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Abstract 

This paper analyses the way some foreign travellers in the Romanian Principalities in the seventeenth, 

eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries verbalized their food judgmental attitudes through open or indirect 

dialogues with their readers and/or their predecessors. Thus, their foregoers’ opinions on the food and 

culinary practices in Wallachia and Moldavia are often quoted, are contradicted or reiterated. The article 

also examines the way in which the Foucauldian power/knowledge relationship (reconsidered through the 

sociology of knowledge approach to discourse) materializes at the level of the travellers’ discourse in 

semantic dichotomies such as civilized vs. rudimentary, refined vs. barbaric, creating a multi-layered 

construct of the Romanian culinary identity.  
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People’s irrepressible vocation as travellers has manifested since immemorial times; their restless 

migratory instinct led them to adventurous enterprises in search of something new, something better, and 

something else. At the same time, the act of taking possession of space with all its consequences required 

a strong recognition that took the form of visual discourses, meant to preserve the importance of the moment 

and to transform the ephemeral into eternity. Thus, drawing and writing registered the details of the 

journeys, functioning as a means of anamnesis.  

Moreover, by means of travel narratives, people also established an implicit dialogue with their 

fellows, transmitting them their fears, their enthusiasm or their uncertainty when confronted with a new, 

unfamiliar, or even threatening reality. Travel accounts played, in fact, the role of the safe bridge that 

maintained the contact with the stable, secure, well-known landmarks of the native land, offering the 

possibility of a virtual escape from strangeness and otherness.  

 As a vital resource of the human existence, food has always accompanied people in their 

journeys; at times, food often represented the goal of travel (for instance in some cases of migratory flows); 

sometimes, food was the effect of overseas voyages (such as the European adoption of coffee, chocolate, 

maize or potato brought from the New World). In all cases, the discovery of new resources of food was 

registered with enthusiasm and held an important place in the voyageurs’ accounts.  

 Besides, the lack of a wise and healthy planning of food resources as an indispensable means of 

survival has led to the failure of wars or voyages. Thus, many travel diaries of the captains during the Age 

of Discovery mention the devastating consequences of the scurvy (nowadays known to be caused by the 

lack of vitamin C in the diet) that frequently led to the death of the crew on long voyages. For instance, 

Jacques Cartier, a sixteenth-century French explorer, describes with wonder the miraculous powers of a 
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natural remedy (made from the bark and needles of white cedar tree) known by the natives, which cured 

symptoms of the fatal disease (swollen legs and rotten gums) which had strongly affected his people: “Eight 

Frenchmen had already died, and another fifty were close to death.”46 Therefore, food can act as a 

pharmakon, a poison or a cure, and most often, the traditional communities preserve best the knowledge 

about nutrition healing power.  

Moreover, from all the habits that a foreigner may encounter, those regarding food are usually very 

well remembered and vocalized in detail as they can be shocking (cannibalism), can cause disgust and 

repulsion (bug or rat eating for a Westerner) or fascination and delight (the Oriental ice creams brought by 

Marco Polo from China). On the other hand, the textures or the flavours of certain dishes eaten during a 

travel are so well remembered because taste, smell, and memories are tightly connected neurologically in 

the limbic system, namely that part of the brain that controls our emotions. 

Taking into account some foreign travellers’ writings on the Romanian Principalities in the 

seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries, this paper analyzes the way they verbalized their food 

judgmental attitudes. The goal is to reveal that the polyphony of their voices helps to assess and reconstruct 

the Romanian culinary identity from new perspectives, creating a specific polyvalent and hybridized 

production of space and taste.  

An extremely interesting text from the point of view of the polyphony of voices is F.C. Belfour’s 

nineteenth-century English translation from Arabic of The Travels of Macarius, Patriarch of Antioch, 

written by his attendant and son, the archdeacon Paul of Aleppo, the Christian Arab traveller. Aleppo 

provided some of the most extensive accounts about the seventeenth-century Moldavia and Wallachia. As 

the translator confesses in the preface, there were “numerous errors of transcription which are found more 

or less in all manuscripts;”47 these errors could not be corrected as, despite his researches at Constantinople, 

Smyrna and Cairo, he had to use only a single copy, without the possibility of comparison. Besides, as 

Belfour mentions, the names of the places are “most of all in the Greek words, so defectively written in the 

