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Rezumat
„Sicriele fără fund” al bulăieştenilor şi analogiile lor 

româneşti: către problema originii
O caracteristică interesantă a sicriului la ucrainenii 

din satul Bulăieşti reprezintă fundul său, care se face din 
şipci transversale, peste care se punea o cantitate mică de 
stuf. Informatorii au catalogat această construcţie ca „si-
criu fără fund”. O analogie directă putem găsi la moldo-
veni (fapt ce a cauzat apariţia acestei tradiţii la bulăieşteni) 
şi români, dar şi la bulgari sau găgăuzi. Dar bulgarii, nici 
găgăuzii nu pot fi consideraţi ca sursă a acestei tradiţii 
pentru români şi moldoveni. Mai mult, presupunem că 
vectorul influenţei a fost invers. Căutând sursa tradiţiei 
„sicriului fără fund” la români şi moldoveni atragem aten-
ţia la tradiţia sicrielor de zabrele din stepele Eurasiei, care 
este caracteristică, împreună cu tradiţia sicrielor în formă 
de rame, pentru grupurile cumanilor şi tătarilor Hoardei 
de Aur. Totuşi, nomazii ca şi ungurii, avarii sau hunii, nu 
pot fi considerate surse ale acestei tradiţii. Este necesar de 
a căuta alte surse a apariţiei acestei tradiţii la români şi 
moldoveni.

Cuvinte-cheie: ucraineni, Moldova, vlahii, geneza et-
nică, sicriele de zăbrele.

Резюме
Булаештские «гробы без дна» и их восточнороман-

ские аналогии: проблема происхождения
Характерную и необычную особенность кон-

струкции гроба у булаештских украинцев составляет 
дно из нескольких редко набитых поперечных пла-
нок; на эти планки затем стелился камыш. Инфор-
маторами эта конструкция понималась как «гроб без 
дна». Аналогичная конструкция фиксируется у ру-
мын и молдаван (которые, очевидно, и стали источ-
ником традиции для булаештских украинцев), а так-
же болгар и гагаузов. Имеющиеся данные позволяют 
думать, что восточнороманская традиция повлияла 
на болгарскую и гагаузскую. В поисках источника 
традиции «бездонных гробов» у самих восточных ро-
манцев наше внимание привлекает степная традиция 
так называемых решетчатых гробовищ, представлен-
ная, наряду с гробовищами-рамами, у поздних ко-
чевников половецкого и золотоордынского времени. 
Однако ни представители Золотой Орды, ни половцы, 
исходя из историко-археологических соображений, в 
качестве источника традиции для восточных роман-
цев приняты быть не могут, как и венгры, авары, бул-
гары и гунны. Необходимо искать иной исток данной 
восточнороманской традиции.

Ключевые слова: украинцы, Молдова, волохи, эт-
ногенез, решетчатые гробовища.

Summary
Bulaestian “coffins without bottom” and their Romani-

an analogies: the question of origin
The peculiar feature of the construction of Bulaestian 

coffins consists of the bottom made of some rarely nailed 
transversal laths; the reed is spread on the laths. The infor-
mers understood this construction as “a coffin without a 
bottom”. A similar construction is known among the East 
Romanian (it evidently provoked the appearance of the 
same Bulaestian tradition), as well as among the Bulgari-
ans and the Gagauz. However, neither the Bulgarians, nor 
the Gagauz cannot be thought as the source of the traditi-
on for East Romanians. Instead, the existing data make us 
suppose that the East Romanian tradition influenced the 
Bulgarian and Gagauz ones. Looking for the true source 
of the tradition, the author considered the so-called lattice 
coffins (as well as frame coffins) which were well known to 
some medieval and early nomads of the Eurasian Steppe. 
Taking into the account the whole set of the archaeological 
data, the Cumans and the Golden Horde’s peoples, as well 
as the Hungarians, Avars and Huns cannot be accepted as 
the true source of the East Romanian tradition of “coffins 
without bottom” either. Thus, we have to look for another 
suitable candidate for the role of such source.

Key words: Ukrainians, Moldova, Volokhs, ethnoge-
nesis, lattice coffins.

