O poveste fara sfarsit
An Endless Story
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Situata la granita esticd a Uniuni1 Europene, a carei
membra a devenit in 2007, Romania reuneste astizi
vechile provincii Tara Romaneascad, Moldova si
Transilvania, zone cu o evolutie istoricd mai mult
sau mal putin comund, dar locuite in cea mal mare
parte de romani, singurii urmasi ai romanilor

(in atara de micul grup al romansilor) care le-au
pastrat numele. Aflate de-a lungul timpului la
granita marilor imperii — Roman, Otoman, Habs-
burgic s1 Rus —, provinciile romanesti au avut parte
de o multime de influente etnice si modele culturale
pe care le-au asimilat diferit, uneori cu fervoare.
alteorl1 cu retinere, construindu-si treptat fizionomii
complexe, cu multiple nuante.

Aceasta sinteza rezultata dintr-o bogata experienta
a diversitatii si enormul patrimoniu natural de

care dispune sunt principalele atuuri care fac din
Romania o tara care trebuie vizitata.

Cu siguranta, punctul de pornire intr-o vizita in
Romania va fi un oras, mal mare sau mai mic.
dinamic si zgomotos sau, dimpotriva, incremenit,
cu aer istoric, boem sau provincial, Ignorate de
majoritatea turistilor, orasele contribuie totusi la
cunoasterea si intelegerea acestei tari, iar unele
dintre ele merita un statut mai bun decat cel de
puncte de tranzit.

Spectacolul toamnei la Mena, in Tinutul Padurenilor

Autumn splendour in Meria, Padureni Country

O poveste fara sfarsit

Bucurestiul este o aglomerare urbana in continua
schimbare. Haoticd, agitata si derutanta, capitala
Romaniel adund laolaltid zestrea fragmentara a unui
targ balcanic prosper, proiectele urbanistice ale
unor arhitecyl ante- si interbelici care visau sa faca
aicl ..Micul Paris”, ,,infaptuirile” viziunii sumbre

a lm Ceausescu despre Bucurestiul comunist. dar

si semnele unei economii capitaliste cu puternica
amprentd locald. Cu sau fara voia romanilor, actua-
lul Palat al Parlamentului, megalomanicul edificiu
facut de Ceausescu in anii *8(0, a devenit principalul
obiectiv turistic al Bucurestiului. punand in umbra
celelalte atractil arhitectonice si culturale ale sale:
Muzeul Satului, palatele neoclasice de secol XIX,
bijuteriile stilului brancovenesc etc. Cati dintre cei
care viziteaza Bucurestiul au rabdare si timp sa intre
in toate bisericile vechi si sa descopere pe strazile
din spatele Complexului Coltea casele in stil eclec-
tic, cu pravili la parter, care reprezinti colturi auten-
tice din Bucurestiul perioadei Belle Epﬂque. Cati se
plimba pe strazile din preajma fostei resedinte regale
(Palatul Cotroceni) si in zona Parcurilor Herdstrau,
loanid s1 Gradina Icoanei, ca sa vada frumoasele vile
in stil neoromanesc, cu elemente structurale si deco-
rative specifice arhitecturii vernaculare romanesti,
otoman-balcanice, bizantine si chiar Renasterii
italiene tarzii. Este drept insa ci uneori, in afara

de rabdare s1 timp, vizitatorii Bucurestiului mai au
nevoie s1 de imaginatie ca sa is1 poatd inchipui cum
aratau in epoca lor de aur aceste cladiri.

Situat la aproximativ 180 de kilometri de Bucu-
restl, la capdtul unui lant de statiuni montane foarte
cunoscute, Brasovul are un potential turistic cel
putin la fel de mare ca cel al capitalei. Fortificatiile
bine conservate si centrul medieval, inchegat in
jurul Bisericii Negre (XIV-XV) si Pietei Statului,
amintesc de timpurile in care aici se afla centrul
mestesugaresc si comercial al sasilor (saxoni) din
Transilvania.