Arabic Character, that some of them it has been impossible satisfactorily to decipher.”48 The reality 

presented to the nineteenth-century reader is, thus, at least triply distorted (depending on how many times 

the original manuscript was copied):  

R0 (the seventeenth-century reality in the Romanian Principalities) > R1 (Aleppo’s seventeenth-century 

reality in the original Arabic manuscript) > R2 (reality in the Arabic copies of the manuscript) > R3 

(nineteenth-century reality in Belfour’s English translation)  

Apart from these difficulties of transmission, communication is complicated even more by the 

abundance of details that the autor provided as regards the Orthodox Ecclesiastic rites, which the translator 

is not familiar with. In this regard, he acknowledges the help of “the Rev. H.D. Leeves, late of 

Constantinople,” 49 who had good knowledge of the Greek Language and of the ceremonial practices of the 

Greek Church.50 Consequently, this third-degree reality is rendered to the reader by the intertwined voices 

of the author, copyist(s) and translator (with the help of a Greek expert). 
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Yet, the polyphony of voices becomes even more complex as the author tries to elucidate the text 

in the paratext (footnotes and appendix) with notes from other writers (such as Dr. Neale, Wilkinson, 

Walsh, Sir Robert Ker Porter, Dr. King, Hobhouse, Thornton, Madden), “in order to explain the nature and 

Ceremonies of the Greek Church, mentioned in this book; to throw light upon some obscure passages in its 

narrative and historical details.”51 Therefore, the volume becomes a complex palimpsest in which the 

eastern perspective (Paul of Aleppo’s testimonies) enters a dialogue across time with the western 

viewpoints. However, the reality they comment upon is not exactly the same. R0 becomes R01 as the referent 

obviously changed over the two centuries that have elapsed.  

The western viewpoints are chosen by the translator to be complementary and to add more 

information. However, it is interesting to note how the differences in style and perception create a 

multivocal playful dialogue.  For instance, while Aleppo describes the abundance of vegetables and fruits 

in Moldavia (with moderation), his perspective is reinforced in the footnote by Dr. Neale’s enthusiastic 

voice. Adam Neale, a nineteenth-century British physician, uses adjectives belonging to a paradigm of 

cornucopia (‘inexhaustible,’ ‘delicious,’ ‘excellent,’ ‘abundant’). Moreover, Neale himself quotes another 

voice, a classical one, as if to legitimate and to give more power to his discourse—a common habit in travel 

narratives. Thus, talking about how the Moldavians used to ice the wine (in order to render it more 

liquorous), Neale mentions that Ovid also referred to this technique: “After this process, to which Ovid has 

made an allusion, the wine equals that of Hungary in strength and flavour.”52 Consequently, the notes 

echoing the aspects described by the text become more than a mere paratext; they are, in fact, intertextual 

references which configure an intricate construct made up of several layers of information. 

The polyphony of voices belonging to different writers is central for the theory of geocriticism; 

according to Bertrand Westphal, “the writer is always preceded by those who have fixed the referent, who 

are sometimes themselves writers.”53 The dialogues across time and space enrich the knowledge about a 

certain space, offering significant complementary details. Bertrand Westphal notices that the imagological 

studies do not pay attention to the referent concentrating “exclusively on the way that the writer transcribes 

the realeme”, while “geocritical analysis involves the confrontation of several optics that correct, nourish, 

and mutually enrich each other.”54 Thus, the travellers’ multivocal discourses configure a topography of 

taste, connecting it to a certain space. 

In this regard, another footnote in the text by Aleppo quotes again Dr. Neale’s Travels; in order to 

support his perception of Moldavia as a terra mirabilis, Neale offers quotations from other travellers:  

Travellers have been unanimous in extolling the beauties of this region. Baron de Tott compares 

Moldavia to Burgundy, the finest province in France. Carra says, “I have visited almost every 

country in Europe, and have seen none, where the distribution of the plains, hills, and mountains is 

so admirable both for agriculture and picturesque effect as in Moldavia and Wallachia.55  
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This quotation within quotation complicates even more the multi-layered, multivocal and 

multifocal structure of the text. Like in a postmodern texture, the reality becomes even more evanescent, 

being reconstructed  from a plurality of tiny overlapped and superposed fragments. The sequence of 

‘narrative’ voices shifts forward and backward, in a halucinatory interplay of perspectives (like flashes of 

analepsis and prolepsis), from the seventeenth-century (Aleppo) to the nineteenth-century (Neale and his 

contemporaries), and to the first- century (Ovid). All these views are embedded in the frame of the 

nineteenth-century translator (and read—as if in Eco’s style—by a tewenty-first-century reader). 

