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ABSTRACT 
 
Perhaps one of the most important issues when talking about effective ESL teaching 
is how to determine students become fluent both in writing and speaking. No doubt 
grammar knowledge as well as vocabulary acquisition are essential in a foreign 
language (especially in ESP classes where besides general vocabulary we also have 
to deal with specific vocabulary) but they are absolutely worthless if the student 
cannot make use of them in a coherent way. That is why the teacher has to identify 
means of generating and improving communication in order to make students 
become successful interlocutors in a media governed society. 
 
KEYWORDS: coherence, fluency, cohesion, oral and written communication 
 

 
Expressing fluently in a foreign language is probably one of the most important 
aims  any  learner  wants  to  accomplish  but  it  is  a  difficult  mission  which  requires  
much attention and preparation from both teachers and students. Fluency and 
coherence are two essential  elements  that  have to be part  of  the teaching process.  
Although they may appear to be similar in meaning, there is an important 
distinction between them. In the New Webster’s Encyclopedic Dictionary of the 
English Language, to cohere or cohering is defined as “to stick together; hold fast, 
as parts of the same mass (…); to be logically connected”, while to be fluent is “to 
be able to speak or write smoothly, easily or readily.” (1997: 131, 259)  

The two concepts, coherency and fluency, are strongly connected to each other, 
being part of the act of speaking both in one’s native language and in foreign 
language. Compared to the ability of being coherent in one’s own language, which 
is easier to be acquired due to the environment a person functions within, 
coherence  in  a  foreign  language  should  be  perceived  as  a  distinct  aspect  to  be  
emphasized  upon.  At  the  same  time,  a  distinction  may  be  drawn  between  
“coherence” and “cohesion,” since, even if a text includes several cohesion items, 
it  doesn’t  mean  that  it  is  coherent,  and,  on  the  other  hand,  a  coherent  text  needs  
cohesion elements in order to bond or to relate ideas and fragments one to another.  

 
It is generally accepted, however, that cohesion refers to the grammatical and lexical 
elements on the surface of a text which can form connections between parts of the 
text. Coherence, on the other hand, resides not in the text, but is rather the outcome 
of a dialogue between the text and its listener reader. (Tanskanen, 2006: 7) 
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When we say “coherence,” we refer not only to the coherence in speaking, but 
also in writing, two skills of high importance in the acquisition of any foreign 
language. Thus, linking words or ideas together is a task that a teacher needs to 
include in the process of teaching speaking and writing skills. In ESP classes, what 
should be taken into consideration is the fact that students will use English in their 
future professional environments.  

When trying to form coherency in speaking and writing, teachers need to 
emphasize upon language in use, upon language as discourse and the genre of the 
written text or of the spoken situation.  

 
The concern has been not so much to study the bits of language (words and 
grammar, for example) but to see how they are used in discourse (language used in 
context over an extended period), since it is at this level of discourse that we can 
really see how people operate. (Harmer, 2001:  25) 
 
Coherence in speaking and writing is connected to the discourse competence of 

the learner, and that is the ability to sustain coherent discourse with another speaker 
or  reader.  In order  to  talk about  a  degree of  communicative competence,  students  
need to acquire not only discourse competence but also grammatical and 
sociolinguistic competence.  

There is a general misconception with any person who begins to study a foreign 
language, namely that mastering the rules of the English grammar as well as some 
basic vocabulary automatically leads to fluent communication. As an ESP teacher 
in the business field I have noticed that students, who possess a satisfactory level of 
the English language, expect to make use of their knowledge in a coherent way in a 
very short period of time. Unfortunately, achieving proficiency in communication 
may be considered one of the most difficult tasks they have to carry on requiring 
special training, patience and time. Being able to decode a message listened on a 
recording or having good vocabulary and grammar knowledge do not necessarily 
lead to an accurate speech.  

 
However good a student may be at listening and understanding, it need not follow 
that  he  will  speak  well.  A  discriminating  ear  does  not  always  produce  a  fluent  
tongue. There has to be training in the productive skill or speech as well. (Broughton 
et alii, 1980: 76) 
 
Thus, oral fluency may be achieved only by means of massive practice. The 

teacher plays the most essential role in developing speech competence by carefully 
choosing the materials and guiding the lesson in accordance with the students’ 
level of the English language and their ability to talk. Still, the authors of the book 
Teaching English as a Second Language draw attention on the problems that may 
appear  when  teaching  oral  communication,  problems  that  can  seriously  affect  the  
teaching act: 
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However, conversation classes often do not do as much as they might, and of all 
classes seem to lead most quickly to boredom and a high dropout rate. The reason is 
usually that not enough thought on the part of the teacher goes into them and the 
student’s own expectations are often wrong. The moderately experienced teacher 
feels that a conversation class is a soft option and that he will have no problem 
filling an hour with chat and talk. The student expects to do far more for him than it 
is capable of doing. The best approach is to give as much attention and preparation 
time to conversation classes as to any other lesson. (Broughton et alii, 1980: 84) 
  
Speaking about conversational coherence, Stephen Littlejohn reminds some of 

the theories taken into consideration. The Sequencing Approach is based on the 
fact that “a conversation consists of a series of rule-governed speech acts, and 
coherence is achieved by making sure that each act is an appropriate response to 
the previous act.” (Littlejohn, 2002: 83) 

Based on this definition, teachers may think of activities that may help students 
become aware of the rules of conversations. Thus, during English classes, teachers 
may come up with models of dialogues between different persons on different 
subjects. To be more specific, during a Business class in English, teachers may 
offer students the possibility of both reading and listening to telephone dialogues 
on making, changing or postponing appointments. After the acquisition of some 
standard phrases used in telephone conversations, after a discussion upon the 
appropriateness of the language used, students are asked to participate in their own 
telephone conversations. It is a great opportunity for them to practice not only the 
standard language used in such conversations but also to become competent in 
communication.  

Role-plays are a great opportunity for students to interact with one another, to 
anticipate the response of the interlocutor and to choose the right words depending 
on  the  situation.  Thus,  teachers  may  offer  students  cards  with  their  roles  to  be  
played. For example, the students are divided into pairs and are asked to role-play a 
refusal situation. The choice they make influences the success of the conversation.  

Teaching conversation is therefore beneficial providing that the English teacher 
pays much attention to the preparation of the lesson stages and guides the practice 
activities with confidence and flexibility. He/she should also be primarily 
interested  in  searching  for  attractive  materials  that  include  topics  which  can  be  
easily interpreted or expanded. Vivid pictures may also be highly suggestive for 
inventing a story or producing short talks and comments (for instance, in the case 
of business students, pictures may represent business partners that shake hands or 
attending a meeting, students being asked to imagine the conversations they bear or 
the  negotiations  they  take  part  at,  etc.).  A  less  serious  attitude  on  the  part  of  the  
teacher may also be of great help in provoking eager involvement in conversation 
as well as in creating the impression of an entertaining activity.  

Writing  in  ESP  classes  is  connected  to  the  genre  approach  of  the  speech  act.  
Students in Economics are mainly interested in the business correspondence, in 
economic articles; those in Tourism are interested in travel journals and so on.  
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In a genre approach to writing, students study texts in the genre they are going to be 
writing  before  they  embark  on  their  own  writing.  Thus,  if  we  want  them  to  write  
business letters of various kinds we let them look at typical models of such letters 
before starting to compose their own. If we want them to write newspaper articles 
we have them study real examples to discover facts about construction and specific 
language use which is common in that genre. This forms part of the pre-writing 
phase. (Harmer, 2001: 258-259) 
 
Another way of becoming competent in discourse is the research article. The 

teacher may ask students in Economics to work in groups and elaborate an article 
on successful businesses. But this task needs a preparatory phase when both 
teacher and students discuss the rules and strategy of a written text. First, students 
need to become aware of the importance of cohesion elements in their writing. The 
teacher needs to explain to his/her students the importance of using transition 
markers (such as and, but, thus),  of  frame  markers  (first, next, in conclusion), as 
well as endophoric markers (as previously mentioned, as noted above). When 
elaborating their own articles, students may also use quotations.  

The idea of simply presenting these items to the students brings no evidence 
that the students have understood when and how to use the above-specified items. 
Thus, teachers may provide specific exercises that ensure the practice of the 
presented items. The students are given a text and are asked to remove the linkers 
from  it  and  see  if  the  text  preserves  its  original  meaning  anymore.  At  the  same  
time, the students may be given paragraphs that they need to put in order, paying 
attention to link words as well.  

Not only cohesion is important but also the message that their writing offers. 
Students need to be aware that their text has to achieve a powerful communicative 
effect that is a response from the part of the reader or listener.  

Paying attention to coherence in English classes does not mean passing over the 
stages of a typical lesson; on the contrary, during the Presentation stage, teachers 
offer examples of written or spoken messages to their students; during the Practice 
stage, students are usually asked to place in order lines of conversations or 
paragraphs in a written text; during the Production stage of the lesson, the students 
are asked, in the end, to produce their own speaking or writing acts.  

Just  like  oral  fluency,  written  fluency  may  also  produce  anxiety  if  the  teacher  
doesn’t  try  to  create  a  comfortable  and  enthusiastic  environment  in  the  class.  
Organizing the writing course may be as difficult as the approach of an oral 
session. The main issue in both cases is whether accuracy should precede fluency 
or the other way round. Opinions vary a lot among methodologists, some being in 
favour of the traditional premise which promotes accuracy before fluency or both 
of them at the same time:  

 
In the early stages, there is a tendency to emphasize accuracy at the expense of 
fluency which can add genuine pleasure to the process of composition, particularly 
for the able student, I a foreign language. In practice it may be sensible at the early 
stages to divide the aims and to tell students that the purpose of main writing course 
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is to develop accuracy in the first instance, but the teacher will be delighted to look 
at  –  for  example  –  a  diary  or  anything  else  written  solely  for  pleasure  in  English.  
(Broughton et alii, 1980: 129-130)  
 
Others pleading for fluency in the first place since only this way students can 

put their ideas on paper without constantly thinking of the correctness of what they 
writes. Being no longer focused on the linguistic rules, students can rely on their 
spontaneity: 

 
Indeed, I maintain that only by fostering fluency along with and even ahead of 
accuracy in composition courses can the ESL student develop linguistic self 
confidence and lose his linguistic self-consciousness. However, this does not mean 
that compositions should be accepted with numerous mechanical inaccuracies; but 
fostering fluency to accuracy, however, does encourage the ESL student to focus on 
the meaning of what he wants to write about, not how he must write it and creates an 
atmosphere where the student can express in writing all of his ideas on the topic. 
(Wedel, Di Pietro, & Frawley, 1983: 317) 
     
Developing fluency and coherence in a foreign language is thus a complex issue 

which needs to be seriously taken into consideration by all teachers. Besides this, 
they also have to be aware of  the meaning,  definition as  well  as  of  the difference 
between “coherence”, “cohesion”, “fluency”, and “accuracy” in order to be able to 
turn the communicative activities into successful ones.   

In conclusion, while teaching productive skills, teachers should always 
remember to draw attention upon the items that form the coherency of a written or 
spoken text. If the teacher deals with an ESP class, then this task becomes a “must” 
of the lesson, since, in their future careers, students will face different situations 
they will have to professionally function within.    
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ABSTRACT 
 
Little attention has been given to Nonverbal Communication’s importance in 
communication over periods of time, or through objects that involve nonverbal 
codes, despite major differences in cultural use and interpretation thereof. Moreover, 
there are nonverbal differences across cultures that may be a source of confusion for 
foreigners. Nonverbal communication can be specific to a particular culture and may 
not have the same meaning in other cultures, thus leading to misunderstandings. 
They can use not just body language but artefacts to send a message. The use of time 
and space for messages also means to use signs and symbols to be understood by 
others.  
 
KEYWORDS: communication, specific, behaviour, education 

 
 
Sending and receiving messages through body language or objects is regarded as 
nonverbal communication. Research shows that the majority of our communication 
is nonverbal. All of our nonverbal behaviours, the body language, that includes the 
gestures  we  make,  the  way  we  sit,  how  fast  or  how  loud  we  talk,  how  close  we  
stand, how much eye contact we make , then clothes, dance, silence and even smell 
send, consciously or unconsciously, strong messages. Nonverbal communication 
expresses meaning or feeling without words. Universal emotions, such as 
happiness, fear, sadness, are expressed in a similar nonverbal way throughout the 
world.  

The first scientific study of nonverbal communication was published in 1872, 
by Charles Darwin in his book, The Expression of the Emotions in Man and 
Animals. Since the mid-1800s thousands of research projects in archaeology, 
biology, cultural and physical anthropology, linguistics, primate behaviour, 
psychology, psychiatry, and zoology have been completed, establishing a generally 
recognized corpus of cues. Scientists in neurology have provided a clearer picture 
of what the unspoken signs in this corpus mean. Because we now know how the 
brain processes nonverbal cues, body language came of age in the 1990s as a 
science. Centers for nonverbal studies have been founded to help understand 
human behaviour. Desmond Morris1 is one of the scientists that studied the human 
animal to discover how our instincts and behaviour, including body language, are 
rooted in our animal past, giving us a new understanding of the way we live. 
Nonverbal communication has received much attention in the areas of business 
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presentation, sales and marketing, and the development of social skills, thousands 
of books helping people to deal with such means of communication in a conscious 
way. All these are taken into consideration in a face to face communication, where 
the functions of nonverbal messages are to reinforce the verbal messages, to 
contradict them, or to replace the verbal messages. Intentionally or unintentionally 
people all over the world used and still use nonverbal communication through their 
body language.  

In 1989 an International conference held in Utrecht, Holland gathered 
historians, specialists in art history, philologists, anthropologists and folklorists to 
debate on History of Gestures. They considered that gestures are the result of social 
and cultural differences. (Bremmer & Roodenburg, 2000: 13). In every country 
there is a code of manners intended to teach youngsters how to behave in certain 
circumstances, how to control their body movements. (Ibidem: 15) The importance 
of human manners in different societies was stressed by Peter Collett in his book A 
guide to European Mannerism, published in 1993.2  

Little attention, however, has been given to NVC’s importance in 
communication over periods of time, or through objects that involve nonverbal 
codes, despite major differences in cultural use and interpretation thereof. 
Moreover,  there are  nonverbal  differences across  cultures  that  may be a  source of  
confusion for foreigners. Nonverbal communication can be specific to a particular 
culture and may not have the same meaning in other cultures, thus leading to 
misunderstandings. They can use not just body language but artefacts to send a 
message.  The  use  of  time  and  space  for  messages  also  means  to  use  signs  and  
symbols to be understood by others. 