LN



Brasovul nu este insd singurul oras cu arhitectura saseasca din
arcul carpatic. Colonistii stabiliti aici incepand cu secolul

al XIlI-lea au intemeiat inca sase burguri, printre care Sighisoara,
una dintre putinele cetdfr medievale din lume inca locuite, $i
Sibiul, s1 astdzi superb, cu zidurile s1 turnurile sale, strazile
inguste si abrupte, bisericile gotice si baroce si casele istorice cu
acoperisuri din solzi de tigla strapunse de lucarne lenticulare.

Cluj-Napoca. intemeiat de sasi pe locul unei asezari romane.
nu s¢ poate mandri cu o mostenire arhitectonica medievala la
fel de consistenta ca celelalte burguri sasesti, dar este activ si
avid de culturd, inscriindu-se in topul centrelor universitare
romanesti. Capitala de suflet a Transilvaniei rivalizeaza la
capitolul viata studenteasca si creativitate cu lasiul. Capitala
Moldovel timp de aproape trei sute de ani, [asiul are o istorie $i
0 vocatie culturala extraordinare, Multe dintre edificiile vechi

din centrul sau au scipat de bombardamentele din cel de-al
Doilea Razboi Mondial, dar nu si de ambitiile comunistilor de
a schimba substantial tesatura orasului. Au supravietuit insa
superbul Palat al Culturii in stil neogotic-flamboaiant, pro-
lectat de arhitectul 1. D Berindei, si cateva edificii religioase
din secolul al XVII-lea. precum Manastirea Sf. Trei lerarhi

s1 Manastirea Golia. Daca putine strazi din l[asi mai amintesc
de melanjul etnic ce influenta arhitectura s1 cultura oraselor
din Moldova secolelor trecute, in Galafi s1, mai ales. in Bréila
acestea sunt in numar mai mare, ascunse printre paduri de
blocuri comuniste. Este nevoie insa de bani si de interes ca sa
redobandeasca aspectul de altadata.

Mult mai modern si mai cosmopolit decat cele doua portur
dundrene este Constanta, primul oras atestat pe teritoriul
Romaniei (secolul VI 1.Hr.), care a profitat de pozitia sa
centrald pe tdrmul Mari1 Negre si a devenit cel mai important
port al tarn st polul turismului estival.

In timp ce orasele din Transilvania, Moldova si Dobrogea

ofera tabloul unei sinteze etnice. cele mai importante orase din
Muntenia si Oltenia — Targoviste, Craiova si Targu Jiu — au fost
dintotdeauna locuite aproape exclusiv de romani. Planurile de
sistematizare din anii 1970 s-au dovedit un dezastru pentru speci-
ficul lor istoric, cartiere intregi au fost demolate in numele pro-
gresulul si pentru a sterge amintirea epocii ,,perfide” a burgheziei,
dar 1ci-colo au supravietuit strdzi cu locuinte negustoresti si
hanuri care atesta 1storia lor de targurn situate la intersectia princi-

palelor drumuri comerciale care legau Orientul de Occident.

Inceputul sau punctul final al aventurii urbane roméanesti este
Timisoara, occidental nu numai prin asezare, ci $1 prin men-
talitatea locuitorilor sai care au fost capabili sa depaseasca
diferentele etnice si religioase s1 au luptat ca in 1989 acest
oras sa fie primul din Romania liber de comunism. Arhitec-
tura baroca. Secession s1 modernistd, eclectismul cultural s
spiritul sdu viu demonstreaza cd Romania urbana poate fi mai
mult decat cartiere cenusii s1 piete uratite de contemporanti
indiferenti sau cu spiritul estetic tocit de mercantilism.

Dacia prima imagine a Romaniei este oferita de orase, cea mal
autentica si mai originald este data de sate. Situate la granita
marilor imperi s1 civilizatil, provinciile romanesti au avut parte
s1 de un anumit grad de 1zolare care le-a permis sa-si mentina

0 perioada lungd structurile sociale traditionale s1 0 mentalitate
fideld valorilor autohtone stravechi. In ciuda industrializarii

s1 urbanizarii tarii. habitatul rural. anumite obiceiuri si
mestesuguri arhaice, precum st modul de viatad patriarhal s-au
pastrat in multe sate romanesti.