Consequently, these intertwining voices in time (different centuries) and space (western vs. eastern), create 

the effect of a mythical reality, of the Romanian land as a terra mirabilis, in which things are immutable, 

with unchanged tastes and flavors.  

 Foreign travellers frequently appreciate certain markers configuring the terra mirabilis, such as the 

abundance and the quality of grains, milk and honey, vegetables and fruits. For instance, Aleppo’s 

seventeenth-century delighted and synesthetic comment upon an apple (“This day was presented to us a 

large apple, beautiful in smell, colour, and in taste, which they call Vasiliko (that is, Royal), and preserve 

in their cellars in straw.”56) is reinforced in the Annex by the nineteenth-century quotation from Thomas 

Thornton’s Ottoman Empire: “The fruit-trees which are the most common in Moldavia and Wallachia are 

the apple, one of which appears natural to the climate; it bears, without culture, a fruit called domniasca, 

which is perhaps the finest in Europe, both for size, odour, and flavour…”57 Vasiliko (Basileus) connotate 

the Greek king, but the concept should be understood in its spiritual, sacerdotal sense. Besides, domniasca 

is derived from domn, which can send both to the name of the Romanian princes, but also to God and the 

Son of God. Thus, the name of this apple designates its superior qualities (worthy of a king), but also sends 

to the paradisiacal tree of knowledge.  

By means of intertextuality, the translator skillfully explains in the paratext the term Vasiliko, 

without making his voice heard in a direct definition, but choosing another voice (of someone who actually 

was acquainted with those realities), which renders his discourse more legitimate and reliable. The 

travellers’ voices in the Annex and footnote function like a Greek chorus, offering comments and 

supplementary information to the audience, in this case to the reader. In this case the paratext connects 

different spatial and temporal layers, in a palimpsest structure with illocutionary effects. 

 Some foreign travellers also dialogue directly with the reader, using techniques meant for capatatio 

benevolentiae. For example, Paul of Aleppo uses direct address: “And here, Reader, you might see;”58 

“Observe, that in the middle of this month, Adar, they plant the peach-tree, and such like.”59 The open 

dialogue with the readers is meant to focus their attention on certain aspects and to maintain their interest. 

Moreover, writing functions as a kind of safety net; this narrative technique reconciles an unfamiliar reality 

with the well-known things left back home.  

The person deixis reveals, in fact, the opposition between the two worlds. Thus, they, their, theirs 

vs. we, our, ours—which indicate the locutionary position—mark the gap which separates the foreign 

traveller from the Other; Aleppo refers to an unknown item using known terms:  “to which we give the 
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name...,”60  “they call them, in their language…”61 Not only Aleppo frequently uses the person deixis, but 

also other voyageurs, such as Baron of Campenhausen at the end of the eighteenth century:   

The daily food of the peasants in Moldavia and Bessarabia, consists of a dish made of meal mixed 

with butter, fat or milk, which is called Mamaliga. (…) They have a kind of vegetable soup, which 

is called poreryack. The bread which the peasants and Tatars eat is made of barley, which, in 

Moldovian, is called kyta, and, in the language of the Tatars, arpaetmeck. (…) Their usual drink is 

a mixture of millet-meal and water, which is left for some time to ferment till acidulated and called 

braga.”62 

 

These examples also show that, when confronted with an unfamiliar reality, with strange food with 

unknown tastes and flavours, foreign travellers try to explain better the parameters of the new space to the 

reader by offering common linguistic coordinates.  

Besides their communication with the reader, foreign travellers often establish a dialogue across 

time with their predecessors. Therefore, their foregoers’ opinions on the food and culinary practices in the 

Romanian Principalities are sometimes quoted or plagiarized, are contradicted or reiterated. As Michel de 

Certeau notices: the stories “traverse and organize places; they select and link them together.”63 Each 

traveller creates, thus, a spatial organization within his writing, with focus on the things that resonate with 

his own sensibility or view upon the world. Accounts of the same reality differ greatly in tone. 