In  Romanian  culture  for  example,  a  certain  object  may  tell  you  that  a  specific  
ritual had been taken place, the purpose of that object being to transmit a message, 
to  communicate  that  a  certain  act  had  been  fulfilled.  When  somebody  sees  on  a  
grave, near the cross, a wooden stick striped with 40 stripes, called “răboj,” that is 
a message that a special ritual has been done for the soul of the deceased; it means 
that 40 buckets of water had been carried out to 40 people as a symbolic offering. 
Such means of communication can be found in every culture, from the so called 
wampum used by the American Indians (Stanciu, 1970: 11), to audible and visual 
signals as the sound of church bells that communicate some events, the bugle call, 
or the fires lit on top of the hills during certain ceremonies. 

In modern times the signs used by the coach to transmit  messages to his  team 
members, the signs made by policemen at crossroads, the signs made on airports to 
control the planes on tarmac, can be considered means of nonverbal 
communication. 

Messages and emotions can be sent also through art, dance being one of them, 
in countries as Japan or India for example, as such performances are highly 
appreciated. Pantomiming is another way to transmit messages and emotions to an 
audience in special performances or even on streets. Some sculptures and paintings 
need to be decoded by art critics in order to be understood by common people. 
Others “speak” an international language through emotions and messages. The 
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human  body,  as  a  whole  can  be  seen  as  a  symbol:  to  understand  the  others  you  
should first understand yourself, to judge and understand the others with your brain 
and heart. (Souzenelle, 1996). Clothes also give hints about one’s age, interests, 
and attitudes. Information about one’s status can be judged from the clothes’ age, 
condition, and fashion. Clothing also indicates about a person’s confidence, 
character, and sociability.  

In politics nonverbal communication can be done even through caricatures, 
which transmit strong messages and emotions. This form of art has been used not 
just in exhibitions and papers but also on the Internet, leading sometimes to 
controversies, violent reactions or approvals. Not just politicians are caricatured, 
but sacred symbols of other countries too, the notorious caricature of the Prophet 
Mohamed in some European newspapers generating rage and violent responses, the 
Muslims world considering that people who disrespect the Prophet have to pay for 
their acts. 

Some caricatures can be decoded in a different way by different people 
according to the relevance to their culture, or to the level of understanding of each 
viewer. Political caricatures are very common as they are used to portray the 
shortcomings of the individuals or the system in a way that attracts the attention of 
the general public. Such caricatures may be considered as a safety valve being used 
to deflect social tensions. By ridiculing authority in this symbolic form and 
publicly expressing their views, without threatening the political status quo, the 
artists send messages easy to be understood by common people. The people will 
lighten up the mood, to break away from the more serious issues out there in the 
world. 

One of these artists is Könczey Elemér, a Hungarian Romanian, born in 1969 in 
Odorheiu Secuiesc. He graduated Visual Arts Academy in Cluj-Napoca, Romania 
in 2001, and as an illustrator he had many exhibitions in Romania, Hungary and 
Croatia. His first volume entitled Szöveg nélkül (‘No comment’) was printed in 
2002 in three languages (Hungarian, Romanian and English) and contained 222 
caricatures.  

The second volume contains 365 caricatures, being a selection of drawings 
published between 2002 and 2008. Most of ‘No Comment’ caricatures send 
messages that can be interpreted from different perspectives. One of them for 
example shows 3 people with the mouth open and one with the mouth shut. The 
wider the mouth, the smaller the brain they had. Most people asked, interpreted it 
as a caricature of politicians, even if the artist might or might not intend to send 
this message. The political circumstances in nowadays Romania led the audience to 
that conclusion.  
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Another caricature presents a man with a flag, a small piece of the cloth of the 

flag being sewn on his mouth. It may be decoded as a lack of liberty, resignation, 
or even cowardice, as he continues to hoist the flag unwillingly.  
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Finally another caricature presents the TV set in the form of a Trojan horse; that 
caricature could be interpreted according to the level of knowledge of the viewer, 
as a poisoned gift, a tentative to manipulate TV programs, or a toy. 

 
 

 
Silence can be used as a form of nonverbal communication, too, as a form of 

respect  in  the  memory  of  someone  deceased,  as  a  form  of  protest  in  Silence  
marches,  or  as  a  form of  mourning in some cultures.  It  can send strong messages 
and despite some wrong perceptions it does not always mean approval to the 
questions asked by the interlocutor. 

A sign of protest in nonverbal communication is the go-slow strike. Instead of 
striking, workers with demands that the bosses are unwilling to meet can 
collectively decide to start a go-slow, by deliberately slowing the rate of work. It is 
a message that may cost the employer a lot. In Romania workers generally choose 
the so called Japanese strike,  wearing a  white  banderol  on their  arms as  a  sign of  
their protest, without stopping work. It is a message to their employers that they 
have certain demands, or a threat that they will go on a real strike if their requests 
continue to be disregarded. 

Nonverbal communication is found in every society under one form or another, 
but some people choose to use it, others are forced to use it. Unfortunately, there 
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are people who are disregarded, ignored or patronized, simply because they use a 
sign language, due to a physical disability. People who are deaf-and-mute/dumb 
are sometimes considered “idiots”, despite their level of intelligence. The language 
they use is not understood by the hearing people and they are taught to read lips in 
order to understand what they are told. Their complex spatial grammars are 
markedly different from the grammars of spoken languages, and there are hundreds 
of sign languages in use in the world. 

Education reduces cross-cultural misunderstanding of nonverbal behaviour. 
Children are taught to decipher some messages by their parents, and then in schools 
they may discover the importance of nonverbal communication and how to send 
correct signals to the others. Nonverbal communication can be improved by special 
courses taken especially by those who want to work in public relations, business or 
other fields that involve understanding behind words. 

We like it or not, consciously or unconsciously, Nonverbal communication will 
continue to be a very important part of our lives. 
 
NOTES 

 
1 Desmond Morris, zoologist, author of The Naked Ape and The Human Animal, studied for 8 years in 

more than 60 countries the ‘human behaviour’ versus ‘animal behaviour’; Desmond Morris, Peter 
Collett, Peter Marsh, Marie O’Shaughnessy, Gestures: Their Origins and Distribution, Stein and 
Day, New York, 1979. 

2 Romanian translation by Alexandra Borş: Peter Collett, Cartea gesturilor europene, Bucureşti, 
Editura Trei, 2006. 

 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 
 
Bremmer, Jan, & Herman Roodenburg (eds.) (2000). O istorie culturală a 

gesturilor. Din antichitate şi până în zilele noastre. Bucureşti: Polimark. 
Collett, Peter (2006). Cartea gesturilor europene. Traducere Alexandra Borş. 

Bucureşti: Trei. 
Morris, Desmond, Peter Collett, Peter Marsh, & Marie O’Shaughnessy (1979). 

Gestures: Their Origins and Distribution. New York: Stein and Day. 
Souzenelle, Annick de (1996). Simbolismul corpului uman. Timişoara: Amarcord. 
Stanciu, Ilie (1970). Călătorie în lumea cărţii. Bucureşti: Editura Didactică şi 

Pedagogică. 
 



 28 

 
The Staircase in a Block of Flats – a Vertical Rural Alley.  

Past vs. Present1. 
(A Case Study: the Craioviţa Nouă District, Craiova) 

 
Carmen BANŢA 

University of Craiova, 
Faculty of Letters 

 
 

ABSTRACT 
 
The building staircase of a neighbourhood in the suburbs of Craiova (Craioviţa Nouă 
neighbourhood), represents for our research a well-defined space that can be 
compared to an alley in the traditional Romanian village. Moving to a block of flats 
since 1970-1975 of a population mostly relocated from the rural area, caused 
relationships of socializing and co-living and developed neighbouring relationships 
among these who share a staircase. In a flat, 2 or 3 generations can live and the 
inhabitants are mostly characters that can lead to the creation of typologies that can 
become generic names. 
 
KEYWORDS:  building staircase, vertical rural alley, generic names 

 
 

The forced industrialization during the instauration of communism between 1960-
1975 led to a more pronounced increase of population attracted by the new jobs. 
Due to the industrial development the city of Craiova needed the building of 
collective houses2 where the city party peasants could move to, peasants that were 
working on the enterprises’ great platforms from that time. 

If, generally, in big urban cities, the accommodation of manpower was solved 
by the massive destroying of the individual houses and their replacement with 
collective houses thickly build and without needed conveniences. Craioviţa Nouă 
district had its own destiny.  

The building of the first blocks in the workers’ district in the suburbs of Craiova 
that was lying on 160 hectares full of weeds, started in 1971 and followed the 
Georgeta and Viorel Voia architects’ plans then, employed by the District Institute 
of designing IPJ. The scale model of the district, finished the same year when the 
building started and laurelled in 1970 with the National Prize of urbanism predicted 
the building of overlapped houses for almost 120,000 people who profited by 
schools, high schools, hotels, shops, general hospital, even a park with swimming-
pool where people could practice swimming sports, namely everything that is 
necessary for a true city included in another city. The building of a block was 
taking about three months (people were working during the day and also during the 



Carmen Banţa: The Staircase in a Block of Flats - A Vertical Rural Alley. Past vs. Present.   

 29 

night at lamps), people being moved to their flats sometimes even before finishing 
the construction. 

If on paper, the district promised to be one of the most succeeded from Craiova, 
in reality things proved to be different from what the family Voia planned. Works 
in the district began from its suburbs, area which was predicted to have only blocks 
and during the years  the project  for  the civic  centre  of  the district  which included 
the store, the general hospital schools and high schools was abandoned. Georgeta 
Voia remembered that from the beginning of 70s until December 1989 authorities 
always postponed the working in the central area preferring to increase the 
frequency of blocks around it. 

Neither were the inhabitants from the working class too delighted by the result 
of the great plans from the beginning of 70s nor has the district been avoided for a 
long time. From data offered by the Regional Direction of Statistics Dolj results the 
fact that nowadays not even half of the number of inhabitants written in initial 
plans doesn’t populate the District Craioviţa Nouă. 

Living in a flat in the district Craioviţa Nouă during the socialism continued the 
clearly rural lifestyle of its inhabitants. Due to a very reduced mobility (flats being 
almost entirely the state property, the possibility of moving to another place was 
restrained to a change of flats, change that may or may not be approved), 
neighbourhood relations become very strong. People were almost blocked in 
distributed flats, so the building of such interhuman vertical relations was natural. 

The individual enter an urban space partly inappropriate and forced by the 
situations  with  his  own  cultural  stock  that  he  tries  to  keep  but  which  despite  his  
will, deteriorates. The district is made up of two categories of blocks, on the one 
hand, the houses in system of location distributed to those originated from the 
destroyed houses or those who were working in the great enterprises of the time 
and were running to and fro the flats were bought by instalments. 

Moving to the blocks of flats personal property had individual motivation 
namely it was generated by what Pierre Merlin calls “demographic events that 
mark out the life cycle” (1998: 94). 

Beyond the rural cultural features, practical necessities of daily life led to 
straighten these relationships through which a great variety of needs were covered: 
socialization, taking care of babies, information, and mutual change of food. 

People from the block staircase visited each other (fact that today rarely happen, 
appearing a major element: isolation, lack of communication due to social 
elements) without a previous schedule people were having fun in common they 
were supporting each other when suffering, were the becoming relatives. In other 
word living in a block that time supposed a maximum transparency of private life 
determined both by the common cultural stock and by an identical lack of chances 
concerning the social or economical rising. 

There is no doubt that the development of neighbourhood relationships wasn’t 
specific to the district of Craioviţa Nouă where an urban style of living didn’t 
appear but a little (and, by extending, to the working districts similar to this one). 
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The lifestyle based on the transparent neighbourhood wasn’t only necessary but 
also enough. Visible fact during the period by the way in which the public space 
around the blocks was appropriated. Social changing that took place after 1990 
didn’t solve too much among the problems of the biggest district of Craiova. In the 
period after December, due to a lack of a civic centre that district inhabitant could 
enjoy had disastrous effects on the general aspect of the district. By lack of 
anything else Craioviţa citizens began to improvise everything. In this way, shops 
full  of  Chinese  things  in  the  bus  stations  and  the  ground  floor  flats  were  
transformed little by little in medical cabinets, beauty salons, and anything else that 
man needed so it wasn’t necessary for him to go to the neighbouring districts. The 
nowadays problems of the district are the same as in the other city areas build in 
the last 50 years. 

The block staircase is a micro universe situated on the limit of including and 
excluding it’  a  world that  wants  to  prove its  own identity.  Being a  typical  form o 
urban association it hasn’t urban personality it is a serial position, it is included and 
excluded at the same time (Panea, 2001: 218-232). 

Generally in many blocks of Craioviţa Nouă we meet three generations that live 
in the same flat. The first generation, the emigrant generation left the village for the 
city. As a rule, they would have to abandon the cultural stock to adopt a new 
cultural model. It appears the phenomenon of acculturation, this time between the 
urban culture and the rural one. These cultural systems in contact led to a coming 
out of an interference culture a hybrid culture generally named the neighbourhood 
culture (Fifor, 1999: 18) specific to the new space developed in the city suburbs. 

The first generation is today maladjusted it feels urbanized but the city didn’t 
fully adopt them. They feel like suffering a social evolution but they hardly adapted 
to the determined and very narrow space of the flat where they compressed their 
entire rural universe. The first generation individuals were forced to adapt. 

The second generation grew up in a total urban environment and space. They 
were grown up and educated depending on many elements: financial possibilities, 
social and intellectual level of the family. Today the second generation is mature 
they grew up their own families but they live together with their families in a space 
where the universe and the intimacy of the couple are affected. Some try to detach 
themselves from the neighbourhood band that they grew up with. The second 
generation integrates in no system which represents the reference framework of 
their existence. He now becomes the block inhabitant and the district inhabitant too 
that he feels like a unique guide of identification with the others (Ibidem). 

The last generation are the children grown up in a minimalized universe, who 
go out daily in front of the block to make up for the lack of space and not only. 
This  generation  tends  to  mark  the  limits  of  the  area  the  territory  becomes  closed  
and the identity is build by a reference to, sometimes violent, the reality of a social 
system in chaos. As a part of this generation we meet the neighbourhood boy as a 
social representant of the neighbourhood culture. 

The block inhabitants are mainly characters that can lead to the creation of 
typologies. So, by their behaviour and by their actions we can distinguish general 
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names of a block staircase. All these people who identify themselves with a 
staircase characters have specific features everybody’s profile is met mainly in 
every block of the district Craioviţa Nouă. 