Una dintre cele mai dense si mal autentice zone rurale este
Oltenia, tinutul cel mail romanesc dintre toate. Prin satele

de aici incd se mai respecta riturile legate de punerea pietrei

de temelie s1 se lupta sa supravietuiasca vechi sarbatori cu
caracter agrar si pastoral, candva cu o puternica incarcatura
magico-mistica. Aicl se perpetueaza de sute de anit mestesuguri
traditionale precum ceramica si olaritul (Glagova, Vladest,
Stefanesti, Slatioara s1 Horezu), tesutul covoarelor (Osica),
dulgheria, cioplitul si sculptatul lemnului (Vaideeni, Polovragi).
Indemanarea oltenilor in modelarea lemnului este pusi in
evidentd de prispele, foisoarele. ancadramentele ferestrelor,
portile si usile caselor lor s1 de micutele biserici din lemn din
secolele XVIII-XIX. care, aldturi de cele cu picturd exterioara
si 1n stil brancovenesc, alcatuiesc un ansamblu extrem de
valoros de arhitectura ecleziastica.

Dincolo de Carpati, ascunse in vaile raurilor care 1zvorasc

din Munti1 Cindrel. sunt satele din regiunea etnografica
Marginimea Sibiului, vechi asezari reprezentative pentru
civilizatia pastorala romaneasca. Desi arhitectura traditionala
tinde sa dispara, constructiille moderne inlocuindu-le pe cele
vechi, marginenii se ocupa si azi cu pastoritul s1 prepararea
branzei, dupa randuielile din batrani, si sunt inca atasati de
obiceiurile lor si de portul popular alb-negru pe care il imbraca

cu mandrie in zilele de sarbatoare.

Compus din pindilen (fustd creata), camesa, zadic (sort inflorat),
pomata (brau), zgardi s1 cununa cu margele s1 cristale, costumul

traditional de nunta din Tara Oasului este o adevarald opera de arta,
cantareste pdna la 25 de kilograme s1 costa o mica avere.

Consisting of a pindileu (pleated skirt), a blouse, a zadie (floral apron),
a pomatad (waistband), a collar, and a crown of pearls and beads, the
traditional costume worn at a Oas Country wedding is a true work of
art, weightng up to four stones and costing a smatl fortune.
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S1 mocanit din Tara Motilor au ramas fideli traditiilor si
ocupatilor lor. Satele acestora cu case vechi din barne, cocotate
pe postamente din piatra s1 cu acoperisul tuguiat din sindril,
sunt risipite in preajma bisericilor de lemn. la fel de frumoase
in simplitatea lor ca cele din Maramures. In aceste locuri in
care mestesugul dulgherier s-a transmis din tata in fiu, lemnul
prinde numeroase forme, de la sindrili si vase la fluiere si tul-
nicele care astdzi mai sunt folosite doar pentru a chema in zori
motil la Targul de Fete de pe Muntele Giina.

Intre dealurile si vaile impadurite ale zonei de sud-est

a Transilvaniei, cultura sdseasca a supravietuit aproape
neschimbati timp de opt secole pana acum céteva decenii
cand majoritatea sasilor au plecat in Germania lasandu-si
pustn casele lor mari, aliniate perfect de-a lungul striazilor care
graviteaza in jurul bisericilor intérite cu ziduri de apirare si
turnurt. Din cele 300 de biserici fortificate care existau altadata
in Transilvania, astazi mai sunt doar 150. Sapte dintre acestea
(Biertan, Calnic, Darjiu, Prejmer, Saschiz, Valea Viilor si
Viscri) au fost incluse in Patrimoniul Mondial UNESCO, dar
de restul nu mai stie prea multa lume si dispar una cate una
odata cu ultimi sasi, uitati pe nedrept de cei cirora le-au dat un
model extraordinar de viata si civilizatie.