The serene perspective of Allepo is, for example, contradicted by that of William Hunter—an 

eighteenth-century British traveller—who strongly vocalizes his disgust as regards the food and the culinary 

practices encountered in the Romanian principalities. He frequently complains about food and beverages: 

“The water we get there, as well as wine (which is distillation from wormwood) is excessively bad.”64 He 

even states that “we have been so accustomed to bad fare, that we are not difficult to please”,65 in order to 

emphasize the fact that he accepted to eat things of a quality he would have never accepted in London. 

However, he acknowledges—like most of the travellers—the  fertility of the territories: “The provisions, 

which the country affords, though in no great variety, are abundant and cheap.”66 As common to earlier 

geographic texts, Hunter describes the country’s geography and resources in a favourable manner: 

“Moldavia is, on the whole, a fertile country, diversified with hill and valley, well watered with rivers, and 

produces grain and wine, and an abundance of honey and wax.”67  Yet, the paradigm of cornucupia 

constantly enters in opposition with the paradigm of barbarism, which regards the culinary practices 

encountered.  
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  For instance, Hunter disgustedly comments upon the dinner with the new Greek governor of Galatz, 

using negative adjectives such as ‘dirty,’ ‘filthy,’ ‘slovenly,’ ‘disgusting,’68 which connotate the lack of 

hygiene and of proper entertainment. He regards contemptuosly the Oriental habit of eating with fingers: 

“The Greeks, like the Turks, (…) when they help any body, put their hands into the dish, and tear off a 

piece with their fingers.”69 The biased judgements are based on a strict pattern of sterotypes enrooted in his 

mental pattern, as he keeps making strict delimitations between his nation and the others, always supporting 

the former’s superiority. 

 Thus, after discussing on numerous pages the characteristics of the Frenchmen vs Englishmen, 

Hunter’s conclusion is that “the advantages lie on our side.”70 His eulogistic tone culminates in a kind of 

laudatio:  

With regard to the genuine intrinsic comforts of existence, I think they are neither practised, nor 

understood, in any country but our own. (…) In cleanliness, articles of elegant convenience or real 

utility, we certainly surpass every country on earth. (…) The accommodations on our roads for 

travellers are likewise, beyond all comparison, superior to those which are to be met with 

elsewhere.71  

 

The foreign traveller places himself at the centre of the discourse, in a position of definite 

superiority. His gaze is similar to that of the typical colonizer. In this regard, Bertrand Westphal mentions 

that “sometimes the voyeuristic gaze lingers on the spectacle of otherness, to gauge or to judge unworthy, 

and thus to claim a pretext for legitimating speech destined to reduce the Other to the Same.”72 His biased 

view is then reflected at the level of the discourse in clear semantic dichotomies such as civilized vs. 

rudimentary, refined vs. barbaric. 

These dichotomies reflect, in fact, the way the Foucauldian power/knowledge relationship73 

materializes at the level of the travellers’ discourses. According to the sociology of knowledge approach to 

discourse (SKAD), these dichotomies can be examined as “performative statement practices which 

constitute reality orders and also produce power effects”74 The speaker assumes, thus, the empowered 

position of the well-informed actor (due to the knowledge gathered during his travels), who can make 

absolute statements, marked by phrases such as ‘certainly,’ ‘beyond all comparison.’  

The voice of a foreign traveller can have a strong impact on his readers, at the cultural and social 

level, by imposing and/or reiterating certain stereotypes. As Tim Young notices, by means of travel writing 

“the construction of our sense of ‘me’ and ‘you,’ ‘us’ and ‘them,’ operates on individual and national levels 

and in the realms of psychology, society and economics.”75 Travel writers’ statements often played a major 

role in perpetuating the western vs. eastern dichotomies, i.e. civilized vs. rudimentary, refined vs. barbaric. 
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These dichotomies were used in drawing borders between their superior centre and the others’ inferior 

periphery.  

Many travellers’ accounts about the Romanian Principalities and the neighbouring countries 

contain such stereotyping statements. According to Adam Neale, “The houses of the native Poles are 

equally dirty, and generally much smaller than those of the Jews, and their habits are still more filthy. (…) 

They eat few vegetables, and their diet consists of every putrescent animal food, with bad bread, diluted 

copiously with spirituous liquors.”76 In Henry Blount’s account, “The Turkish way appeare absolutely 

barbarous, as we are given to understand, or rather another kind of civility, different from ours, but no lesse 

pretending.”77 The foreign travellers’ discourses and judgments are usually catalyzed by their social and 

cultural backgrounds.  