We meet authorized persons that may be: 
- Indicator landmarks: the manager, the staircase boss, the woman on duty the 

postman or the postwoman; 
- Behaviour landmarks: animal lover, the redeemer, the alcoholic, the 

housekeeper, the slanderers (old ladies called gossips) the sentinel; 
- Social landmarks: the retired man, the widows, the house women, the tenants, 

the staircase children. 
The structure of the typologies has a pronounced rural feature the citizens’ 

urban education being little adopted. The epitome of the block staircase is the 
bench. This means the only link with the world beyond the concrete and the 
window. If they are sick of soap-operas matches or interactive games the good 
citizen  sits  down  on  the  bench  in  font  of  the  block  where  he  creates  social  
relationships. The talk’s subject is generally sterile and without meaning but it 
helps to the interhuman communication of those who live in an imposed 
determined space that they try to substitute (especially those from the first 
generation) to the rural liberty of space. 

This space of living together is constituted at the same time as a surveillance 
space:  even  the  person  who  wanted  to  escape  it  had  to  cross  it  at  least  being  
noticed, analyzed, and judged. All these landmarks characters are caught in a thick 
network of relationships and collective representations wanted or not which to a 
certain extent force the behaviour and push to the conformism. Whatever the social 
origin the working district inhabitants from Craioviţa Nouă share the same 
experience of life and the multiple forms of sociability of living together and 
helping each other make possible the community life in a staircase block. 

 
NOTES 

 
1 The current study is based on a direct research, founded on interviews, which allowed the formation 

of a typology of those who live in the flats of the district Craioviţa Nouă. 
2 European fashion is actually after the Second World War has been applied in Romania. 
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Mais où sont les jurons d’antan ? Brassens, le nostalgique 

 
Laurenţiu BĂLĂ 

Université de Craiova,  
Département de Langues étrangères appliquées  

 
 

ABSTRACT: But Where Are the Swears of Yester-Year? Brassens, the Nostalgic 
Poet 
 
Basing its approach on George Brassens’ song A Round of Swears that he recorded 
in 1958, this presentation tries to explore the so-called ‘happy swearwords’ which 
go like ‘the beads of a rosary,’ as Brassens himself said. He considered himself ‘a 
damned medieval man’ thus revealing his admiration for his great predecessor, 
François Villon’s poetry. He implicitly expressed his regret of ‘having been born 
five hundred years later’. 
 
KEYWORDS: Georges Brassens, swears, archaic words  
 

 
Il y a plusieurs façons de dire des gros mots. J’aime assez 
ça quand même, il faut dire les choses comme elles sont1. 

Georges Brassens 
 

 
Partout dans l’œuvre poétique de Georges Brassens on rencontre des mots anciens 
ou  vieillis,  des  mots  populaires  ou  bien  argotiques,  des  mots  crus  et  des  mots  
inventés, ce qui fait du poète sétois un grand orfèvre des mots, un artisan de la 
parole. 

Mais parmi ses textes il en existe un où les mots anciens, inconnus ou seulement 
oubliés, les expressions difficiles à comprendre ou voire sibyllines pullulent : il 
s’agit de La ronde des jurons. Cette chanson – sur laquelle nous allons nous arrêter 
afin  de  déchiffrer  les  sens  de  toutes  ces  constructions  –,  prouve  le  penchant  de  
Brassens  pour  le  français  ancien,  sa  nostalgie  pour  une  époque  où  le  langage  des  
gens était beaucoup plus proche de leur pensée qu’au temps du poète.   

Voilà le texte de la chanson : 
 
Georges Brassens, La ronde des jurons2 
 
Voici la ron- 
de des jurons 
Qui chantaient clair, qui dansaient rond, 
Quand les Gaulois 
De bon aloi (a)3 
Du franc-parler (b) suivaient la loi, 
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Jurant par-là, 
Jurant par-ci, 
Jurant à langue raccourci’ (c), 
Comme des grains de chapelet 
Les joyeux jurons défilaient : 
 
Refrain 
 
Tous les morbleus (1), tous les ventrebleus (2), 
Les sacrebleus (3) et les cornegidouilles (4), 
Ainsi, parbleu (5), que les jarnibleus (6) 
Et les palsambleus (7), 
Tous les cristis (8), les ventres saint-gris (9), 
Les par ma barbe (10) et les noms d’une pipe (11), 
Ainsi, pardi (12), que les sapristis (13) 
Et les sacristis (14), 
Sans oublier les jarnicotons (15), 
Les scrogneugneus (16) et les bigre’ (17) et les bougre’ (18), 
Les saperlott’s (19), les cré nom de nom (20) 
Les pestes (21), et pouah (22), diantre (23), fichtre (24) et foutre (25), 
Tous les Bon Dieu (26), 
Tous les vertudieux (27), 
Tonnerr’ de Brest (28) et saperlipopette (29), 
Ainsi, pardieu (30), que les jarnidieux (31) 
Et les pasquedieux (32). 
 
Quelle pitié ! 
Les charretiers 
Ont un langage châtié ! 
Les harengères (d) 
Et les mégères (e) 
Ne parlent plus à la légère (f) ! 
Le vieux catéchisme poissard (g) 
N’a guèr’ plus cours chez les hussards (h)… 
Ils ont vécu, de profundis (i) 
Les joyeux jurons de jadis : 
 
Refrain 
 
(a) de  bon  aloi. Locution qui signifie « de bonne qualité ». Ce mot est dérivé, 

au XIIIe siècle, du verbe « aloier », forme ancienne du verbe « allier ». Il s’applique 
donc à l’alliage des métaux précieux et aux monnaies. Il existe aussi la locution de 
mauvais aloi qui signifie, évidemment, « de mauvaise qualité ». 

(b) franc-parler. Nom masculin qui signifie « liberté de langage ; absence de 
contrainte et de réserve dans ses propos ». Notion apparue quelques années avant la 
Révolution. Une remarque intéressante : le portail de la communauté mondiale des 
professeurs de français porte ce nom (www.francparler.org) ! 
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(c) à langue raccourcie. C’est une expression très suggestive que Brassens 
dérive de tomber sur qqn ou frapper à bras raccourcis (c’est-à-dire « avec les bras 
pliés pour frapper »), en changeant… l’instrument !  

 
(1) morbleu. La terminaison -bleu, est un euphémisme qui évite la 

prononciation du nom de « Dieu », et donc de blasphémer. Dire mordieu ! 
signifiait jurer « par la mort de Dieu ! ». Ce juron a connu différentes évolutions : 
« morbieu », « morbeuf », puis « morbleu » au XVIIe siècle. 

(2) ventrebleu. C’est un juron qui vient de « ventre dieu », au XVe siècle, puis il 
connaît les variantes « ventredies », « ventregné », « ventreguienne » et 
« ventrebille », étant utilisé jusqu’au XVIIe siècle. 

(3) sacrebleu.  Signifie  «  Sacré  Dieu  »  au  XVIe siècle,  «  par  la  sacrebleu  »,  un  
siècle plus tard, et « sacrebleu » au XVIIIe siècle. 

(4) cornegidouille. C’est le juron préféré d’Ubu, le célèbre personnage d’Alfred 
Jarry. De « corne » et de « gidouille », qui signifie ‘bedaine’. 

(5) parbleu. « par Dieu » sous la plume de Rabelais. Utilisé aujourd’hui pour 
marquer ironiquement une évidence.  

(6) jarnibleu. Déformation de « jarnidieu », c’est-à-dire « je renie Dieu ». 
(7) palsambleu. Signifie « par le sang de Dieu » (XVIIe siècle). 
(8) cristi. Abrégé de « sacristi » (XIXe siècle). 
(9) ventre saint-gris. Héritier, au XVIe siècle, de « ventredieu » en passant par 

« ventrebleu ». 
(10) par ma barbe. Tiré de « faire la barbe à quelqu’un » (se moquer de lui).  
(11) nom d’une pipe. Euphémisme qui remplace « nom de Dieu » (XVIIIe 

siècle). 
(12) pardi. C’est aussi un juron édulcoré, signifiant « par Dieu ». Bizarrement, 

il s’est spécialisé dans le sens de « évidemment » ! 

(13) sapristi. Dérivé de « sacré », évoluant en « sapristie », « sacristi », puis 
« cristi ». Comme « saperlotte » et « saperlipopette », « sapristi » commence par 
« sapré », déformation de « sacré ». Le jeu de mots avec « sacristie », la pièce où le 
prêtre s’habille avant la messe, n’est sans doute pas entièrement dû au hasard. 

(14) sacristi. Ce juron represente l’ancêtre de « sapristi ». 
(15) jarnicoton. L’histoire de ce juron est très intéressante : lorsqu’Henri de 

Navarre devint roi de France (sous le nom d’Henri IV), en prononçant (ou non !) la 
célèbre phrase Paris vaut bien une messe (c’est-à-dire, être roi de France valait le 
sacrifice de se convertir au catholicisme), il eut besoin d’un confesseur. Et ce fut un 
Jésuite, le père Coton qui reçut cette lourde tâche… Et cela parce qu’Henri jurait à 
langue raccourcie (comme chante Brassens), à grands coups de «  jarnidieu » ou 
autre « jarnibleu »… Le père Coton suggéra au roi de substituer son propre nom… 
à celui de Dieu dans ses jurons, donc « jarnicoton » vient de « je renie Coton » ! 

(16) scrogneugneu. Altération de « sacré nom de dieu », le juron prend 
naissance,  vers  la  fin  du  XIXe siècle (1884, plus exactement), dans la bouche du 
colonel Ronchonnat, personnage décrit par un certain Gustave Frison dans toute 
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une série de brochures intitulée Les Aventures du colonel Ronchonnat. D’après 
Romain Vaisserman, l’évolution de ce juron serait la suivante : 

 
« sacré nom de Dieu » > « sacrégnongnieu » [1884] > « scrongneugneu » [1884] >  
« scrogneugneu » [1884 ; nom en 1933, à pluriel en « -x »] > « grogneugneu » >            
« rogneugneu »4 

 
(17) bigre. C’est une interjection qui date du milieu du XVIIIe siècle,  une  

transformation euphémique de « bougre ». 
(18) bougre. Datant de 1172, le mot « bougre » signifie à l’origine « Bulgare ». 

L’hérésie des Albigeois, ou Cathares, avait été en effet importée de Bulgarie. Leurs 
«  prêtres  »  allaient  par  deux  (on  les  appelait  les  Parfaits)  et  certains  en  avaient  
conclu qu’ils s’adonnaient à la sodomie. « Bougre » était donc à l’origine une 
dénomination péjorative signifiant « hérétique, sodomite ». Au temps de Rabelais, 
le mot désignait un hérétique à mœurs homosexuelles. « Bougre » a été longtemps 
marqué comme injure à caractère sexuel, notamment dans l’expression, archaïque 
aujourd’hui, « les bougre et les foutre ». 

(19) saperlotte, on écrivait également « sacrelotte » puis « saprelotte » (milieu 
du XVIIIe siècle). 

(20) cré nom de nom. Évolution récente (milieu du XIXe siècle) du juron 
« sacré nom », sous-entendu, « sacré nom de Dieu ». 

(21) peste, exclamation fort en vogue au XVIIe siècle. 
(22) pouah,  marque de dégoût et s’écrivait « pouac » ou « poac » au XVe siècle. 
(23) diantre, avant que Rabelais n’en fasse une interjection, le mot désignait, 

par déformation, le « diable ». Comme pour Dieu, on évitait de prononcer 
directement son nom par crainte d’ennuis graves. 

(24) fichtre, produit de la rencontre de « fiche » et « foutre » pour exprimer un 
étonnement empreint de contrariété (début du XIXe siècle). C’est la version… soft 
de « foutre ». 

(25) foutre, utilisé depuis le début du XVIIe siècle. À partir de la Révolution, 
l’interjection marque l’étonnement à la place du caractère sexuel qui lui était 
attaché jusque-là. « Foutre » est un vieux verbe qui signifie simplement « baiser », 
mais qui a perdu beaucoup de sa virulence depuis un demi-siècle (c’est le « fuck » 
qui est resté beaucoup plus longtemps tabou chez les Anglo-Saxons, mais se 
répand aujourd’hui partout). « Va te faire foutre ! » est on ne peut plus clair. 
Accessoirement, le « foutre », substantif, signifie le « sperme ». 

(26) Bon Dieu, juron probablement utilisé depuis que certains doutent de son 
existence. 

(27) vertudieu. Signifie : (par  la)  «  vertu  de  Dieu  »  (XVIe siècle). Rabelais 
utilise lui aussi cette construction dans Le quart livre des faicts et dicts heroiques 
du bon Pantagruel, chapitre LXVII : 

 
Je suys par la vertus Dieu plus couraigeux, que si j’eusse autant de mousches 
avallé, qu’il en est mis en paste dedans Paris, depuys la feste sainct Jan jusques a la 
Toussains. [Rabelais, 1971 [1552] : 233]  
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Mais dans « Briefve declaration d’aucunes dictions plus obscures contenues on 
quatriesme livre des faicts et dicts heroicques de Pantagruel », qui finit Le quart 
livre, il précise : 

 
Par la vertus Dieu. Ce n’est jurement ; c’est assertion : moyennante la vertus de 
Dieu. Ainsi est il en plusieurs lieux de ce livre. Comme a Tholose preschoit frere 
Quambouis : « Par le sang Dieu nous feusmes rachetez. Par la vertus Dieu nous 
serons saulvez. » (Ibidem : 262) 
 
(28) tonnerre de Brest. De temps à autre, un détenu s’évadait du bagne de 

Brest. Pour alerter la population, les chasseurs de prime et les sycophantes, on tirait 
un coup de canon… Ici, juron dérivé de « tonnerre de Dieu » et de « mille 
tonnerres » (fin du XVIIIe siècle). 

(29) saperlipopette, Arthur Rimbaud tira de « saperlotte », « saperlipouille », 
« saperpouillette » et… « saperlipopette ». 

 
Ah ! saperlipotte de saperlipopette ! sapristi ! moi je serai rentier; il ne fait pas si bon 
de s’user les culottes sur les bancs, saperlipopettouille ! (…) Dieu merci, je n’en 
veux pas, moi, saperlipouille ! (…) Ah ! Saperpouillotte !... 