Relativa 1zolare in curbura nordicad a Carpatilor a facut ca
satele de pe vaile Marei, Cosaului, Izei si Viseului sa capete o
individualitate puternica pe care si-au conservat-o intr-un mod
surprinzator pana astazi. Viata in Maramuresul istoric mai tine
cont de calendarul agrar si pastoral marcat de sirbatori crestine
s1 precrestine, datinile stravechi sunt respectate cu sfintenie

s1 nu au fost uitate cantecele, dansurile, portul popular si mai
ales mestesugul cioplirii lemnului, pe care maramuresenii il
1au in serios indiferent daca fac modeste obiecte casnice, porti
monumentale sculptate migalos, case traditionale din barne
sau biserici cu turle inalte si zvelte. Bisericile de lemn din
Budesti-Josani, Desesti, Barsana, Poienile 1zei, Teud-Deal,
Surdesti, Plopis s1 Rogoz se numara printre cele mai interesante
monumente de arhitectura religioasd din lume. alaturi de cele
din Bucovina (Arbore, Humor, Moldovita, Patrauti, Probota,
Stantul Gheorghe din Suceava si Voronet), toate monumente
UNESCO.

[n padurile din Carpatii Orientali si Meridionali si in

Apuseni exisld numeroase exemplare de cocos de munte
(letrao wrogallus). O pasare foarte sperioasa, acesla poate fi
admirat in naturd extrem de rar, in special in lunile aprilie-mai.
ciand se desfasoard imperecherea sau rotitul.

In the forests of the Central and Eastern Carpathians and the
Apuseni Mountains there are numerous western capercaiflies
(Tetrao urogallus). 4 very retiring species, it can be spotted in
the wild only rarely. The best chances of a sighting are in April
and May, when the capercaillies mate.

Mesterti in cioplirea lemnului au fost dintotdeauna si
bucovinenii, dupd cum dovedesc casele lor cu pridvor des-
chis si bisericile din judetul Suceava, facute din barne de

brad sau stejar incheiate in coada de randunica. Desi satele
din Bucovina sunt mai putin conservatoare, in cateva se mai
pastreaza mestesugul cioplirii lemnului, ca si cel al incon-
deieril oualor de Paste (Ciocanesti) si al modelarii ceramicii
negre (Marginea), ceea ce dovedeste ¢d nu numai izolarea

le-a asigurat supravietuirea, ci si credinta oamenilor ¢a nu
sunt forme de primitivism, ci de artd purd. In ultimele decenii
febra modernizarii a patruns insa in multe sate aducand. din
pacate, pe langa facilitdfi specifice vietii citadine si bulversarea
sistemului de valori. Probabil, peste cateva generatii. unele
sate vor dispdrea, altele vor cdpata un aspect tot mai pronuntat
de asezari suburbane. si1 ,,la tard” va mai insemna doar satele
turistice. cu o rusticitate intretinuta artificial.

La fel de valoroasa si de sensibila la efectele modernizarii ca
Romania rurala este si Romania salbatica, patrimoniul natural
al acestei tar1 al carei relief este dispus in amfiteatru concentric
de la munte la mare.

Aproximativ 5% din suprafata tarii are statut de arie naturala
protejatd s1 2,43% din aceasta o reprezintd Rezervatia Biosferei
Delta Dunarii. De mai bine de 16 000 de ani. al doilea fluviu ca
marime din Europa, Dunarea, formeazi la virsare o deltd. un
paienjenis de brate, canale, lacuri, ghioluri, grinduri, intinderi
nesfarsite de stufaris si paduri subtropicale (Letea si Caraor-
man) cu arbori seculari napaditi de liane, cu dune de nisip si
cai salbatici. Toate acestea alcatuiesc un extraordinar muzeu al

biodiversitatii care a fost inscris pe lista Patrimoniului Mondial
UNESCO.

Datoritd varietitii geologice si biologice, sub protectia UNESCO
MAB (Man and the Biosphere) au intrat si Parcul National
Muntit Rodnei, dominat de spinarea de piatra care serpuieste
intre varfurile Pietrosu si Ineu. si Retezatul. muntele unde natura
a adunat laolalta cdte putin din frumusetea celor mai neimblan-

zite colturt din Carpati. Primul parc national al Romaéniei,
Retezatul are un relief tipic glaciar, cu vai, lacuri, depozite si
circurl glaciare, dar si chei, pesteri si avene care constituie habi-
tate pentru 1 190 de specii de plante, dintre care 90 endemice,
185 de specii de pasari si 55 de specii de mamifere,



