connected to the syncretism between the old pagan rites and the Christian tradition, a
phenomenon that appears mostly with the Romanians. In the pre-Christian period, the village
communities celebrated the winter solstice through various fertility rituals accompanied by songs
and dances, which were meant to chase away evil spirits and attract good luck for the new
agricultural year®.

After the Christianization of the European people, the carols were adapted to convey the
message of the birth of Jesus, however maintaining many elements of the anterior rituals, such as
the form of collective well-wishing, the performance of the ritual by groups and the presence of
ritual gestures, such as: visiting peoples’ homes, the use of symbolic objects such as bells or
drums®.

The carols have a ritual function of well-wishing for the hosts’ health, for the richness of
the harvests and for fertility. Monica Bratulescu asserted the following aspect related to the
function of the carols: “The function expresses the relationship between the meaning involved in
a text and the text as a manifest act in the system of folk culture™’.
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The main way to sing carols is in groups, in unison, facilitated by the fact that, in terms of
rhythm, almost all carols are measured®. A particularity often encountered in some areas of
Transylvania is that the carollers also sing antiphonically or parecheste (in two groups).

The Romanian carols have been preserved and passed down orally from generation to
generation, and starting with the 19th century, folklorists started collecting, researching, and
publishing them. The most important literary themes of the Romanian carols are connected to
the birth of Jesus, the hospitality of the host, the prosperity of the household, as well as elements
of a cosmogonic nature.

2. The Uncarolling — a Romanian Ritual Practice

The uncarolling is an action of symbolic reversal of the carolling and is resorted to solely
when the host refuses to welcome the carollers, not offering the appropriate hospitality or, worse,
when they reject them completely. In these situations, the carollers retort by a revenge ritual
(ritual de rezbunare), expressing their resent towards the refusal of the host, using an
inappropriate conduct that involves symbolic acts and formulas of punishment. Even though the
carolling is an act of benevolence, the uncarolling reverses these intentions, standing in a
relationship of opposition, being endowed with a normative, educative, and moralizing value.
Among the traditional community, Petru Caraman identifies in his study® several functions of the
uncarolling, among which:

- The normative function, in which the uncarolling involves a sanction for the hosts who
do not abide by the norms of the community, especially by those connected to the carolling
custom. The hosts who do not allow the carollers into their homes to sing their carols are
considered unhospitable and stingy, a behaviour that is symbolically punished through
uncarolling.

- The educative function that intends to educate the community members on the
importance of mutual respect and collaboration, highlighting the fact that not abiding by these
principles leads to uncarolling and social humiliation.

- The cathartic function, as the uncarolling offers a form of releasing the tensions and
frustrations accumulated by the carollers, who express their dissatisfaction with the host who
refuses them.

- The social cohesion function where the uncarolling practiced in groups of carollers is a
way to preserve social cohesion and solidarity, strengthening the connections among the
community members by means of the ritualistic behaviour.

3. Uncarolling Methods

The uncarolling is not a mere reaction of dissatisfaction of the carollers towards the host,
but also a clear system of practices containing symbolic, social, and magical-ritual implications.
The Romanian people, regardless of their native area, have used various uncarolling methods,
which have been preserved and passed down from one generation to the next. In the following |
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shall describe some of these methods, which were also mentioned by ethnologist Petru
Caraman®® in his research:

3.1. Verbal Uncarolling (Caroller’s Curse)

One of the most frequent methods of uncarolling, encountered almost all over the country,
is the verbal method, through which the carollers express their disapproval by means of various
satirical verse or even curses. These were composed on the spot and their role was to disrupt the
blessing of the carolling:

Dare-ar brdanca-n porci/May your pigs get diamond skin,

Si holera-n gaini/And your hens cholera,

Dare-ar ciuma-n boi//May your oxen get the plague,

Si galbeaza-n oi/And your sheep the fluke,

Dare-ar turba-n cdnil May your dogs get rabies,

Lovi-i-ar inima pe stapanil And their masters heart disease!**

By using this formula, the carollers symbolically cancel the beneficial effect of the
carolling and impose a type of symbolic punishment upon the host. Such texts can include
invocations of drought, famine or ill-luck in the household, expressing a ritualized
aggressiveness.