(Premières proses – Récit) 
 
(30) pardieu. Signifie « par  Dieu  »  et  sert  à  renforcer  une  affirmation  ou  une  

négation (XIIe siècle). 
(31) jarnidieu. De « je renie Dieu ». À propos de ce juron qui finit une série de 

trois mots assez proches du point de vue phonétique (voir au-dessus jarnibleu et 
jarnicoton), il faut remarquer que dans son roman La Tour des miracles des 
constructions semblables abondent. Louis-Jean Calvet (2001 : 128) en donne la 
liste :  

 
Jarniprobité, jarnicoutume, jarnimuraille, jarnibougnat, jarnicorne, jarnicomestible, 
jarnifesse, jarnipoubelle, jarnifleurdelis, jarnilibitine, jarnipute, jarnilistenoire, 
jarnifigue, jarnidieu, jarnicordon, jarniconjugo, jarnireve, jarniroutine, jarnirevenant, 
jarnimuraille, jarniclochedebois, jarnimatrice… 
 
Et il observe que « Chaque fois, le ‘juron’ vient ponctuer un passage qu’il 

résume sur le modèle plaisant : on parle de cocu et c’est jarnicorne,  de  bordel  et  
c’est jarnipute, de mariage et c’est jarniconjugo. » 

 
(32) pasquedieu. Juron qui vient de « par la pâque Dieu » (XVe siècle). 
 
(d) harengère. Nom féminin. Ici, femme criarde et grossière (XVIIe siècle), 

vendeuse de harengs présumés avec odeur(s)... 
(e) mégère. Un autre nom féminin qui signifie « femme hargneuse » (XVIIe 

siècle). À l’origine, c’est le nom de l’une des divinités des Enfers. 
(f) à la légère. Locution qui signifie « de façon peu pesante, sans réfléchir » 

(XVIe siècle). 
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(g) catéchisme poissard. Le syntagme catéchisme poissard, utilisée par 
Georges Brassens dans ce texte nous met sur la piste d’un personnage hors du 
commun… Né en 1720 à Ham (Somme), Jean-Joseph Vadé est le créateur du 
langage poissard, littéralement populaire et réaliste reproduisant le truculent 
langage des Halles, en réaction à la fadeur mondaine des poètes et romanciers à la 
mode à son époque. Il fit représenter vingt opéras-comiques et comédies. Sa pièce 
maîtresse est un recueil, publié en 1758 (un an après sa mort), Le catéchisme 
poissard5, sorte  d’arsenal  d’injures  à  l’usage  des  femmes  de  la  Halle  et,   
particulièrement, des marchandes de poissons. Une ordonnance du 10 février 1830 
en a interdit la vente. 

(h) à la hussarde. Locution qui signifie « brutalement, sans délicatesse » et 
qualifie, généralement, le comportement érotique d’un homme brutal. 

(i) de profundis. C’est le début d’un psaume exprimant le deuil, la tristesse de 
la disparition de quelqu’un, tiré du latin ecclésiastique : « De profundis, clamavi at 
te Domine » (‘Du fond de l’abîme où je suis plongé, Seigneur, j’ai crié vers vous.’) 

 
Conclusions 
 
Tous ces jurons ont vieilli, c’est vrai, mais non pas pour Brassens, qui aimait tant 
les archaïsmes, « les mots qui veulent dire quelque chose ». Pour lui « Aujourd’hui, 
on est en pleine confusion et en pleine inflation du langage. » Il considérait les 
mots nouveaux « Terminologie à la con ! » et il ajoutait : « J’ai horreur des mots 
nouveaux. » (Monestier et Barlatier, 2006 : 161). 

Presque tous ses exegètes s’accordent à reconnaître en lui un vrai génie du mot. 
Agnès Tytgat, par exemple, observe que : 

 
Le langage même de Brassens l’isole du « commun des mortels » car il n’appartient 
qu’à lui : « foutremnet moyennâgeux », nostalgique d’un art du dire plus encore que 
d’un art de vivre, Brassens, s’il puise à de multiples sources langagières – ancien ou 
vieux français, langue classique, argot ancien et contemporain – opère un constant 
télescopage entre elles et les fait fusionner dans un verbe unique dont il est le seul 
grammairien. (2004 : 28) 
 

tandis que René Fallet – l’auteur des uns des plus avisés commentaires sur 
l’œuvre de Brassens –, dit, en parlant de la chanson que nous avons essayé de 
déchiffrer, qu’elle « sort tout droit du Pont-Neuf et des Trois Mousque-
taires (…)  En  fait  de  Gaulois de bon aloi,  il  ne  demeure  que  Brassens,  
admirable marchand de quatre-saisons. (2001) 

 
NOTES 

 
1 Apud Martin Monestier, Pierre Barlatier (2006). Brassens – le livre du souvenir. Paris : Tchou, 160. 
2 Chanson enregistrée le 13 octobre 1958. Elle figure sur le CD 5 de l’Intégrale 2006. Le  texte  ci-

dessus reproduit la variante du volume Georges Brassens (2007). Œuvres complètes. Chansons, 
poèmes, romans, préfaces, écrits libertaires, correspondance, Édition établie, présentée et annotée 
par Jean-Paul Liégeois, Prologue de Jacques Prévert, Collection « Voix publiques » dirigée par 
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Jean-Paul Liégeois. Paris : Éditions « Le Cherche Midi », 116-117. Dans l’interprétation de 
Brassens, le refrain est repris encore une fois. 

3 Afin de retrouver plus facilement les constructions analysées, nous avons noté avec (a), (b), etc. les 
expressions et les vocables plus ou moins vieillies, ou bien plus ou moins difficiles à comprendre. 
Les chiffres ont été employés pour noter les jurons avec lesquels Brassens a parsemé le texte de 
cette chanson, ou plus exactement son refrain. 

4 Cf. Romain Vaissermann, « La famille de ‘sacré’ : analyses formelles et sémantiques ». URL : 
<http://romain.vaissermann.free.fr/08/sacre.htm>. 

5 Voir à ce sujet Oeuvres choisies de Vadé et de ses imitateurs, contenant différens sujets pour les 
Halles, ports, marchés, rencontres de poissardes, couplets grivois, etc. Paris  :  Tiger,  18..,  
disponible sur le site de la Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Gallica : <http://gallica.bnf.fr>. 
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ABSTRACT: Phrasal Units in Textbooks Teaching Romanian as a Foreign 
Language 
  
The theoretical aspects concerning the way a phraseological unit is defined or 
delimited in relation with expressions, phrases, idioms, etc. still represent a 
controversial topic for linguists, authors of dictionaries or textbooks. In the absence 
of solid lexicographic criteria for the validation of phraseological units as dictionary 
entries, a heterogeneous, non-unitary and unsystematic approach of phraseological 
units can be noticed in academic textbooks for Romanian as a foreign language. In 
general the phraseological units are recorded in alphabetical order according to the 
support verb (a da, a face, a (-i) fi, etc.) which is considered to be also their 
semantic nucleus. This article focuses on corrective proposals for a more efficient 
approach of phraseological units in academic textbooks for Romanian as L2. 
 
KEYWORDS: phraseological units, Romanian as L 2, academic textbooks  
 

 
Les aspects théoriques liés à la définition et à la délimitation des unités 
phraséologiques en relation avec les expressions et les locutions continuent à être 
l’objet de controverses entre linguistes, entre auteurs de dictionnaires ou de 
manuels de langue roumaine. En l’absence de conventions lexicographiques claires 
concernant la façon dont sont entrées les unités phraséologiques, ces unités sont 
traitées de façon non-unitaire et non-systémique dans les manuels de Roumain 
Langue  Etrangère,  où  le  critère  prédominant  est  le  regroupement  en  fonction  du  
verbe support (a da / ‘donner’, a (se) face / ‘(se) faire’, a  se  / -şi pierde / ‘(se) 
perdre’). Dans cette communication, nous nous proposons de présenter les études 
internationales les plus récentes dédiées aux unités phraséologiques, en essayant de 
déceler des critères pertinents de systématisation et d’enseignement aux étudiants 
étrangers.   

Par unité phraséologique nous désignerons dans ce communication, les 
structures lexicales de type collocations, locutions, expressions, tout comme les 
énoncés phraséologiques. Nous optons pour un terme générique de dénomination 
des groupes de mots solidaires, puisque c’est la perspective didactique relative à 
ces  derniers  qui  nous  intéresse,  au-delà  des  critères  de  délimitation  et  de  
classification utilisés par les différents auteurs. Tout en adoptant cette option 
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terminologique, nous avons essayé d’éviter les nombreuses controverses apparues 
entre linguistes et lexicographes au sujet de la définition et de la classification des 
groupes de mots solidaires1. 

Le problème de l’approche des UF dans les manuels de langue roumaine pour 
étrangers (RLS) vise le niveau B2 et les niveaux supérieurs tels que désignés dans 
les descriptifs européeens2, dans la mesure où il s’agit d’un critère essentiel dans 
l’évaluation des compétences linguistiques pour une langue étrangère. Dans les 
manuels de RLS, les unités phraséologiques (abrégées UF dans le contenu de 
l’article) sont abordées et sont enseignées dans des listes de mots associées aux 
leçons, comme des « entrées » par ordre alphabétique, non accompagnées de 
définitions proprement dites, sans observations concernant leur distribution, leur 
structure interne, leur fréquence d’usage ou les éventuelles restrictions d’usage. 
Disposées  autour  de  thèmes  généraux  (les  achats,  la  famille,  chez  le  docteur),  les  
UF  sont  un  genre  de  présences  accidentelles  à  côté  du  vocabulaire minimum3 

qu’un étudiant étranger doit s’approprier. 
Par la suite, nous illustrerons l’approche des UF par des exemples tirés de deux 

manuels  de  RLS  utilisés  dans  l’enseignement  supérieur  : Româna de bază / ‘Le 
roumain essentiel’ (Dorobăţ şi Fotea, 1999) et Limba română: manual pentru 
studenţii străini / ‘Le roumain pour les étudiants étrangers’ (Brâncuş et alii, 2003). 
Dans Lecţia 16 / ‘La leçon 16’ du premier manuel on nous propose un texte adapté 
d’un fragment du roman Enigma Otiliei / ‘L’Énigme d’Otilia’, dans lequel sont 
introduits les adjectifs qualificatifs utilisés pour décrire le caractère d’une 
personne, par exemple: onest / ‘honnête’, ciudat / ‘étrange’, înfumurat / ‘infatué’, 
etc. Le texte contient également deux unités phraséologiques: a-i fi ciudă / ‘être 
mécontent’, ‘enrager’ et a-şi strica viitorul / ‘gâcher son avenir’, qui sont 
accompagnées d’une courte définition : « se sentir gêné » dans le cas de la 
première unité, et d’une traduction en anglais : « ruin one’s future » dans le cas de 
la  deuxième  unité.  Dans  un  glossaire  des  verbes  utilisés  dans  le  manuel,  ces  UF  
manquent, seuls les verbes a  fi   / ‘être’ et a strica / ‘gâcher’ étant discutés dans 
leurs sens de base. D’autres unités phraséologiques sont groupées autour des verbes 
support4. Par exemple, comme entrée, le verbe a petrece / ‘passer’ comprend aussi 
les UF a-şi petrece timpul / ‘passer son temps’, a-şi petrece vacanţa / ‘passer ses 
vacances’, bien que le polysémantisme du verbe impose des définitions et des 
explications supplémentaires. Toujours dans Lecţia 16 /  ‘La  leçon  16’ sont 
introduits également quelques proverbes qui peuvent difficilement être reliés au 
thème de la leçon : Apa, vântul şi gura lumii nu le poţi opri / trad. litt. ‘On ne peut 
pas arrêter l’eau, le vent et les commérages’ ; Apa cât  de mare vine,  piatra tot  în  
vad rămâne / trad équiv. ‘La lune passe, les étoiles restent’. 

Dans le manuel coordonné par Grigore Brâncuş, dans Lecţia 33 / ‘La leçon 33’, 
on nous propose un texte sur le thème de l’enfance, du développement, de la 
maturation, adapté d’après Lucian Blaga. Sont introduites ici deux unités 
phraséologiques : a da lămuriri / ‘faire comprendre’ doublée d’une autre unité 
phraséologique : a da explicaţii / ‘donner des explications’ et a da de gândit / 
‘donner à penser’, qui n’est accompagnée d’aucune explication sémantique. Le 
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glossaire à la fin du manuel inclut la première unité phraséologique tant sous 
l’entrée a da / ‘donner’ que sous lămurire / ‘explication’, ‘éclaircissement’, et la 
deuxième unité phraséologique sous l’entrée a gândi / ‘penser’, ‘réfléchir’. Dans 
Lecţia 34 / ‘La leçon 34’, la seule unité phraséologique est a pune bazele / ‘fonder’, 
‘jeter les fondements’, non accompagnée d’explications sémantiques, et incluse 
dans  le  glossaire  à  la  fin  du  manuel  tant  sous  le  verbe  a pune / ‘poser’ que sous 
l’entrée bază / ‘base’, ‘fondement’, où elle bénéficie de la traduction en français et 
en anglais. Le texte de Lecţia 35 / ‘La  leçon  35’  :  Brâncuşi /  ‘Brancusi’,  une  
adaptation d’après Petre Pandrea, contient deux unités phraséologiques: în 
exclusivitate / ‘en exclusivité’ et a face parte / ‘faire partie’, qui ne sont pas 
expliquées, mais qui bénéficient d’exemples supplémentaires. En général, le 
glossaire de ce manuel regroupe les unités phraséologiques autour des verbes-
supports : 

 
(se) faire : a se face bine / ‘guérir’, a se face noapte / frig / ‘la nuit tombe’ / ‘il fait 

froid’ ; 
 
être : a fi de acord / ‘être d’accord’, a fi vorba despre / ‘s’agir de’, a-i fi foame / sete / 

somn / frig / ‘avoir faim / soif / sommeil / froid’, a-i fi greu / uşor / ‘être difficile / facile’, 
a-i fi poftă / ‘avoir envie’, a-i fi ruşine / ‘avoir honte’ ; 

 
donner : a da înapoi / ‘reculer ‘, a da în folosinţă / ‘donner en usufruit’, a da voie / 

‘donner la permission’, a da o telegramă / un telefon / un exemplu /  un examen / ‘envoyer 
un télégramme / passer un coup de fil / donner un exemple / un examen’, a da dreptate / 
‘donner raison’, a da o petrecere / ‘faire une fête’, a da lămuriri / ‘donner des explications’, 
a-şi da seama / ‘se rendre compte’. 

 
Dans le cas des entrées formées d’éléments nominaux, le regroupement se fait 

autour d’un élément-clé, par exemple, sous atenţie / ‘attention’ sont également 
regroupées les UF în centrul atenţiei / ‘au centre de l’intérêt’, cu atenţie / ‘avec 
attention’, ‘attentivement’, a atrage atenţia / ‘attirer l’attention’. 

On peut donc observer que le traitement des UF n’est pas unitaire, parfois il est 
redondant ou circulaire, gouverné par le critère de la forme des mots et par l’ordre 
alphabétique, sans trop d’explications d’ordre sémantique, pragmatique ou 
stylistique.  