Situated at the easternmost edge of the European

Union, of which it became a member in 2007, pres-
ent-day Romania incorporates the old provinces of
Wallachia, Moldavia and Transylvania, regions whose
historical evolution has differed to a greater or lesser
extent, but which are mainly inhabited by Romanians,
the only descendents of the Romans (apart from the
Romansh people) to have preserved that ethnonvm.
Having bordered over the centuries great empires — the
Roman, Ottoman, Hapsburg and Russian — the Roma-
nian provinces have been subject to a host of ethnic
and cultural influences, which they have assimilated in
different ways, sometimes with enthusiasm, sometimes
with reserve, gradually constructing a complex, highly
nuanced identity. This synthesis of rich human diver-
sity and enormous natural wealth is one of Romania s

principal attractions, making it a must-see country.

The starting point for any visit to Romania will
certainly be a city, be it large or small, dvnamic and
noIsy or, contrariwise, frozen in time, with a bohemian
or provincial atmosphere. Ignored by the majority of
fourists, the cities nevertheless contribute to an under-
standing of Romania, and some of them ought to enjoy
a better status than merely transit points for visitors.

Biserica de lemn din Sanmihaiu Almasului, judetul Salaj.
Bisericile de lemn din judetele Salaj s1 Maramures sunt unice
prin tehnica arhitecturald si armonia proportiilor, dar si prin
eleganta decoratiunilor sculptate si prin pictura.

The wooden church of Stmmihaiu Aimasului, Salaj County.

The wooden churches of Salaj and Maramuresch are unigue in
their architectural technigue and the harmony of their proportions,
as well as in the elegance of their carved decorations and murals.

An Endless Story

Bucharest is a continuously changing urban conglomera-
tion. Chaotic, bustling and even bewildering, the capital
of Romania combines the fragmented heritage of an old
prosperous Balkan town, the planning projects of the pre-
First World War and interwar architects who dreamed of
furning it into a “Little Paris ", the grim “achievements”
of Ceausescu s vision of a communist Bucharest, and the
signs of a burgeoning market economy with a strongly
local flavour. Whether Romanians like it or not, what

Is now the Palace of Parliament, the megalomaniacal
structure Ceausescu ordered to be built in the 1980s, has
become one of Bucharest s main tourist attractions, over-
shadowing other architectural and cultural places

of interest, such as the Museum of the Village, the neo-
classical palaces of the nineteenth century, the jewels

of the Brincoveanu style, etc. How many visitors (o
Bucharest have the time and patience to look inside every
old church or to explore the streets behind the Coltea
Complex, the eclectic houses with ground-floor shops,
which are authentic corners of Belle Epoque Bucharest?
How many are prepared to stroll the streets around the
Cotroceni Palace (a former royal residence) or around
Herastrau Park, loanid Park and the Icoanei Gardens,
where they will see beautiful villas in the neo-Romanian
style, which combine structural and decorative features
specific to the Romanian vernacular, Ottoman-Balkan,
Byzantine and even ltalian late Renaissance architecture?
It is true, however; that apart from time and patience visi-
tors 1o Bucharest will also need imagination in order to
appreciate what these buildings must have looked like in
their hevday:

Situated approximately 180 km from Bucharest, at the
end of a chain of famous mountain resorts, Brasov has
a tourist potential at least as great as that of the capital.
Its very well preserved fortifications and mediaeval
town centre, which developed around the Black Church
(fourteenth-fifteenth centurv) and Sfatului Square, are
reminders of the times when this was the manufacturing

and trading centre of the Transylvanian Saxons.
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But Brasov is not the only city within the arc of the Carpathi-
ans to have preserved its Saxon architecture. The colonists who
began to seitle in Transylvania in the twelfth century founded
another six fortified cities, including Sighisoara, one of the
few mediaeval fortresses in the world that is still inhabited,
and Sibiu, which is still resplendent today, with its mediaeval
walls and towers, steep, narrow streets, gothic and barogue
churches, and historic buildings, whose roof tiles are pierced

by lens-like skylights.