Studying the funeral rites of Bulaestian Ukrain-
ians [11; 12; 19; 20], I found an interesting fact con-
cerning the tradition for the Bulaestian type of coffin. 
I suggest denoting this type of construction as “cof-
fins without bottom”. It is about the fact that Bulaes-
tian coffins were made (until recent times; though, 
rarely but this type of coffin is used even nowadays) 
in such a way that instead of the solid bottom made 
of hard boards, some thin trims nailed across the 
bottom were used. Some reed was spread out upon 
these trims. Thus, the bottom of traditional Bulaes-
tian coffin is lattice (or, as the respondents defined, 
this bottom is /наблан|ках/).

The same tradition exists in another Ukrainian 
village, Ivancha, which is situated in the neighbor-
hood, in the Orhei district.

We should emphasize here that in both the Bu-
laesti and Ivancha villages this detail of coffin con-
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struction is considered by the native people namely 
as “coffin without bottom”. Thus, in the Bulaesti vil-
lage a respondent, V. M. Romanchuk (born in 1940), 
says that modern coffins bought in the cities are “with 
bottom”, but in early times when people made coffins 
themselves, they were “without bottom”. A. F.  Mel-
nichenko (he was born in 1927), a respondent in the 
Ivancha village, at my direct question “In which way 
the bottom in the traditional coffin was made?” an-
swered in the same manner that “the bottom was not 
made”. Therefore, once again we should reiterate that 
from the semantic point of view, the Ukrainians of 
both villages really understand this traditional type 
of coffin as a “coffin without bottom”.

It is very interesting because, as I can see, for 
the Ukrainians in general this feature is unknown 
(I am thankful for consulting my Ukrainian col-
leagues, especially to I. V. Gorofyanyuk, T. P. Pirus, 
and V. A. Kosakyvsky). Hutsuls, for example, accord-
ing to the information fixed back in the XIX centu-
ry, made coffins “of three long boards” [15, p. 243], 
i.e. with two boards on the sidewalls and the bottom 
constructed of a third large board.

The tradition of “coffins without bottom” is not 
mentioned for the East Slavic area in general (see, for 
example: 8, p. 71; 2, p. 533; 3, p. 155; 16, p. 43, 81]. 
Describing the Slavic tradition of coffin’s construc-
tion, N. M. Afanasieva and A. A. Plotnikova empha-
size its closeness and tightness as a key feature. Ac-
cording to A. A. Plotnikova, «The most characteristic 
feature of Slavic keening over the dead is the dark-
ness of the new “home”… In Macedonian lamenta-
tions the grave and the coffin are … the dark house 
with “no windows and no doors”. In Russian riddles 
the coffin is “a house without windows and without 
doors”» [18, p. 208].

However, the complete analogy for Bulaestian 
“coffins without bottom” exists among the Bulgari-
ans [3, p. 151], as well as among the Gagauz [7, p. 80].
This is evidently the same type of lattice coffin.

Besides the Bulgarian one, I did not find any 
other analogy in the Slavic context. Thus, the Bulgar-
ian tradition of “coffins without bottom” looks like a 
“black sheep” among the Slavic ones too. More prob-
ably, it appeared in the Bulgarian funeral complex by 
the influence of the non-Slavic component of their 
ethno-genesis.

At the same time, neither the Bulaestian tradi-
tion, nor the Ivancha one cannot be explained by the 
Bulgarian or Gagauz influence. We should look for 
some other explanation.

This explanation is provided by the fact that the 
complete analogy (or, it would be better to say, the 
homology) of the Bulaestian and Ivancha traditions 

(as well as the Bulgarian one) of the “coffins with-
out bottom” exists in the Moldavian and Romanian 
tradition, as well. These are Romanians and Moldo-
vans that have the same tradition of “coffins without 
bottom”, or lattice coffins, as the absolutely dominant 
type of coffin.