En général, dans le cas des UF, on parle de l’existence d’un noyau sémantique 
et d’un noyau d’expressivité (Teodorovici et Pisot, 2008 : 8). Ainsi, dans a bate 
măr / trad. litt. ‘battre comme une pomme’ ; trad. équiv. ‘battre à bras raccourcis’ 
le sens principal est donné par le verbe a bate / ‘battre’, mais l’élément qui 
transforme le syntagme en expression est măr / ‘pomme’ ; dans quelle mesure 
cependant le traitement de cette UF dans une leçon sur... les fruits est-il adéquat ? 
De même dans l’exemple de Stelian Dumistrăcel : a înghiţi găluşca / trad. litt. 
‘avaler la quenelle’ ; trad équiv. ‘gober l’appât’, dans lequel le noyau sémantique 
est găluşca / ‘quenelle’ (Dumistrăcel, 1980 : 134). En voilà l’origine des difficultés 
de traitement lexicographique des UF, qui balance entre leur enregistrement selon 
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des critères formels ou selon des critères sémantiques. Du point de vue d’une L2, le 
traitement des UF à base métaphorique ou métonymique est tout aussi 
problématique, pouvant générer chez les étudiants étrangers des difficultés de 
compréhension et d’appropriation, si l’on propose exclusivement des approches 
formelles, morphologiques. Quel critère serait plus efficace dans l’apprentissage 
d’une  langue  :  un  enseignement  basé  sur  des   substantifs  /  adjectifs  /  adverbes  /  
pronoms qui forment les UF, ou des approches selon des critères sémantiques 
(enseignement du point de vue des noyaux sémantiques des UF) ?  

Des solutions de classification et d’approche des UF peuvent être décelées dans 
des études récentes de neuro- et de psycholinguistique cognitive visant directement 
ou indirectement la question des UF, par la recherche des mécanismes de 
compréhension, de mémorisation, de traitement mental des UF, de leur rôle dans la 
langue, de leur fréquence. 

En comparant les métaphores cognitives qui dirigent les UF en polonais et en 
anglais, on a identifié quatre types de variations :  

1. la même métaphore conceptuelle et le même équivalent linguistique,  
2. la même métaphore conceptuelle et des expressions linguistiques différentes,  
3. des métaphores conceptuelles différentes, 4. des mots et des expressions à la 

signification littérale similaire mais avec des sens métaphoriques différents 
(Deignan et Solska, 1997, apud Andreous şi Galantomos, 2008 : 16). 

Du  point  de  vue  conceptuel,  la  majorité  des  UF  renvoient  à  des  moments  de  
l’expérience humaine, à des universels de connaissance (Coseriu, 1994, apud  
Dumistrăcel, 2009), étant présents dans la majorité des langues. Elles ne soulèvent 
pas de problèmes au niveau de leur enseignement / de leur compréhension, même 
si  elles  ne  sont  pas  utilisées  au  sens  concret  :  a strânge cureaua / ‘se serrer la 
ceinture’, a fi ochi şi urechi / ‘être tout yeux tout oreilles’, a da în clocot / 
‘bouillir’, etc. En systématisant les unités phraséologiques de la langue anglaise du 
point de vue de la sémantique cognitive, on a constaté que les domaines source 
(angl. source domains)  de celles-ci  sont  :  LE CORPS HUMAIN, LA SANTÉ ET 
LA MALADIE, LES ANIMAUX, MÉCANISMES ET OUTILS, 
CONSTRUCTION ET BÂTIMENT, PLANTES, JEUX ET SPORT, NOUR-
RITURE ET CUISINE, ÉCONOMIE, FORCES, LUMIÈRE ET OBSCURITÉ, 
CHAUD ET FROID, MOUVEMENT ET DIRECTION, tandis que les domaines 
cible (angl. target domains) seraient : L’ÉMOTION, LE DÉSIR, LA MORALITÉ, 
LA PENSÉE, LA SOCIÉTÉ, LA RELIGION, LA POLITIQUE, L’ÉCONOMIE, 
RELATIONS HUMAINES, COMMUNICATION, ÉVÉNEMENTS ET 
ACTIONS, TEMPS, VIE ET MORT. Les métaphores conceptuelles sont ainsi 
unidirectionnelles, allant du concret à l’abstrait, les domaines source les plus 
communs étant ceux concrets, tandis que les domaines cible sont abstraits 
(Kővecses, 2002 : 25). En même temps, les UF ne sont plus regardées comme des 
« métaphores mortes » aux interprétations figuratives; on considère que celles-ci 
ont des significations motivées par des métaphores conceptuelles présentes dans la 
pensée quotidienne (Grant et Bauer, 2004 : 38). L’organisation lexicale en fonction 
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des thèmes métaphoriques et des domaines source peut donc faciliter la retenue 
d’expressions figuratives non-familières (Boers, 2000 : 553). 

En fonction de l’origine linguistique, les UF peuvent être classifiées en 
formations indigènes et phraséologismes communs à d’autres langues, apparues en 
parallèle dans plusieurs langues ou traduites d’une langue dans l’autre, la 
phraséologie européenne étant pleine de calques. On parle même d’un pan-
européenisme, qui s’explique par l’héritage commun des langues classiques. De 
même,  le  roumain  a  un  fond  de  phraséologismes  commun  avec  la  région  
balkanique, plus précisément avec les langues néo-grecques, l’albanais, le bulgare, 
le serbe, mais aussi avec l’italien ou le français, par contacts livresques et culturels 
traditionnels (Dimitrescu, 1958 : 145).   

Les UF spécifiques à une langue nécessitent, pour être décodées, des 
connaissances culturelles spécifiques à une communauté de locuteurs, en l’absence 
desquelles  des problèmes de compréhension dans une L2 peuvent apparaître. Une 
étude comparative des UF basées sur des métaphores en anglais et en chinois a mis 
évidence des valeurs et des croyances différentes pour les deux cultures: 
orientation vers le sport et les affaires dans le cas de l’anglais, et vers la famille et 
la table pour le chinois (Liu, 2008 : 125). Pour l’espagnol on a identifié une taurine 
phraseology, caractéristique du langage figuratif de l’espagnol qui fait siennes 
environ 500 expressions idiomatiques basées sur le concept de lutte avec les 
taureaux (Luque et Manjón, 1999, apud Piirainen, 2008 : 216). Il existe donc des 
spécificités culturelles et conceptuelles dans chaque langue, au-delà du fond 
cognitif commun universel humain des unités phraséologiques.  

Le roumain a des UF générées par l’expérience des professions et traditions 
agricoles ou artisanales, par les éléments traditionnels de l’imaginaire ou du fond 
ethnologique autochtone, qui posent différents problèmes du point de vue du RLS, 
tant  au  niveau  grammatical,  contenant  ainsi  des  formes  sorties  de  l’usage  –  le  
pluriel roate / ‘roues’  : a merge ca pe roate / ‘aller comme sur des roulettes’, a 
pune cuiva beţe-n roate / ‘mettre des battons dans les roues’, qu’au niveau 
sémantique, par la conservation d’anciens sens des mots : rost / ‘bouche’ dans a 
lua la rost / ‘demander compte à qqn’, pe de rost /  ‘par  cœur’  ou par  la  présence 
d’archaïsmes dans leur composante : a da în vileag / ‘rendre public’, a da iama / 
‘se ruer’, a nu avea habar / ‘ne pas s’en faire’, etc. En général, les UF indigènes 
ont une base concrète, sont faciles à capter et nécessitent une lecture presque 
littérale si l’on détient les connaissances de base dans les domaines énoncés : a 
pune boii înaintea carului / trad. litt. ‘mettre les bœufs avant la charrue’, a trage la 
plug / ‘tirer la charrue’, a  o  lua  la  vale  / ‘dévaler’, etc. Des connaissances 
encyclopédiques peuvent cependant être inaccessibles à des locuteurs, par exemple 
celles liées à la transhumance ou celles liées aux anciennes réalités historiques 
reflétées dans les expressions a bate câmpii / ‘battre la campagne’, a înţărca  
bălaia / trad. équiv. ‘je ne mange pas de ce pain-là’, a nu-i fi boii acasă / trad. 
équiv.  ‘ne  pas  être  dans  son  assiette’, a-şi aprinde paie în cap / trad. équiv. ‘se 
créer des ennuis’, a-i tăia nasul cuiva / trad. litt. ‘couper le nez à qqn’ ; trad. équiv. 
‘rabattre le cachet’, etc. (cf. Dimitrescu, 1958 : 154-155). 



Analele Universităţii din Craiova, Ştiinţe Filologice, Limbi Străine Aplicate, nr. 1-2/2010 

 44 

Du fait des contacts historiques, le roumain contient aussi des expressions avec 
des noms de nationalités ou de groupes ethniques, les plus nombreuses comprenant 
l’ethnonyme turc / turci : a fuma ca un turc / ‘fumer comme un turc’ / ‘comme un 
dragon’, a se bate turcii la gura cuiva / trad. équiv. ‘bouffer à en crever’, cum e 
turcul şi pistolul / trad. équiv.  ‘tel maître, tel valet’, turcul plăteşte / trad. litt. ‘c’est 
le  Turc  qui  paie’, doar nu dau turcii / trad.  équiv.  ‘le  ciel  ne  tombe  pas  sur  nos  
têtes’. Leur motivation conceptuelle est transparente pour les Roumains, mais peut 
sembler contradictoire et même offensante pour les étudiants originaires de la 
Turquie par exemple. Le problème n’est sans doute pas un problème de nature 
linguistique, mais un problème de communication interculturelle, l’altérité étant 
rendue différemment sous le rapport linguistique dans différentes langues 
européennes. Les unités phraséologiques composées d’ethnonymes ou de noms de 
langues  utilisées  dans  le  même  espace  culturel  dans  lequel  elles  sont  nées  sont  
relativement transparentes au niveau du sens, conservant la signification de leurs 
composantes lexicales. Elles peuvent toutefois poser problème aux locuteurs d’une 
L2 du fait qu’elles synthétisent un type autoréférentiel de mentalité, une auto-
perception parfaitement opaque pour ceux qui proviennent d’autres cultures. Leur 
définition lexicographique ou l’explication didactique devrait synthétiser aussi le 
type de mentalité lexicalisé par ces unités phraséologiques. L’altérité est rendue par 
l’intermédiaire d’ethnonymes motivés par des contacts historiques plus anciens ou 
des interférences linguistiques et culturelles entre les différentes populations : 
Roumains et Turcs / Tatars, Espagnols et Arabes / Français, Anglais et Hollandais : 
ţara moare de tătari şi el bea cu lăutari – se dit de quelqu’un qui ne se soucie de 
rien ; esp. estar algo en arabígo – littéralement : ‘être en arabe’ – être quelque 
chose dur à comprendre, a la chinesca – ‘comme en Chine’, ‘selon l’habitude 
chinoise’ ; a la francesa, despedirse / irse / marcharse a la francesa, roum. a o 
şterge englezeşte – ‘selon les habitudes françaises’, ‘comme les Français’ ; trabajar 
para el ingles – littéralement : ‘travailler pour un Anglais’, familier, figuré, 
‘travailler pour rien’, roum. a face muncă patriotică ;  a la inglesa –  1.  ‘selon les  
habitudes anglaises’, 2. familier, ‘à parts égales’ ; roum. (a plăti) nemţeşte, angl. be 
in  Dutch  with  sb  –  ‘avoir des déboires avec quelqu’un’ ; beat the Dutch – ‘être 
extraordinaire, fantastique’, double Dutch – ‘incompréhensible’, roum. chinezeşte ; 
Dutch courage – ‘courage procuré par l’alcool’, roum. a bea pentru a-şi face 
curaj ; Dutch treat – ‘fête  où chacun paie  sa  part’,  roum. a plăti nemţeşte ; get  in  
Dutch – argotique, ‘commencer à avoir des ennuis’, roum. a da de dracu’. Les 
espaces culturels éloignés, perçus comme « exotiques », sont lexicalisés dans des 
unités phraséologiques connotées négativement, mais qui ne doivent pas être 
comprises dans leur sens littéral, puisque les ethnonymes de ces unités ont perdu 
leur origine sémantique, ne contribuant aucunement au sens général de l’unité 
phraséologique. En espagnol on dit agarrar una turca – ‘s’enivrer comme un 
Turc’, dur à expliquer de façon conceptuelle étant donné l’affiliation à une religion 
qui interdit la consommation d’alcool. L’identité des groupes ethniques est 
lexicalisée tant de façon positive que négative, pouvant être lue aussi littéralement, 
tout du moins dans le cas de la langue roumaine, parce qu’elle reflète les habitudes 
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traditionnelles, réelles, plus anciennes de groupes minoritaires, devenues 
stéréotypes, comme le nomadisme ou le plaisir de chanter et de danser de la 
population rom : a cinsti ţigăneşte – ‘inviter tout le monde à une fête’, a mâna caii 
ţigăneşte – ‘mener les chevaux au galop’, a se muta ca ţiganul cu cortul – 
‘déménager d’un endroit à l’autre’. L’enseignement des ces UF doit être 
accompagné d’explications, d’informations à caractère historique et social, car la 
connaissance de l’origine d’une UF accroît considérablement les chances de 
compréhension et de mémorisation du texte (Liu, 2008 : 143). 

La façon dont les UF sont analysées mentalement et comprises a conduit à la 
formulation de nombreuses théories qui ont privilégié, dans l’ordre chronologique, 
le caractère littéral des expressions, les représentations lexicales, le sens figuratif 
ou l’analyse des composantes (Ibid. : 47). La plus récente hypothèse nommée 
« modèle de représentation duale » (angl. dual idiom representation model) a été 
émise par Titone et Connine (1994, 1999) et ultérieurement par Abel (2003), et 
considère que la compréhension des expressions dépend en réalité du fait que 
celles-ci soient décomposables ou non. Une expression décomposable dont les 
constituants contribuent à la signification de l’expression sera initialement traitée 
comme une « entrée » normale, comme tout syntagme non-idiomatique, devenant 
entrée à part entière si elle est rencontrée de façon répétée. Une expression non-
décomposable, dont les constituants ne contribuent pas à la signification 
idiomatique, sera comprise et représentée comme une entrée dès le début. On 
accède aux représentations conceptuelles en même temps qu’aux connaissances 
pragmatiques et qu’à l’information contextuelle (Liu, 2008 : 55) Du point de vue 
de la neuro-linguistique, Peterson et Burgess (1993) considèrent qu’au cours du 
processus de compréhension d’une expression, le traitement sémantique peut 
suspendre le traitement littéral lorsqu’il existe suffisamment d’informations 
contextuelles indiquant qu’il existe une UF (Ibid. : 57). Il en résulte donc que, dans 
la compréhension et l’apprentissage des UF, le contexte et la fréquence 
d’utilisation détiennent un rôle essentiel. D’autre part, les UF sont beaucoup plus 
expressives que les mots simples et plus fréquentes dans le registre de la 
conversation. Elles seront donc plus souvent rencontrées dans la fiction / littérature 
et dans les conversations. Ainsi, les contextes utilisés dans l’enseignement des UF 
seront choisis parmi des textes littéraires et des échantillons de langue parlée.   