Cluj, founded by the Saxons on the site of a Roman settlement,
does not boast a mediaeval architectural heritage as consis-
tent as that of the other Saxon burgs, but it is a lively centre of
culture and one of Romania s top university cities. The spiritual
heart of Transylvania is rivalled as a capital of student life

by the city of Jassy. The capital of Moldavia for almost three
hundred vears, Jassy has had an extraordinary cultural his-
tory and vocation. Many of the buildings in the citv's historic
centre escaped the bombing in the Second World War, only to
Jfall victim to the communists ambitions to transform the urban
fabric. The superb Palace of Culture, designed by architect
[.D. Berindei in a flamboyant neo-Gothic styvle, has survived,
however; as have the most important relicgious edifices, such as
the seventeenth-century Three Hierarchs Monastery and Golia
Monastery. Whereas in Jassy few streets still recall the ethnic
mix that culturally and architecturally characterised the cities of
Moldavia in centuries past, in Galati and, in particular, in Braila
these can be found in greater numbers, tucked away among the
Jforests of communisi-era blocks. But it would take money and

commitment for them to be resiored to their former glory.

Much more modern and cosmopolitan than the two Damibe
ports is Constanta, the oldest historically attested city (sixth
century B.C.) on the soil of what is now Romania. Thanks to
its central position on the Black Sea coast, Constanta is the
country s most important port and is a major centre for tourism

in the summer seasoi.

Whereas the cities of Transyivania, Moldavia and Dobrudja
present a tapestry of ethnic influences, the major cities of
Wallachia — Tirgoviste, Craiova and Tirgu-Jiu — have always
been inhabited almost exclusively by Romanians. The system-
atisation of the 1970s proved to be disastrous for their archi-
tectural heritage: whole districts were demolished in the name
of progress and in order to erase the memory of the “perfidi-
ous "~ bourgeois period, but here and there streets with old
merchant houses and inns have survived to bear witness to the
history of these towns lyving at the crossroads of the main trade

routes linking East and West.
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The departure point or terminus of any Romanian adventure is
limisoara, a western city thanks not only to its geographical loca-
tion but also the outlook of its inhabitants, who have managed to
overcome their ethnic and religious differences and who made this
city the first in Romania to be liberated from communism in 1989.
[ts baroque, Secession and modernist architecture, cultural eclecti-
cism and lively spirit demonstrate that urban Romania can be
much more than merely grey concrete blocks and towns disfigured

by indifference and mercantilism.

Although the first image of Romania is the one presented by its cit-
les, its authentic and original image is to be found in the villages.
Situated at the margins of great empires and civilisations, the Roma-
nian provinces were always subject o a certain degree of isolation
which allowed them to maintain for a long time their traditional
social structures and a meniality faithful to ancient native values. In
spite of industrialisation and urbanisation, the rural habitat, certain
archaic customs and crafis, and a way of life untouched by moder-

nity have been preserved in many Romanian villages.

One of the most authentic rural regions is Oltenia, the most Roma-
nian of all the provinces. In the villages here, ancient rituals are
stitl respected, such as those connected to layving the foundation
stone of a house, and the old agrarian and pastoral festivals, once
charged with magical meanings, still survive. Traditional crafis such
as pottery (practised in Glagova, Viadesti, Stefanesti, Sldatioara and
Horezu), carpet weaving (Osica), and carpentry and woodcarving
(Vaideeni, Polovragi) have been handed down here for hundreds of
vears. The Oltenians 'skill in woodcarving is on display in the tra-
ditional porches, belvederes, window frames, doors and gates of the
region § houses and in its eighteenth and nineteenth century wooden
churches, which, with their Brincoveanu-style exterior murals, are

priceless monuments of ecclesiastical architecture.

Bevond the Carpathians, hidden in the valleys of the rivers that
rise in the Cindrel Mountains can be found the villages of the
Marginimea Sibiului ethnic vegion, ancient settlements that are
representative of Romanian pastoral culture. Although the tradi-
tional architecture is beginning to disappear, with old buildings
being replaced by modern structures, the inhabitants of these parts
still make their living from sheep rearing and cheese making,
according to age-old methods, and they are still attached to their
ancestral customs and white and black folk costume, which they

wear with pride on high davs and holy days.