Let me cite the classical monograph of S. F. Ma- 
rian that is a compendium of the funeral traditions 
of Romanians and Moldovans. This monograph was 
written in the XIX century and reflects the specific 
features of the Romanian language of those times: 
“În fundul ŭsecriului se pună în cele mai multe părţi 
numai nişce ching uşore curmezişŭ, depărtate unele 
de altele, pe cari se pune puţinŭ stufŭ. In Transil-
vania, după cum arată şi următorulŭ fragmentŭ de 
bocetŭ, este datină de a nu se infunda secriulŭ de 
totù la piciòre, ci a se lăsa unŭ locŭ deschisŭ, care 
se numeşce uşa…” [17, p. 236]. That is, among the 
Romanians and Moldovans “in most places\almost 
everywhere the bottom of coffin is made of some dis-
tant from each other trims that are nailed across the 
bottom, with a little reed put upon them”.

Thus, taking off the intrigue, the Romanian data 
allow us to explain the origin of “coffins without bot-
tom” tradition among the Ukrainians of Bulaesti and 
Ivancha villages at least. However, the more impor-
tant and large-scale question appears here: what is 
the origin of such evidently rare and unusual tradi-
tion among the Romanians themselves?

Well, the first supposition we should check here 
is the possibility that this is a result of Bulgarian in-
fluence for Romanians. Nevertheless, I think that we 
can reject this supposition. The Bulgarians even in 
the times of the First Bulgarian kingdom, when their 
power in the region was maximum, controlled the 
territories to the north of Danube only from time to 
time and at a very limited distance. The Balkan-Dan-
ube culture settlements occupied only the south part 
of the Dniester-Prut interfluve; some researches even 
say that exclusively to the south of so-called Lower 
Trajan Wall [1, p. 18], that is not quite right (look: 
[13, p. 163-164]). The Dridu culture (the Romanian 
researchers interpret this culture as a Romanian one, 
while the Bulgarians denote it as the culture of the 
population of the First Bulgarian kingdom occupied 
the territory of the North-East Muntenia and the 
North-West of Romanian Moldova – but no more 
than that.

Besides, the ethnographic data draw the more 
complicated picture as it fallows from the cited 
above information of Kh. Vakarelsky. The coffin, 
“ковчегът, named also сандък, ракла, sometimes 
кивур… is not everywhere required. Until the end 
of XIX century in some places the buried had been 
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wrapped up into the carpet or only fenced by boards, 
pieces of wood or stone plates”[4, p. 197]. By the way, 
similarly “the Serbians and the Croatians largely bur-
ied their dead wrapping them up in carpets”, without 
coffins [3, p. 155].

Clarifying the information about the Bulgarians, 
Kh. Vakarelsky also wrote that among the Bulgar-
ians the tradition to bury without coffins was alive 
to the end of the XIX century and even later– “pre-
dominantly in the West Bulgarian lands”[3, p. 152]. 
The data he cited here concerns the Western and 
especially South-Western Bulgaria (Kyustendil (the 
great part of papers), Blagoevgrad, Sofia, Makedons-
ka-Kamenitsa, and Pianets regions). In addition, the 
Thracia – i.e., the South Bulgaria.

Concerning Thracia, Kh. Vakarelsky points out 
that at the moment when the ethnographical inves-
tigations of the region had started, the researchers 
found out that the young people were buried in cof-
fins while the old ones without coffins, according to 
the “old custom”.

Thus, even in recent times, the tradition of lattice 
coffins was specific not for the Bulgarians in general 
but for some Bulgarian groups only. Based on the cit-
ed data, these are the Bulgarians of the North-East-
ern Bulgaria. As we know, it was the North-Eastern 
Bulgaria that firstly had got the independence from 
the Ottoman Empire and became the political core 
of the modern Bulgarian state. The Balkan dialects 
of the Eastern Bulgaria dialectal area became the key 
component of the modern Bulgarian literary lan-
guage. Apparently, the same reasons and the same 
model explain the spread of tradition of lattice cof-
fins in the Bulgarian area.