Les  problèmes  liés  à  la  didactique  des  UF  sont  centrés  sur  des  principes  de  
sélection des unités enseignées, de l’ordre de l’enseignement et du type 
d’information concernant leur utilisation. On enseignera initialement les structures 
transparentes sur le plan sémantique, décomposables et à base cognitive 
universelle. Ainsi s’impose donc la réalisation des manuels centrés sur l’étudiant, 
sur les principes de mémorisation et d’apprentissage mis en évidence par les études 
cognitivistes, groupant les UF autour de concepts / métaphores / métonymies 
universelles ou spécifiques à la langue roumaine, en incluant les éléments morpho-
syntaxiques adjacents, les observations relatives aux particularités de style et de 
fréquence des UF ou des éléments pragmatiques qui peuvent être mis en relation.   
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Pour rendre les notions de CRAINTE / PEUR / FRAYEUR en roumain on peut 
grouper, pour les enseigner, les UF du roumain comme a i se înmuia genunchii / 
trad. équiv. ‘ses genoux tremblent’, a-i clănţăni dinţii / ‘claquer des dents’, a-i sări 
inima din piept / trad. équiv. ‘tressaillir de peur’, a i se face inima cât un purice / 
‘son cœur se serre de peur’, a-i îngheţa inima (în piept) / ‘se glacer de peur’, a i se 
face pielea de găină / ‘avoir la chair de poule’, a i se face părul măciucă / ‘sentir 
dresser les cheveux sur la tête’, etc, le concept étant lexicalisé de la même façon en 
anglais. 

Les UF formées avec des parties du corps peuvent constituer une autre  
catégorie :  

 
YEUX : a fi ochi şi urechi / ‘être tout yeux tout oreilles’, a nu avea ochi pentru 

cineva / decât pentru cineva / ‘couver du regard’, a avea ochi buni / ‘avoir de bons 
yeux’ / (fig.) ‘voir d’un bon œil’, a creşte în ochii cuiva / ‘apprécier, tenir qqn en 
estime’, etc. ;  

 
MAIN : a fi mână spartă / ‘avoir la main ouverte’, ‘être gaspilleur’,  a avea 

mâna lungă / ‘chiper qch. en un tour de main, a fi strâns la mână / ‘être avare’, pe 
sub mână / ‘en cachette’, a fi peste mână / ‘être difficile, compliqué’, a avea mână 
bună / ‘être habile de ses mains’, etc. ;  

 
TÊTE : a se da peste cap / ‘se mettre en quatre’, a-şi pierde capul / ‘perdre la 

tête’, a-şi lua lumea în cap / ‘prendre le large’, a cădea pe capul cuiva / ‘tomber 
sur la tête de qqn’, etc. 

 
La plupart du temps, comme locuteurs natifs, nous utilisons les UF comme des 

réponses-type, comme des énoncés prédictibles dans l’exercice de la 
communication, par lesquels sont transmis des jugements sur la valeur de vérité des 
propos énoncés par l’interlocuteur ou par lesquels se règle la conversation. Pour 
exprimer un DÉSACCORD on peut grouper, par niveau, en fonction des 
connotations supplémentaires, les UF suivantes :  

 
1. le simple désaccord : Nici vorbă!, Nici pomeneală! / ‘Pas question !’  
2. le désaccord et l’irritation : Asta-i culmea! / ‘C’est le comble !’  
3. le désaccord et la résignation : Asta-i situaţia! / ‘C’est comme ça !’  
4. le désaccord et l’interruption de la conversation : Până aici! / ‘Arrête !’, Şi cu 

asta basta!, Atât şi la revedere! / ‘En point c’est tout !’  
5. le désaccord et l’ironie : Spune-i-o lui mutu! / ‘À qui le dis-tu ?’ 
  

NOTES 
 

1 Pour une discussion relative aux termes et concepts d’unité phraséologique, expression, locution, 
voir Groza (1994), Bilaucă (2008). 

2 Description des niveaux d’études selon le passeport européen, <http://www.coe.int/portfolio>. 
3 Le concept de vocabular minimal a été introduit par Maria Iliescu (1994, 2001). 
4 Le concept de verbe support est utilisé au sens de la linguistique générative. 
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ABSTRACT  
 
Considering the crucial differences between the modal systems in English and 
Romanian, this paper attempts to identify some of the greatest challenges 
experienced in translation. It is also of the utmost importance to decide what must be 
sacrificed in order for the translation to work in either of the languages, especially 
since translation theories seem to avoid this entangled manifestation of social factors 
reflected in language through modality. Good translation practices can only be 
acquired by means of establishing a common frame of social, pragmatic, cultural 
and semantic networks between the two languages eventually resulting in linguistic 
transparency. After all, the purpose of a good translation is not to merely render 
meaning  from  one  language  to  the  other  but  rather  to  decode  meaning  from  one  
culture and recode it into the other culture. 
 
KEYWORDS:  epistemic, fidelity, fluency, equivalence, interpretation  

 
 
1. An overview of epistemic modality 

  
Epistemic modality is preferred when dealing with sensitive topics such as 
controversial points of view in potentially dangerous social contexts, speakers 
speaking about themselves, to engulf the speaker’s sensitivity in relation to the 
addressee, to negotiate sensitive situations and to facilitate social compromise and 
open discussions. This social dimension of epistemic modality is present in all 
languages but in quantities and under forms that are culturally bound and socially 
acceptable for each language in turn. 

There are a number of ways in which epistemic modality is realized in English 
and  Romanian  and  it  is  generally  the  case  that  it  is  enacted  by  similar  lexical  
categories in both languages. Since modality is the expression of cultural fact and 
of cognitive expression, it behaves heterogeneously across languages. 
Consequently, a modal choice in language A does not necessarily trigger a direct 
correspondent in language B (for instance, a modal adverb in English may be 
translated by means of a modal verb in Romanian).  

When analyzing epistemic modality in interaction between the two languages, it 
is evident that despite the fact that lexical categories tend to overlap, i.e. there are 



Analele Universităţii din Craiova, Ştiinţe Filologice, Limbi Străine Aplicate, nr. 1-2/2010 

 50 

similar modal adverbs, nouns, verbs, there are cases in which translation should not 
be carried out word for word, but rather use equivalent phrases that best render the 
various  shades  of  meaning,  style  and  register  that  may  differ  between  the  two  
languages. After all, the purpose of good translation is to sound perfect to a native 
speaker in the target language. 

Also, languages may differ in the grammatical constructions, prosodic system 
or the various strings of modal markers they use in order to render epistemic 
modality. Even within the same language differences may emerge in using a 
certain lexical category instead of the other: 

 
E.g.  He is an idiot, I suppose.  
         ‘(El) este idiot, presupun.’  

- Speaker is committed to his/her personal opinion formulated on known 
facts. 

 
E.g.  He is an idiot, supposedly.  

‘Se presupune că (el) este un idiot.’  
- Speaker no longer voices a personal opinion but rather speaks on behalf of 

the community, on the basis of hearsay. 
 
Linguistic processes and higher cognitive processes have proven to be closely 

inter-related. As part of higher cognitive functions of the brain humans display the 
feature of being able to express abstract or hypothetical events or descriptions of 
state of affairs known as irrealis: 

 
In addition to the lexical and syntactic equipment to formulate simple first-order 
statements and descriptions of state of affairs, all human languages comprise devices 
to communicate degrees of reality, possibility, probability, and desirability or to 
attribute elements or descriptions to another source. (Setton, 2001: 13) 
 
 In language, the categories represented as irrealis are manifested under the 

form of negation, deontic and epistemic modalities, idioms, the conditional, the 
subjunctive and even verbal tenses. 

Research speaks of two traditions regarding the analysis of modals from a 
semantic  point  of  view:  on  the  one  hand  there  is  the  view  that  modals  are  
monosemous or at least displaying a core meaning that is evident in all other uses, 
according to Ehrman - 1966, Perkins - 1983, Klinge - 1993, Papafragou - 2000.  
The  various  interpretations  of  a  modal  verb  are  accounted  for,  in  their  view,  by  
interpreting the same unified meaning in various contexts.  

A second approach to modality was the polysemous stance taken by Lyons - 
1977, Coates - 1983, Palmer - 1990, Huddleston and Pullum et al. - 2002, resulting 
in  the  view  that  modals  have  two  or  more  independent  meanings  with  the  
possibility of the same modal expressing meanings that are not necessarily distinct. 
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Cases of ambiguity triggered great debate with the polysemist view claiming 
that ambiguities emerged independent from the context between root and epistemic 
meanings.  

For example, ‘John may visit’ is ambiguous if interpreted outside its context, 
which may even be inexistent and it is difficult to decide whether ‘John is allowed 
to visit’ or ‘It is possible that John will visit’ is the correct interpretation for it.  

Similarly ‘John can’t live here’ is  either  an  expression  of  inability  or  an  
expression of impossibility without context binding factors.  

The claim of polysemists is that these contexts have distinct syntactic, semantic 
and periphrastic features, therefore the meanings are clearly distinct and an 
interlocutor would be unable to decide which meaning the speaker had in mind 
unless he/she were aware of the intended meaning.  

Supporters of monosemy, on the other hand, claimed that “apparent ambiguities 
are a result of the interpretation of an utterance containing the modal in a particular 
context” (Groefsema, 1995: 55) thus assigning power to contextual clues and 
treating ambiguities as accidental and infrequent.                

Moreover, resulting from the monosemantic view is the claim that two different 
modals cannot express the same meaning, thus forcing semantic distinctions in 
cases where a modal can be used instead of the other with nothing more in mind 
than varying degrees of formality. 

 
E.g.  May I take your car?//Can I take your car? 

 
Bald (1988) noted that modal verbs represent one of the most challenging areas 

of teaching in an EFL classroom, especially since it has become all too clear in 
recent years that even native speakers of English are experiencing difficulty in 
explaining why they use a certain modal or why they interpret a certain context as 
requiring one modal verb instead of another.  

Despite  the  fact  that  research  has  agreed  that  modals  “are  used  mainly  in  
contexts where the speaker is talking about states of the world which he cannot 
assert to be true or real” (Mitchell, 1988: 173-4), there is similar agreement on the 
fact  that  there  are  no  clear-cut  categories  into  which  we  can  pin  down  the  
interpretation of the various modals, especially in language classes. 

 Teachers  in  EFL classes  tend  to  use  some  commonly  accepted  labels  such  as  
e.g. ‘possibility’, ‘necessity’, ‘intention’, ‘ability’, ‘permission’, and 
‘appropriateness’ (cf. Hermerén, 1978; Leech, 1971; Palmer, 1990). Nonetheless, 
Bald (1991: 348) identifies some difficulties in pinning down the precise 
characteristics of modals. Among these problematic areas he discusses: 

 
1. Setting up a descriptive system for problematic categories,  
2. Using a rich terminology, 
3. Discussing/negotiating meaning- definitions through paraphrases,  
4. Explaining semantic and syntactic indeterminacy of contextual elements,  
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5. The obvious discrepancy between the use of certain modal verbs or 
specific modal values in textbooks and their actual occurrence in a corpus of 
contemporary British English. 

Epistemic modality associated with the expression of a proposition, i.e. the 
speaker's thoughts poses an even greater range of problems in interpretation since 
this is mainly conditioned by the correct interpretation of contextual clues but also 
by the linguistic experience of the interlocutor when faced with the challenge of 
interpreting an epistemically modalized utterances. It has been agreed that speech 
acts and more precisely their felicity and appropriateness conditions vary from one 
culture to the other and these differences are considered to correspond to various 
cultural norms which are mirrored in the language spoken (cf. Wierzbicka, 1985: 
145-6). 

Some linguists have noticed that speakers of English “prefer agreement and 
support to dispute and disagreement” (Bald, 1991: 357). Studies on politeness in 
English (e.g. Brown & Levinson, 1987; Leech, 1983) relate to this state of fact by 
debating the concepts of ‘positive politeness’ (approval of the other person) and 
‘negative politeness’ (avoidance of imposition) as Anglo-American cultural 
values1. 

Therefore, personal opinions and evaluations (referred to as expressions of 
epistemic modality) and also requests, orders, the granting of permission 
(representative of deontic modality) are pragmatically speaking expressed in 
English by formulae which demonstrate the speaker’s taking into consideration the 
“principle of personal autonomy”, as discussed by Wierzbicka (1991: 80).  

The assumption claims that one can speak of pragmatic unmarked utterances if 
the verbalization of the speaker’s desires and thoughts does not involve uttering 
what the addressee is supposed to desire or think as a result of this. 

Wierzbicka identifies and discusses the dichotomy between the use of 
predicates based on the semantic primitives I THINK (THIS) – epistemic, having 
to  do  with  the  speaker’s  judgements  (also  called  propositional), and the usage of 
predicates comprising an I SAY (YOU  DO  THIS)  component,  deontic  in  nature  
and referring to the speaker’s directives (called illocutionary). 

Thus, she proposes that some contexts that had previously been qualified as 
‘epistemic’ vs. ‘deontic’ be interpreted henceforth in contrast between 
propositional and illocutionary forms in addition to their qualification as epistemic 
or deontic. Therefore, instead of imposing action, thought or desire on the 
addressee (illocutionary forms) English speakers prefer to verbalise demands on 
other people i.e. fulfill deontic functions under the form of expressing that demand 
as a personal opinion or speculation i.e. using indirectness and suggestive context 
clues in epistemic form with deontic purposes. It is, therefore, safe to assume that 
deontic modality based on the illocutionary I SAY predicates is rare in English in 
comparison to propositional I THINK predicates which occur more frequently and 
fulfill a function of politeness as well.     
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Moreover, modal auxiliaries expressing I THINK predicates convey 
pragmatically unmarked propositions in English (going back to freedom of self-
expression) and consequently occur more frequently.  

 
Because English language users are unlikely to impose their views on their 

interlocutors (according to the principle of personal autonomy) one could assume 
they prefer a propositional I THINK predicate even if they wish to influence the 
interlocutor’s future actions2 (directive illocution). In other words, it is very 
common for them to express orders or demands under the form of providing a 
personal opinion. Simply put, an epistemic form (i.e. “speaker’s judgments”) is 
used to replace or to generate a deontic function (i.e. “speaker’s directives”).  