Mastile — antropomorfe, zoomorfe sau demonice — insolesc
datinile de peste an. pastrand reminescente de cullurd arhaica
st magicd s1 incifrand numeroase semnificatil.

The anthropomorphic, zoomorphic, and demonic masks worn as
part of traditional celebrations throughout the year preserve eclioes
of archaic magical practices and are replete with symbolic meanings.
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The shepherds of Moti Country have also remained loyal to
their customs and traditional occupations. Their villages,
consisting of old log houses, perched on stone foundations and
with tapering shingle roofs, are scattered around the central
point of wooden churches, which are just as beautiful in their
simplicity as those in Maramures. In this region, the craft of
woodworking is passed on from father to son. Here, wood ac-
quires numerous forms, from shingles and vessels to flutes and
alpenhorns, which even today are used to call the Moti at dawn

to the Maids ' Marketr on Mount Gdaina.

Among the wooded hills and valleys of south-eastern Tran-
sylvania, Saxon culture survived almost unchanged for eight
centuries, that is, until three or four decades ago, when the

majority of the Saxons emigrated to Germany, abandoning

their large houses, perfectly aligned along streets that surround

a fortified church. Of the three hundred fortified churches that
once existed in Transylvania only one hundred and fifty remain
today. Seven of them (Biertan, Cilnic, Dirjiu, Prejmer, Saschiz,
Valea Viilor and Viscri) are listed as UNESCO world heritage
sites, but many are unknown except to very few people and are
disappearing one by one as the last Saxons emigrate. These
unjustly forgotten churches are the last vestiges of an extraor-

dinary culture and way of life.

The relative isolation within the northern bend of the Car-
pathians caused the villages of the Mara, Cosdu, Iza and Viseu
valleys to develop their own strong individuality, which is sur-
prisingly well preserved even today. Life in historic Maramures
still takes account of the agrarian and pastoral calendar. and
is marked by Christian and pre-Christian holidays. Ancient
customs are piously respected here, and folk dances, songs,
costume and, above all woodcarving have not been foreotren.
The inhabitants of Maramures take woodcarving very serious-
lv, regardless of whether they be making everyday household
objects or their meticulously carved monumental gates, tradi-
tional houses or slender-spired churches. The wooden churches
at Budesti, Josani, Desesti, Birsana, Poienile Izei, Ieud Deal.
Surdesti, Plopis and Rogoz are among the most interesting
monuments of ecclesiastical architecture in the world, along
with the painted monasteries of Bukowina (Arbore, Humor;
Moldovita, Patrauti, Probota, and Voronet, and the Church of
St George in Suceava), all of which are UNESCO monuments.

Manastirea Sucevita, monument UNESCO, a fost ridicata spre
sfarsitul secolului al XVI-lea de Movilesti. o familie de mari
dregatori s1 carturari. Monumentul, care imbiné elemente gotice
si bizantine, conservi pictura originala, rafinata si indrazneata.

Sucevita Monastery, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, was
built in the late sixteenth century by the Movilesti, a family of
high officials and bookmen. Combining Gothic and Byzantine
architectural features, the monastery has preserved its original
Jrescoes, which were painted on a bold emerald-green ground.

The inhabitants of Bukowina have always been master wood-
workers, as is proven by their open-porch houses and the
churches of Suceava County, made of fir or oak beams fitted
together using dove-tail joints. Although the villages of Bukow-
ina are less conservative than elsewhere, in a number of them
the craft of woodcarving has been preserved, as has traditional
Easter egg painting (in Ciocanesti) and black ceramics (in
Marginea), proving that it is not only isolation that has ensured

their survival, but also the locals ' belief that these are not

primitive forms but genuine art in its own right. In the last few

decades, the fever to modernise has penetrated many villages,
however, bringing with it, alas, not only the amenities of urban
life but also a collapse in traditional values. In a few genera-
tions, some villages will probably disappear, while others will
acquire an increasingly suburban look, and the countryside
will then mean nothing but tourist villages with an artificially

malintained rusticity.

Just as important and as sensitive to the effects of modernisa-
tion is wild Romania, the country s natural heritage, whose

relief is arranged concentrically, like an amphitheatre, going

Jrom mountain o sea.