Adam Neale, the author of the first quotation, was a nineteenth-century physician, whose profession 

makes him very attentive and categorical to every aspect of cleanliness—or lack of it—which can endanger 

the health. Henry Blount was a seventeenth-century British traveller, who tries to provide a geographical 

explanation (which indeed has some solid grounds) for the differences between the north-western and 

south-eastern peoples. Conforming to the well-known Renaissance theory of climates and temperaments, 

Blount declares: “the customes of men are much swayed by their naturall dispositions, which are originally 

inspired and composed by the Climate whose aire, and influence they receive, it seems naturall, that to our 

North-west parts of the World, no people should bee more averse, and strange of behaviour, then those of 

the South-East.”78 The climate variances specific to different geographical areas are used as a background 

for creating a spatialization of knowledge and power; even if the author accepts that people are diverse by 

nature, he cannot help from making biased judgements. 

Another example revealing civilized vs. rudimentary, refined vs. barbaric dichotomies, albeit 

indirectly, can be found in the accounts of Michael J. Quin, a nineteenth-century British traveller.  When 

Quin is accommodated at a hotel in Orsova, he is amused when the warm water for shaving is brought to 

him in a dinner-plate:  

The waiter brought it to me in a dinner-plate! I could not help laughing at this extraordinary novelty, 

and he then brought me the kettle. I compromised the matter at last for a tumbler, which was rather 

an improvment on the steamboat, where I never could succeed in getting hot water except in a 

teapot!79   

 

However, in comparison with William Hunter’s blatantly stated disgust, Quin’s reaction is one of 

hilarity. At the same time, Quin also takes the opportunity to emphasize with superiority the state of 

barbarism of these lands, reflected in the table manners, as well as in differences of civilization frameworks. 

Thus, he tells an anecdote about an old lady of the local Hungarian nobility who, having received a present 

of porcelain from England including various plates, dishes, and a bidet, without having seen the latter 

before, used it at a luxurious dinner to serve up the roasted pig.80 The gap between different cultural 
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practices can lead, therefore, to important misunderstandings and create different reactions for the parties 

involved: embarrassment vs. hilarity.  

A reverse case regards a British traveller who, unaccustomed to the hand washing ritual in 

Wallachia, mistakes the soap for the butter and tries to cut it with the knife. Charles B. Elliott describes an 

amusing situation:  

Before we sat down, our host brought us a metal ewer with a long narrow top and a tin basin, having 

a flat surface pierced like a cullender and surmounted by a raised circle on which was placed a piece 

of soap. We had just asked for butter, and this apparatus so little resembled what we are accustomed 

to use for the purpose of washing, that we proceeded to cut the soap with a knife, intending to help 

ourselves to some butter. It would have been rude to smile at a foreigner’s blunder; so the only 

resource of our benevolent friend was to drench our arms with the water intended for our hands, 

and to make escape while we bewailed this specimen of what we supposed to be Wallachian 

politeness.81 

 

In this case, the foreign traveller becomes himself the object of the judgement. As Betrand Westphal 

notices, “alterity ceases to be the preserve of a gazing culture, because the latter is itself subject to the gaze 

of others.”82 In fact, watching the other and talking about otherness function as a double mirror, which also 

reflects characteristics of the speaker’s identity.   

Taking into account the geocritical approach, the polyphony of voices contributes to a better 

understanding of a certain space. Therefore, the specificity of certain food categories and practices 

vocalized by foreign travellers belonging to different social and cultural backgrounds helps to the 

representation of a multi-layered construct of the Romanian culinary identity, woven by the multitude of 

contradictory or complementary voices. The encounter with the Other’s world is marked at the level of the 

discourse by the interplay of person deixis (we, our, ours vs. they, their, theirs) corresponding in fact to the 

western vs. eastern dichotomies, i.e. centre vs. periphery, civilized vs. rudimentary, refined vs. barbaric.  

These dichotomies polarize the production of this space made up of contrasting aspects, which 

circumscribes a hybridized topography of taste combining Oriental and Occidental notes. 
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