Therefore, taking into account the cited data we 
should even suppose that the Romanian influence 
caused the appearance of the tradition of lattice cof-
fins among the Bulgarians. Moreover, if we remem-
ber that during the times of the Second Bulgarian 
kingdom (it appeared just in the North-Eastern Bul-
garia) the Romanians (Vlachs) played the key role in 
this state. The ruling dynasty of Asens were of Vlach 
origin; it is not in vain that the Romanian research-
ers name this state as the Vlach-Bulgarian kingdom. 
The synchronous written sources tell about Vlachs 
as a predominant ethnic element during the rebel-
lion against the Byzantine Empire, as well as they see 
the Vlachs as the predominant element of the new 
state. The Western European chronicles (written in 
the Latin language) named this new state as Blacia. 
According to their information the proper Vlachia 
was situated just in the North-Eastern Bulgaria, be-
tween the Balkans and the Danube; the territories of 
Western and South-Western Bulgaria were marked 

by them (for example, by G. Rubruk) as the Bulgaria 
Minor[22, p. 27-30].

Thus, the Bulgarian data have great importance 
for solving this issue; it is very probable that the 
source of the tradition was the same (or very close) 
for both the Romanians and the Bulgarians. Anyway, 
the Bulgarian data evidently are not “the answer” we 
are looking for; the origin of the Bulgarian tradition 
is also a question.

Looking for the answer, we surely should take 
into account that the very close technology of lattice 
coffins (as well as the technology of the so-called 
frame coffins) was well known to Eurasian Steppe 
cultures of the Golden Hoard and previous Cuman 
epochs [14, p. 194; 9; 10; 6]. It is even more interest-
ing if we remember about the Modavan traditions to 
dig the tomb pit “a little sideway” [5, p. 69]; this is 
clear analogy of the very popular steppe funeral tra-
dition of slaughter (in Russian: “podboy”).

However, could we explain such a key character-
istic of Romanian funeral rites as the “coffins without 
bottom” because of Cuman or Golden Hoard influ-
ence? I do not think so.

The proves are quite clear, I suppose. Yes, the 
interactions between Romanians and the Gold-
en Hoard population or Cumans were very intense 
and close. The ruins of Golden Hoard cities near the 
Old Orhei, Costesti and Lozova, the information in 
Slavic-Moldavian chronicles about the “Tatar camps 
at the Prut river’, the large-scale Turkic toponymy 
in the Dniester-Prut interfluve (up to the northern 
part of the region, including the territories of mod-
ern Edinets and Bricheni districts of the Republic of 
Moldova) and in the South-Eastern Muntenia pres-
ent indisputable evidences of these interactions. The 
information contained in the chronicles about the 
Pechenegs (as the Hungarian auxiliary troops) in the 
Fagaras, or about the so-called Cuman episcopacy in 
the South-Eastern Carpathian region are additional 
proof.

However, for all that these interactions seem 
insufficient to cause such an important and cardinal 
innovation of funeral rites in the almost all-Roma-
nian area, including Transylvania, and the moun-
tain territories of the Carpathian region. With a few 
exceptions, the burials of late nomads of Pechene-
gian-Cuman times did not penetrate even the Siret 
basin. It is needless to say this about the territory be-
tween the Siret and the Carpathians, I think. In Mun-
tenia these burials were concentrated at the Danube 
lowlands, “avoiding” namely the Sub-Carpathian 
zone [21, p. 298].The Turkic toponymy “repeats” 
this regularity; it is concentrated in the southeastern 
periphery of Romanian area. Namely in this south-
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eastern periphery, we can see numerous intense in-
teractions between Romanians and steppe nomads 
(Pechenegians, Cumans and Tatars).

Moreover, it is important to emphasize that the 
tradition of lattice and frame coffins was not charac-
teristic for all late nomads -Turks, but only for some 
groups of Golden Hoard population and Cumans; 
the Pechenegs were not the followers of such tradi-
tion.

Among the Cumans and the Golden Hoard 
population the tradition of lattice coffins was not the 
predominant tradition as well; moreover, it was quite 
a rare tradition for them too.

My analysis (the results and argumentations are 
exposed in the larger paper that I have prepared for 
“Stratum plus” Journal, vol. 5 of 2019) leads to the 
conclusion that the Romanian (as well as the Bulgar-
ian) tradition of “coffins without bottom” cannot be 
explained neither by the Cuman or Tatar influence, 
nor by the influence of earlier nomads (Hungarians, 
Avars, or Huns). Thus, we should look for some oth-
er explanation. More probably, this explanation is the 
one that I have mentioned earlier [20, p. 80, note 1].
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