Around five per cent of the country s surface area is protected
natural habitat, and 2.43% of this consists of the Danube Delta
Natural Biosphere. For more than 16,000 yvears the second lon-
gest river in Europe, the Danube forms a delta where it empties
into the Black Sea. a web of channels, lakes, marshes, sand-
banks, endless expanses of reeds, subtropical forests (Letea and
Caraorman) with ancient trees draped with lianas, and dunes
over which roam herds of wild horses. The Delta is an extraor-
dinary museum of biodiversity, which is listed as a UNESCO
World Heritage site.

Thanks to its geological and biological variety, the Rodnei
Mountains National Park, dominated by a spine of rock that
snakes between the Pietrosu and Ineu summits, has come under
the protection of UNESCO MAB (Man and the Biosphere), as has
Relezat, a mountain that gathers together something of the beauty
of all the wildest corners of the Carpathians. Romania s first
national park, Retezat has a tvpical glacial relief, with valleys,
lakes and cirques, as well as gorges, caves and swallow holes,
which provide a habitat for 1,190 species of plants, of which 90
are endemic, 1835 species of birds and 55 species of mammals.
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If vou are looking to discover wild Romania, vou ought not

o stop here. You can also enjoy the wild beauty of Piatra
Craiului, a huge outcrop of limestone rock, and hike along the
Deubel Trail, the most arduous mountain route in the country.
Mountains cover approximately one third of the surface area of
Romania and make up its most varied and wildest landscapes.
spectacular crests (Ceahlau, Fagdras, Bucegi), deep gorges
running between sheer walls of limestone rock (the Sohodolului
and Nerei gorges, the Cernei Valley), alpine cataracts and deep
caves (the Vantului Cave stretches for 30km), salt caves (the
Sase lezi Cave), underground glaciers (Scarisoara), caves with
prehistoric paintings (Coliboaia, Gaura Chindiei 1), muse-
ums of mineralogy (the cave in Valea Rea, Ursilor Cave), and
unique ecosystems such as that found in the Movile Cave (near

Mangalia), whose life forms are based on chemosynthesis.

Once vou have developed a taste for wild landscapes, you can
set out in search of Romania s virgin forests. Although many
areas have suffered as a result of uncontrolled logging, Roma-
nia still has the most extensive and best preserved virgin forests

in temperate Europe, which, thanks to their uninterrupted
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stability, are home to numerous rarve plant and animal species.
Most of these forests are found on the slopes of the mountains,
but also in the Sub-Carpathians, in the plain, and even in the
Danube Delta. It is well worth taking a walk through the virgin
beech woods of the Nerei heights or those that have grown over
the ruins of the Dacian forts of Gradistea Muscelului. Like-
wise, not to be missed are the oak forests of Runcu-Grosi, the
centuries-old forests of Slatioara and Giumaldu, the deciduous
woods of Comana, and the Letea Forest, a miniature jungle

in the Danube Delta. If vou are in Dobrudia, you should walk
the Culmea Pricopanului trail in the Macinului Mountains Na-
tional Park to see the steppe landscapes of the region s plateau.
The trail will then take vou to the still pristine beach at Vadu,

where vou can contemplate the sea.

Having seen all these things. you will understand that any
attempt to define Romania will necessarily be over-simple,
approximate, incomplete and, of course, subjective, because
the country 5 image is dvnamic, continually adapting to new
situations, that image can neither be crammed inside a single

definition or exhausted by a single book.

Biserica Evanghelica din orasul Bistrita —
ridicatd intre ann 1320 s1 1470, in stil gotic,
si reticutd in secolul al XVI-lea in stil renas-
centist. Turnul acestela (75 m) este cel ma:
inalt turn medieval din tari.

The Evangelical church of Bistrita, built in
the Gathic style fiont 1320 ta 1470 and re-
built in the Renaissance style in the sixteenth
century. Al 246 feet in height, it is Romania s
fallest mediaeval tower:

La plimbare pe aleea cu ciresi
japonezi din Timisoara

A stroll along the lane of Japa-
nese cherry frees, Timisoary
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