 
2. Difficulties in translation 

 
This section analyzes some of the epistemic English modals in contexts that may 
pose some interesting questions when requiring translation into Romanian. These 
observations are an attempt to explain why the modal system of English is so 
challenging for teaching or translation. Few languages display modal systems with 
such heterogeneous behaviour, and Romanian is even more disadvantaged because 
of the poor modal equivalents it displays. Moreover, the social functions of 
politeness in Romanian do not stretch so far as their English equivalents, nor do 
speakers of Romanian use indirectness with epistemic modals as the English do. 

 
Can  
The modal auxiliary can is used to convey various clusters of meaning:  
 
a) The embodiment of epistemic 'possibility', corresponding to the semantic 

primitive CAN as in the sentences: 
         

E.g.  It can happen.  
 It is possible for it to happen.  
 ‘Se poate întâmpla.’ 
     
 If it rains, we can hold the meeting indoors.  
 It is possible to hold the meeting indoors.  
 ‘Şedinţa se poate ţine înăuntru.’ 

 
Translation into Romanian is carried out with the help of the impersonal phrase 

Se poate as the preferred option instead of the passive English paraphrase. The 
passive translation is awkward and most times is avoided:   

 
Este posibil ca asta să se întample// este posibil ca şedinţa să fie ţinută înăuntru.  
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Broadly the same cluster of meaning is rendered by could but  as  a  weaker  
expression of possibility. The emergence of epistemic could introduces a new 
option and of course weaker for translation: (S)-ar putea.  

 
E.g.   It could be him.  
 ‘S-ar putea să fie el.’  

Epistemic doubt is very strong in questions and could prevail over can in this 
respect:  
 
E.g.  Could it be true? Ar putea fi adevărat? 

 
b) An I THINK predicate corresponding to the speaker's judgment of possibility 

is exemplified in the following paraphrases:  
 
I think: this can happen  
I think: I/you/someone can do it  
 
The epistemic reading is not the most obvious choice, but such contexts do 

display the notion of possibility despite their evident causative (deontic) value: 
 
E.g.  You can get them to do it for you. 

 
An alternative view would be to interpret these I THINK predicates as instances 

of can for ability in non-1-st person contexts. The notion of epistemic possibility is 
still there, though, allowing the utterance to be paraphrased as – ‘It is possible for 
you to get them to do it for you.’ 

Romanian counterparts allow for both a deontic and an epistemic translation: 
 
Tu poţi să îi determini să o facă în locul tău. – deontic 
Este posibil să îi determini să o facă în locul tău. – epistemic 
 
Colloquially, epistemic can is used as a suggestion for a future course of action: 
 

E.g.  We can see about that tomorrow- it is possible to discuss that further tomorrow. 
 
In Romanian, a possible translation with the modal counterpart a putea is 

blocked (‘*Putem să mai vedem mâine.’). The corresponding adverb is used 
instead: ‘Poate mai vedem mâine.’ 

Negative forms also render some epistemic uses in which the speaker is fully 
committed to the truth of the negated utterance:  

 
E.g.  That can’t be him.  
 Nu se poate/Nu este posibil să fie el.  
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Can is also believed to express theoretical possibility, as opposed to may which 
is restricted to factual possibility: 
 
E.g.  The road can be blocked.  
 = It is possible for the road to be blocked/It is possible to block the road. 

 
The Romanian counterpart with ‘Se poate/este posibil ca drumul să fie blocat’ 

vaguely conveys the English intentionality and when translated with a modal in the 
passive with its own subject, things don’t become much clearer: ‘Drumul poate fi 
blocat.’ 

 Further specifications (How can it be blocked? By using large boulders) may 
be  required  in  order  to  clarify  what  the  intention  of  the  speaker  was  or  the  
explanation of potentiality and theoretical possibility:  
 
E.g.  This illness can be fatal. It has the potential to kill you. 

 
‘The road may be blocked’, on the other hand renders no confusing meanings as 

to the existence of a possibility that the road could be unusable. 
Conventionally, can is preferred in generalizing statements, whereas may is 

chosen when particularizing a situation: 
 

E.g.  A friend can betray you.  
 ‘Un prieten te poate trăda.’ 
        
 A friend may betray you.  
 ‘Un prieten s-ar putea să te trădeze.’ (warning in a horoscope about a particular 

person) 
 
May  
 
The modal auxiliary may doesn’t display a primitive counterpart but can occur 

both with the propositional and with the illocutionary primitive predicate in the 
presence of MAYBE and WANT:  

 
The expression of the speaker judgments corresponds to interpreting it as an 

underlying I THINK predicate, then combined with the primitive MAYBE, which 
in turn generates the notion of ‘possibility’ (Wierzbicka, 1996: 106):  

 
I think: maybe X can happen 

 
E.g.  It may (not) rain tomorrow. 

                  
or 
 
I think: maybe you can do X  
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E.g.  You may (not) find the love of your life one day. 
 
In  both examples,  the Romanian equivalent  is  either  the impersonal  ‘se poate’ 

or the passive ‘Este posibil’ ca with no significant differences in meaning:   
 
Se poate să (nu) plouă mâine/să-ţi găseşti iubirea într-o zi. 
Este posibil să (nu) plouă mâine/să-ţi găseşti iubirea într-o zi. 
 
A less formal option functions in both languages equally, i.e. the use of the 

epistemic adverb ‘Perhaps/maybe’ – ‘Poate (că)’. 
This use of may is restricted to assertions only and some limited negative 

contexts because in questions, may shifts to deontic values. 
There is a colloquial concessive use of epistemic may that has an interesting 

and equally colloquial  counterpart in Romanian: 
 

E.g.  The building may be old, but it’s an excellent school.  
‘O fi clădirea veche, dar este o şcoală grozavă.’ 

 
The epistemic reading is demonstrated by the possible paraphrases showing the 

speaker’s lack of commitment to the truth of the statement: ‘I 
suppose/presume…’ 

Written style abounds in phrases containing epistemic may the purpose of 
which is to hide the auctorial personality. Word-for-word translations can prove to 
be disastrous since similar idiomatic phrases exist in Romanian also and should be 
employed as equivalents. 

 
E.g. It may be noted.  
 ‘Se poate* nota = observa.’  

 
E.g.  We may now consider.  
 ‘*Putem acum considera = Se poate lua în calcul…’ 

  
Another interesting use of may is in constructions resembling the archaic use of 

the subjunctive, i.e. in subordinate clauses beginning with whatever, whenever, 
however: 
 
E.g.  Our task is to deal with the customers’ complaints, however unreasonable they may 

be. 
 
The Romanian modal equivalents are blocked here and are replaced by an odd 

couple: the conditional with subjunctive value (…oricât de nerezonabile ar fi) or 
by a fixed phrase (fie ele cât de nerezonabile).  

Both in English and in Romanian, the speaker refuses to commit to the opinion 
that any customer complaints are unreasonable. If the indicative were used instead 
of may, the epistemic value would be lost:  
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E.g.  (...) however unreasonable they are. 
 
Must  
 
Must can similarly be decomposed into an I THINK predicate relating more to 

(logical) reasoning about a past event rather than to an estimate of probability. Its 
paraphrase will thus include the semantic primitive BECAUSE as in: 

 
I think: something has happened because of this  
I think: X cannot not happen  
 

E.g.  Somebody must have been there. 
 You must have put it in yourself. 
 You must have done it.  

 
Epistemic must refers  to  knowledge  that  was  obtained  via  inference  or  

reasoning rather than by means of direct experience. The notions of logical 
necessity or the weaker reasonable assumption denominate this epistemic usage of 
must where the speaker is fully committed to the truth of the statement since the 
statement  was  generated  by  the  speaker’s  own  reasoning  system  and  set  of  
available premises. 

Translation into Romanian takes 2 aspects: 
- one possible counterpart is the modal equivalent ‘Trebuie să’: 

 
E.g.  Cineva trebuie să fi fost acolo. 
       Trebuie să o fi pus acolo chiar tu. 
           Trebuie să o fi făcut chiar tu. 
 

- In recent years, Romanian has seen the rise of a new modal construction that 
works rather well with this intention of the English must, i.e. ‘Trebuie că’ 
equivalent to ‘Probably’ – ‘probabil că’.  

As opposed to the already established Romanian phrase ‘trebuie să’, this recent 
phrase has not yet earned equal rights since it is not acknowledged as belonging to 
standard Romanian and it behaves as if it were a modal adverb instead of a verbal 
form in  the  sense  that  it  does  not  interact  with  the  subject  but  rather  is  placed  in  
front of it, in adverbial position: ‘Trebuie că cineva a fost acolo.’/‘Trebuie că tu ai 
pus-o acolo’ etc. 

Epistemic must refuses negative forms and questions because these structures 
fulfill deontic functions. 

 
Shall  
 
Shall also displays an I THINK predication employed for predictions as in:  
 
I think: I/you can do X. (and I want to do X/I want you to do X.)  
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E.g.  I know, but you shall have to bring it home, won’t you?  
The Romanian translation is by means of a simple future ‘Va trebui să…’ 
  
Will   
 
Will is closely related to shall, but shows an almost complementary 

distribution. Translation is also done by a future simple but the epistemic reading is 
there: the speaker expresses a high degree of certainty and states this degree of 
commitment that the action will take place.  

The modal will prevail  in  I  THINK predicates  and is  used for  predictions with 
high probability rates as in: 

 
I think: at some time after now X will happen.  
I think: at some time after now I/you/someone will do X.  

 
E.g.  It will rain tomorrow. 
 John will come, don’t worry. 

 
Apart from mere predictions about the future, will displays an interesting 

contextual ability to shift meaning and be similar to must and render logical 
necessity:  
 
E.g.  (On hearing the doorbell): That will be the electrician.  
                                         ‘trebuie să fie electricianul/Probabil că este electricianul.’ 

 
Also, in combination with perfect forms, will acquires strength and can be 

equated to must: 
 

E.g.  They will have arrived home by now.  
 ‘Trebuie să fi ajuns acasa până la ora asta.’ 

 
Predictable or characteristic behaviour with will can also generate some odd 

meanings in Romanian but which stand in perfect accordance to the rhetorical style 
implied by the English counterpart:  

 
E.g.  She’ll go all day without eating.  
 ‘Ea poate să stea toată ziua nemâncată.’ ‘Stă nemâncată zile întregi.’ 

 
Romanian doesn’t have as many shades of meaning as to convey the English 

complexity of modal nuances; therefore, there can be situations when the 
translation may be unable to render the exact intention of the original text. Finding 
a descriptive equivalent is particularly difficult with epistemic modal elements and 
they generally refuse paraphrasing or descriptive approaches since that refer to the 
speaker’s  degree  of  commitment  to  the  truth  of  the  utterance  rather  than  to  
processes, actions or states. 
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NOTES 
 
1  Brown and Levinson (1987), and Leech (1983) consider the concept of ‘face’ to be of universal 

validity, whereas Wierzbicka (1991) noticed some Anglo-centric bias in this assumption. 
2 Wierzbicka (1996: 140) proposes that “I” should be the prototypical subject so that constructions 

such as YOU CAN may be considered to express a proposition/a speculation about the 
addressee’s ability to act.  
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RÉSUMÉ : L’Annonciation dans la peinture des maîtres italiens du Trecento et 
Quattrocento 
 
Dans cet ouvrage on présente le motif de l’Annonciation dans la peinture des maîtres 
italiens du Trecento et Quattrocento. Célébrée par la tradition chrétienne le 25 mars 
(9 mois avant Noël), l’Annonciation correspond aux anniversaires de la mort 
d’Adam. Mystère central du culte chrétien, c’est le moment où le divin s’incarne en 
homme: l’archange Gabriel annonce à Marie – selon l’évangéliste Luc – qu’elle 
portera en son sein le Fils de Dieu, tout en restant vierge. Mais grâce à sa pureté, elle 
lavera aussi le péché originel d’Adam et Ève. Privilégié dans l’art chrétien, 
occidental et byzantin, depuis le IVe siècle, ce thème a été particulièrement 
développé dans l’iconographie du Moyen Âge, en Orient et en Occident, au cours du 
Quattrocento et des siècles suivants. Dans l’art chrétien il y a deux traditions 
picturales : dans la première et la plus ancienne, illustrée par le Christianisme 
oriental, Marie est représentée filant de la laine, tandis que dans l’art occidental, elle 
tient en général un livre ouvert à la main, ce qui traduit son origine lettrée et donc sa 
connaissance des Saintes Écritures (dans les Annonciations de Simone Martini, 
Filippo Lippi, Fra Angelico, Léonard de Vince, Botticelli, et autres). Dans les 
peintures le groupe d’Adam et Ève chassés du Paradis est souvent représenté en 
arrière-plan (comme chez Fra Angelico), pour rappeler l’origine de la faute. 
 