3.2. Symbolic Gestures Which Punish

Another frequent method consists of symbolic gestures performed in the neighbourhood of
the host’s household. The carollers placed straw or ashes before the door, as a sign of contempt,
they threw mud or dirty water on the threshold of the host’s door, they chased the poultry and the
cattle out of the yard, or turned various objects upside down (water jugs, cart wheels), signalling
an inversion of the natural order of the household. These gestures are regarded as a form of
reversed magic, where the carollers transform the positive energy of the well-wishing into a
negative one, symbolizing the undoing of the carol*?.

3.3. Ritual Silence and Shunning of the Household

In some regions, the carollers did not utter any words in the neighbourhood of the
respective house, being considered inhospitable, which represented a serious form of symbolic
marginalization. This silence had a negative role equivalent with a wordless curse, while the
refusal to carol was perceived as a rupture from the world. In the rural environment, the lack of
carollers at the gate was seen as a punishment, which was heavier than the curse uttered by the
carollers. This method of shunning was considered the worse form of uncarolling.

10 petru Caraman. 1983. Carolling with the Romanians, the Slavs, and other peoples [Colindatul la romdni, slavi si alte
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3.4. Parodic Songs

In some areas of Moldavia, Muntenia, and sometimes Transylvania, the uncarolling took
the form of a parodic song, in which the stingy landlord became a negative character. The
carollers would replace the traditional carol verses with various satirical lines addressed directly
to the host:

Mere racu a petil/ The crayfish goes a-wooing,

La fetita brostiti/To the frog’s daughter,

-Buna ziua, rosca, brosca/‘Good day to you’, says he,

Da-mi tu, Brosca, fata mie!/*Give me your daughter to marry!’

-Ba, io, fata nu ti-oi da,/*That I shall not do,

Ca n-ai clop de comdnac,/‘For you have no fine hat

Nici picior de nadrag/And no trousers on.’*3
These verses are also seen as a warning for the rest of the community about the risks of social
marginalization.

3.5. Carolling Backward

A rare, yet significant type, is also the reversed or backward carolling, where the carollers
sing the carol in reverse (the last verse comes first and the first verse comes last), thus annulling
the symbolic act. This reversed carol is associated to various magical beliefs about turning
blessings into curses!®.

3.6. The Uncarolling of Other South European Peoples

The uncarolling is a phenomenon that spread not only on the territory of our country, but
also on the territories of other South-European countries, bearing a significant resemblance with
customs from the Ukraine, Russia, Greece, and Serbia, which proves that it is a quite common
tradition. Petru Caraman extends his analysis of uncarolling and other similar customs of other
South-European peoples, comparing them to those of the Romanians.

- In the Ukraine and Russia, the uncaolling appears as a reaction of revenge against a
cold, inhospitable treatment. The carollers from these regions resort to various curses of the
harvests or to the symbolic maltreatment of the households, in a similar manner as the
Romanians.

- The Greek practice uncarolling using ironical expressions addressed to the landladies
who are not hospitable to the carollers. The carollers make various jokes or funny remarks that
nevertheless bear a symbolic heaviness that brings a subtle revenge against the hosts.

- In Poland and Serbia, we encounter the same ritual practices that reverse the carolling
(the gates are soiled with ashes or ashes are thrown in the yard), meaning to punish the hosts for
their lack of hospitality.

4. Conclusions

13 Joan Bocsa. 2009. Traditional vocal music from Sdlaj [Muzicd vocald traditionald din Salaj]. Cluj-Napoca: Editura
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The uncarolling represents an essential component of the Romanian ritual of carolling,

with the symbolic role of punishing the deviations from certain community norms, particularly
the lack of hospitality. Even though it is less known in the present, the uncarolling has a
profound value, expressing the collective reaction to certain inappropriate behaviours.
In various forms — from uttering curses, symbolic gestures or ritual silence — this custom conveys
clear moral messages: those who refuse the carollers are temporarily excluded from the
community. Thus, the uncarolling is not merely a form of ritualistic revenge, but also an
educational act, which strengthens the values of solidarity, generosity, and respect for tradition
and the carollers.

Also, the presence of the uncarolling in several Southeast Europe cultures confirms its
archaic and universal character, being an expression of the community’s need to maintain
balance and cohesion by means of symbols and rituals.

In conclusion, the uncarolling must not be regarded as a simple refusal reaction, but as an
integral part of a complex ritual structure, which has been in use in the rural communities
alongside the actual carolling custom.

Even though in the present this practice has almost entirely disappeared, its analysis helps
us understand the importance of ritual acts in the archaic societies and the manner in which
people sought to influence, symbolically and practically, the unfolding of their collective destiny.
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