MOTS-CLÉS : volonté divine, cloître, chambre, pieuse contemplation, objet de 
méditation, peinture, retable, fresque 

 
 

L’umanità vive dai cicli naturali che includono anche la morte e sopravvive dagli 
avventi e personaggi straordinari che i popoli hanno fatto diventare miti ed eroi. Da 
migliaia d’anni l’esperienza umana si è consolidata in due capitoli dai quali è nata 
la storia universale: la mitologia e la religione. Il passaggio dalla prima alla 
seconda  si  è  prodotto  con  il  cambiamento  dei  riti  e  delle  pratiche.  Così,  il  25  
dicembre, che a partire dal IV secolo rappresenta la nascita di Gesù, o il Natale, 
nell’antichità egiziana e siriana era festeggiato come giorno in cui nasceva il Sole1 
e di Mitra, identificato con il Sole invincibile. Ma il sole simboleggiava non solo 
l’intelligenza degli dei del mondo greco-orientale: Apollo, Giove, Osiris, Orus e 
Adone, ma anche l’intelligenza degli uomini, nella loro continua lotta contro le 
tenebre e la morte (Vita, 1995: 11-12).  
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Nel calendario Giuliano questa data – del solstizio d’inverno – era dedicata al 
sole, perché da quel momento i giorni cominciavano ad allungarsi e la luce solare 
ad essere più forte. Nei primi secoli del cristianesimo la nascita del Salvatore (che 
non  è  accennata  nei  Vangeli)  si  celebrava  il  6  gennaio.  Per  impedire  ai  popoli  di  
praticare il culto pagano solare, i Padri della chiesa decisero che il 25 dicembre 
diventasse il giorno del Natale, mentre il 6 gennaio il giorno dell’Epifania. Lo 
attestano le parole con le quali Sant’Agostino esortava i cristiani a celebrare non il 
sole, ma Colui che aveva creato il sole e tutto l’universo: 
 

Il simbolo del Natale è la nascita splendente e miracolosa dell’Uomo, Figlio di Dio, 
quasi in contrapposizione alla natura che, in questo periodo di freddo e tenebre, è 
addormentata. Ma le tenebre verranno squarciate dalla nascita di un umile Bambino, 
piccolo sole, che sconfiggerà il buio facendo trionfare la vita sulla morte. (De 
Simone, 1979) 

 
Stabilita questa data, il 25 marzo (nove mesi prima del Natale) divenne il giorno 

dell’Annuncio fatto dall’Arcangelo Gabrielle a Maria, che conformemente 
all’Evangelista Luca, porterà nel suo grembo il Figlio di Dio, pur essendo vergine. 
Entrato nella sua stanza, l’angelo la saluta chiamandola “piena di grazia” e le dice: 
“Il Signore è con te”. Quando Maria gli chiede come sarà possibile diventar madre 
“senza conoscer uomo”, l’angelo le spiega: “Lo Spirito Santo scenderà su di te, su 
te stenderà la sua ombra la potenza dell’Altissimo. Colui che nascerà sarà dunque 
santo e chiamato Figlio di Dio...” (Luca, I, 26-37). Meravigliata e turbata all’inizio, 
Maria accetterà, con le mani crociate sul petto, la volontà divina: “Allora Maria 
disse: «Eccomi, sono la serva del Signore, avvenga di me quello che hai detto.” 
(Idem) 

Nel Vangelo di Matteo l’arcangelo Gabrielle appare nel sonno a Giuseppe, che 
non volendo ripudiare sua futura sposa, aveva deciso di licenziarla in segreto per 
assicurarlo  che  Maria,  per  la  sua  purezza,  è  stata  scelta  dal  Signore  per  diventare  
madre di Suo figlio che salverà il popolo dai peccati: “Ecco, la vergine concepirà e 
partorirà un figlio che sarà chiamato Emmanuele, che significa «Dio è con noi.»” 
(Matteo, I, 18-25). Anche i testi apocrifi narrano questo momento che finisce con 
l’accettazione di Maria: “Ecco l’ancella del Signore davanti a lui. Mi avvenga 
secondo la tua parola.” (Giacomo, 11) 

Ignote inizialmente, sia quella dell’Annunciazione, sia quella del Natale, queste 
date furono legate ai momenti astronomici benefici dell’anno: l’equinozio di 
primavera e il solstizio invernale. La casa di Maria, in cui avvenne l’incontro con 
l’angelo,  è  stata  identificata  con  la  grotta  che  oggi  si  trova  nella  cripta  della  
Basilica dell’Annunciazione a Nazaret2. Nell’arte cristiana occidentale e bizantina, 
le prime rappresentazioni di questo momento datano dal sec. IV, nelle catacombe 
di  Priscilla  e  dei  santi  Piero  e  Marcellino  a  Roma3. Sviluppatosi soprattutto nel 
medio Evo, sia nell’Oriente che nell’Occidente, questo momento ha due tradizioni 
pittoriche: nella prima, la più antica, del Cristianesimo orientale, Maria è 
rappresentata filando la lana (Wasowicz, 1990: 163-177), mentre invece, nell’arte 
occidentale, essa tiene un libro aperto nella mano. Questo libro, che non è altro che 
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la Santa Scrittura4,  indica la  sua istruzione,  la  sua fede in Dio e  la  sua devozione,  
come accenna San Bonaventura, secondo il quale essa stava leggendo il passaggio 
delle  profezie  d’Isaia,  che  annunciavano  proprio  la  venuta  di  Cristo.  Per  la  
mediazione della Vergine sarà possibile il riscatto del peccato originale e per 
questo la raffigurazione di Adamo ed Eva cacciati via dal paradiso che appaiono in 
molte pitture in un secondo piano, come in alcune Annunciazioni di Fra Angelico5, 
vuole ricordare l’origine dalla colpa dei primi uomini. 

Il tema è stato trattato da molti artisti di varie nazionalità, scuole e correnti, ma 
nella pittura, i maestri italiani dal Trecento al Cinquecento gli dedicarono famose 
tele ed affreschi ora presenti nei musei d’Italia e di tutto il mondo. I nomi di questi 
artisti sono celebri come le loro opere: Giotto, Pietro Lorenzetti, Ambrogio 
Lorenzetti, Simone Martini, Agnolo Gaddi, Masolino da Panicate, Beato Angelico, 
Jacopo Bellini, Filippo Lippi, Antonello da Messina, Gentile Bellini, Sandro 
Botticelli, Pietro Vannucci il Perugino, Leonardo da Vinci, Tiziano Vecellio, 
Raffaello Sazio, Lorenzo Lotti (Lorenzzetto), Agnolo Bronzino di Cosimo, 
Tintoretto, Jacopo Robusti, Guido Reni, Michelangelo Merisi detto il Caravaggio, 
Federico Fiore Barocci ed altri. 

L’Annunciazione è stata studiata nella teologia e nell’arte (Colosio, 2003). Per 
decifrare il mistero del “passaggio dell’Incommensurabile divino nel finito” grazie 
alla fede, Arasse ha dimostrato che la prospettiva è stata lo strumento perfetto usato 
dagli artisti. Nell’iconografia occidentale, gli artisti sono riusciti a sorprendere la 
natura serafica dell’Angelo e l’effetto prodotto dalla Sua notizia sul volto e 
sull’atteggiamento della Vergine, che turbata prima, accetta poi chinandosi, la 
volontà divina.  

In maniere e stili diversi (dal gotico, all’umanistico-rinascimentale, dal barocco 
al classicismo ed alle correnti moderne), essi hanno presentato la scena alla quale a 
volte partecipano anche altri santi (come nell’Annunciazione fra Sant’Ansano e 
Santa Massima, di Simone Martini) o persone (l’ancella, nell’Annunciazione di 
Filippo Lippi, opera custodita dall’Alte Pinakothek di Monaco), e persino Dio (in 
una tela di Filippo Lippi), prodotta in ambienti diversi: la cella di un monastero, 
una sala o la stanza da letto della Vergine, un chiostro o un giardino. 

L’arredamento, semplice o ricco, i vestiti dell’angelo annunciante e della 
Vergine alludono alla vita ed alle sofferenze di Gesù. Non mancano dal quadro il 
giglio che l’arcangelo tiene nella sua mano, come segno della castità di Maria, o i 
fiori e gli alberi del giardino, nel secondo piano, specialmente l’olivo, che 
preannunciano la domenica delle palme prima della Crocifissione; il rosso 
purpureo, che è di solito il colore della veste della Vergine – simboleggia il sangue 
di  Gesù  che  sarà  versato  per  l’umanità;  il  rosso  è  anche  il  colore  del  vestito  
dell’Angelo o delle sue ali. Il blu degli stessi indumenti, come il cielo sereno che si 
vede nella stanza dalle finestre, esprime la purezza dei due personaggi e del 
paradiso.  

Nell’ambiente è quasi sempre presente la colomba, che incarna lo Spirito Santo. 
A  volte  essa  gode  una  posizione  speciale,  sopra  il  raggio  di  sole  mandato  dal  
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Signore con il suo messaggero. Le mani dei due interlocutori chinati uno davanti 
all’altro si trovano in un epicentro che suggerisce la loro intesa.  

In molte raffigurazioni sono presenti Adamo ed Eva mentre lasciano il Paradiso, 
inseguiti da un angelo guardiano, come nell’Annunciazione di Beato Angelico, ora 
al  Museo del  Prado di  Madrid.  Gli  arcangeli  di  Beato Angelico,  il  pittore che “ha 
fatto piangere santi ed angeli”, hanno delle ali di una bellezza straordinaria, di una 
varietà cromatica indescrivibile.  

In fine, la stanza o il giardino chiuso da una palizzata (“hortus conclusus”), o il 
vaso trasparente e lo stesso giglio, sono tutti simboli della purezza cristallina di 
Maria e della sua virginità, come nelle pitture non solo di Beato Angelico, ma 
anche di Ambrogio Lorenzetti, Filippo Lippi, Botticelli, ed altri. 

Dopo Giotto6, che nella Cappella Scrovegni di Padova dipinse scene della vita 
di Gesù, dalla Sua nascita, fino al Giudizio Universale, comprendendo pure 
l’Annunciazione, Simone Martini7 fu uno dei più famosi artisti che trattò questo 
argomento. Lavorando in Francia, egli fu il primo a portare gli stilemi artistici 
italiani fuori del paese, contribuendo alla nascita di un gotico internazionale, 
diffusosi grazie all’opera dei miniatori. Egli stesso miniatore8 compose  per  la  
cattedrale  di  Siena,  insieme  a  Lippo  Memmi,  l’Annunciazione fra Sant’Ansano e 
Santa Massima9, che è un capolavoro d’arte gotica. 

Le linee e la cromatica del dipinto esprimono con un’eccezionale eleganza la 
psicologia dei personaggi, che su un fondo d’oro appaiono come figure quasi 
irreali. La Vergine, timida e schiva, si ritira turbata e quasi spaventata, con un gesto 
scontroso delle spalle e del braccio destro, dinanzi al fulgido arcangelo Gabriele, 
con il mantello ancora svolazzante, e con una veste di colore dorato (che spiega il 
suo appellativo di “messaggero della luce”), e tenendo nelle mani un ramoscello 
d’ulivo, simbolo della pace universale che sarà portata dalla nascita del Salvatore.  

Il volto della Vergine è fine ed aristocratico, mentre sta seduta su un ricco trono 
con motivi decorativi e con un prezioso drappo ornato con fiori dorati su fondo 
rosso; accanto c’è un vaso con gigli mentre in alto, in volo, circondata da una 
corona di cherubini, appare la colomba, simbolo dello Spirito Santo, della grazia 
divina dispensata sulla terra dall’amore della Vergine10.  

Simone Martini fu molto ammirato dal Petrarca che, come accenna il Vasari 
nelle sue “Vite”, gli dedicò alcuni versi: 

 
Per mirar Policleto a prova fiso 
con gli altri ch’ebber fama di quell’arte; 
… 
Quando giunse a Simon l’alto concetto 
ch’a mio nome gli pose in man lo stile.  

(Vasari, 2002: 120) 
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Simone Martini e Lippo Memmi, Annunciazione tra i santi Ansano e Margherita, 

Firenze, Galleria degli Uffizi 
 
Carlo Argan vede definito in questo dipinto il proprio ideale di bello spirituale 

dell’artista espresso “nelle figure e negli oggetti, nelle stoffe, nei rami e nei serti di 
fronde e di fiori. Non si tratta di realtà poetizzata, idealizzata, ma di un discendere 
del bello assoluto, o ideale, fino a precisarsi nella “natura eletta” delle cose: i tipi 
ideali nascono proprio da quella relazione di linee e di colore.” (1995: 28) 

L’Annunciazione per l’ufficio della Gabella11 (oggi  a  Siena,  nella  Pinacoteca  
Nazionale) di Ambrogio Lorenzetti12 è notevole per l’impostazione prospettica. 
Maria,  presentata  già  come Madonna,  con il  vestito  blu,  sopra la  sottoveste  rossa,  
con  le  mani  incrociate  sul  petto  e  con  la  corona  aurea  come  i  capelli,  “non  è  più  
storta e turbata davanti all’angelo inginocchiato, con il vestito rosso e giallo, 
tenendo nella mano sinistra il giglio, simbolo della purezza della bella notizia. Lo 
sfondo della stanza illumina tutto il quadro con lo stesso colore aureo come nella 
pittura omonima di Simone Martini, per simboleggiare la stessa atmosfera 
paradisiaca.” (Argan, 1995: 29) 

Guido di Pietro Tirosini, detto Beato Angelico13, che prese, entrato nel convento 
di San Domenico a Fiesole, il nome di Frà Giovanni da Fiesole, dipinse quadri di 
un cromatismo delicato e di una grande illuminazione14. Per il convento di Firenze, 
dove  la  pittura  è  di  una  maggiore  austerità  e  misticismo,  creò  la  tavola  con  il  
Giudizio Universale e gli affreschi del Crocifisso, della Trasfigurazione e di San 
Domenico. Egli dedicò sei opere al tema dell’Annuncio fatto a Maria15. Da queste, 
forse  le  più  famose  sono:  l’Annunciazione del  Museo  Prado  di  Madrid  in  cui  si  
vede:  
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La Nostra Donna Annunziata dall’Angelo Gabrielle” con un profilo di viso tanto 
devoto, delicato, e ben fatto, che par veramente non da un uomo, ma fatto in paradiso; 
e nel campo del paese è Adamo ed Eva, che furono cagione che della vergine 
incarnasse il Redentore. (Vasari, 2002: 293-294)  

 
e  l’Annunciazione del Convento San Marco, nel corridoio settentrionale, che 
presenta come elemento d’innovazione la disposizione dei protagonisti lungo una 
diagonale, per partecipare meglio allo spazio. Le parole dell’annuncio divino sono 
dipinte in basso, vicino alla base della colonna centrale. Sotto si trova 
un’incitazione  alla  preghiera:  VIRGINIS  INTACTAE  CUM  VENERIS  ANTE  
FIGURAM PRETEREUNDO CAVE NE SILEATUR AVE (“Quando passerai 
davanti alla figura della Vergine intatta, stai attento di non dimenticare di dire 
l’Ave Maria”). Il pittore vi usò la costosa azzurirte e mise anche inserti in oro. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Beato Angelico, Annunciazione, Madrid, Museo del Prado 
 
Come Fra Angelico, Filippo Lippi16 dipinse molti quadri con questo tema. 

Quella di San Lorenzo a Firenze è una splendida Annunciazione di  un  fresco  
naturalismo, ispirata all’Angelico, ma di un colorismo più caldo e vivace. L’artista, 
dipinse con “fluide eleganze lineari e delicate trasparenze cromatiche”17 insieme 
anche  a  suo  figlio,  Filippino  e  a  Fra  Diamante  gli  affreschi  con  le  Storie della 
Vergine nell’abside del Duomo di Spoletto.  

L’Annunciazione Doria è un’altra dalle sette opere dedicate all’annuncio fatto 
dall’arcangelo Gabrielle a Maria. E’ molto originale perché qui, a differenza degli 
altri quadri, l’angelo giunge da destra, non da sinistra. La scena mostra il momento 
preciso in cui la Vergine interroga l’Angelo sul come essa possa rimanere incinta, 
avendo fatto voto di castità; lei ha in mano il libro chiuso e l’altra mano aperta in 
segno d’interrogazione, e l’Angelo ha una mano sul petto in segno di saluto, 




