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Abstract: The article is dedicated to the celebration of Christmas among the 
Vlachs from Eastern Serbia, currently living in Vienna, on a permanent or 
temporary base. The author compares their Christmas practices with the ones 
celebrated by Vlachs in Eastern Serbia (the Zajecar village community, Zajecar 
district, and the from the Negotin and Kladovo village communities, Bor dis-
trict). The paper focuses on particular ceremonial practices, such as the use of 
the Christmas log (Rom. dial. badnjak) and the Christmas cake with divination 
objects inside (Rom. dial. banica, cesnica). The text is based on fieldwork materi-
als collected by the author from 2016 to 2018.
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Introduction

The findings reported herein are based on the materials from field research con-
ducted between 2016–2018, in Vienna, amongst the Vlachs (Romanians) from 
Eastern Serbia, who permanently or temporarily reside in the city. 

Native Romanian speakers of various subdialects of the Romanian (Dacoro-
manian) language reside in Eastern Serbia (in the Branichevo, Bor, Zaechar and 
Pomoravlie districts)1, and in Voevodina (in central and south Banat). Romanian 
language speakers living in the territory of Voevodina are officially recognized as 
Romanians, while other speakers of the language who reside in Eastern Serbia are 
traditionally referred to as Vlachs. According to the population census of 2011, the 
number of residents of Eastern Serbia declaring themselves to be Vlachs is situated 
around 31 thousand people, and of those calling themselves Romanians there are 
a little more than three thousand (Popis stanovništva 2011). However, one must 
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note that the Romanian speaking population of Eastern Serbia is several times 
larger than those figures combined. 

The ethnonim ”Vlach” (this is the South Slavic - Serbian and Bulgarian - vari-
ant of the word, cf. Ukrainian and Old Russian “Voloch” and Russian “Valach”) is 
the common name of the ancestors of the Eastern Roman peoples (Romanians, 
Moldovans, Aromanians, Meglenoromanians and Istroromanians). In the past, the 
Slavs called the Romance peoples as a whole Vlachs. The Vlachs were first men-
tioned in Byzantine sources of the 11th century. The main occupation of the Vlachs 
was transhumance (Rusakov 2006). In medieval sources there is a transfer of the 
term “Vlachs” to representatives of other ethnic groups engaged in transhumance 
(Litavrin 2001: 135).

Lazar Şăineanu defined the term Valahia – the name given by neighboring 
peoples to the principality of Ţara Românească, which arose at the beginning of 
the 14th century between the Carpathians, the Danube and the rivers Milcov, Putna 
and Siret – as a toponym of Slavic-Germanic origin, included in other languages, 
but only occasionally used in Romanian literature and the official language (see 
Şăineanu 1929). For the majority of Eastern Roman ethnic groups, the term “Vlachs” 
is an exoethnonym, however, among certain groups living in a foreign ethnic en-
vironment, it is adopted as a self-name (for example, among Meglenoromanians, 
as well as among some Istroromanians) (Rusakov 2006).

Currently, the term “vlasi” (pl.), borrowed from the Serbian language, is some-
times used by Romanian-speaking informants from eastern Serbia as a self-name 
along with the term “rumâni”. The expression “limba vlahă” (Vlach language) can 
be heard primarily from public figures who insist that it is a separate language and 
not a group of dialects of Dacoromanian, although it is now penetrating into the 
speech of rural residents. Traditionally, Romanian-speaking residents of eastern 
Serbia referred to their speech as “vorbím rumâneşte / rumâneaşce” (we speak Ro-
manian). Unfortunately, it is impossible to obtain accurate data on the population 
of Serbian Vlachs (Romanians) residing in Vienna, because many of them do not 
live and work there legally and because most of them are frequently reported in 
the local census records as Serbians. 

The massive labor migration of Vlach (Romanians) from Eastern Serbia to Aus-
tria began in the late 1960s. This was caused by the economic reforms initiated in 
Yugoslavia in 1965, which caused unemployment growth and were soon followed 
by labor recruitment agreements with various Western European countries. The 
labor recruitment agreement between Yugoslavia and Austria was signed in 1966, 
and the one between Yugoslavia and the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG), in 
1968 (Butterwegge 2005; Stakanov 2013). The major labor migration destinations 
for Serbian Vlachs in the 1960s and the 1970s were FRG, France and Austria. In-
dustrial manufacturing was the main sphere of employment for both the Serbian 
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Vlachs and other Yugoslavian citizens; some people also worked in construction 
and the service industry.

A second wave of migration took place in late 1980s. This period was marked by 
drastic political changes across the entire Eastern Europe. The collapse of the “social-
ist camp” and the introduction of economical reforms in its constituent countries 
during their transition towards capitalism, caused unemployment growth and a 
decrease in the quality of life of their populations. Besides the economical reasons, 
one can also note the political turmoil caused by the disintegration of Yugoslavia, 
which lead to wars in Croatia and in Bosnia and Herzegovina (1991), and in the 
Kosovo conflict (1999). Germany remains the main country of destination for 
people from Southeast Europe in the years since the collapse of the socialist sys-
tem. Together with Germany, Austria and Switzerland are in the top three migrant 
destinations, followed by Italy and France (Brücker, Damelang 2009). According 
to the information gathered in interviews with Vlachs from Zajecar and Negotin, 
Germany, Austria and Switzerland have been the main countries of labour migra-
tion for them, since the late 1980s to the present. But it should be noted that during 
this migration wave the number of destinations increased. There was also labour 
migration to the USA and Scandinavian countries. These countries are especially 
popular among the Vlachs from the villages of Kladovo municipality of the Bor 
district. Serbian Vlachs who moved to the West at that time mostly work in the 
service industry and constructions. 

Christmas Celebrations

Christmas, celebrated according to Julian calendar, on January 7, is the most im-
portant winter holiday for Serbian Vlachs residing in Vienna. The informants call 
it by its all-Romanian name of Crăciun. Many people want to celebrate it in their 
home country, but not all of them are able to get a vacation for the period, as in 
Austria Christmas is celebrated according to the Gregorian calendar, on Decem-
ber 25. There is also a contrary tendency: according to some informants living in 
Vienna, their relatives from Serbia visit them during Christmas time. Those who 
spend Christmas Eve and Christmas in Vienna, can buy a badnjak (Christmas log, 
Yule log) in the Serbian market located in District 16. Nowadays, the ”log” usually 
looks like a bunch of oak branches with leaves. The custom of cutting down and 
burning a Christmas log, widespread among the Balkan nations, is also common 
for the Vlachs of Eastern Serbia, while it has become rare among the Romanians 
residing in Romania. It is known that in Romania it used to be popular in the 
Mehedinți district (Oltenia, Banat) and in the Western Mountains (Transilvania); 
it is also familiar to the Romanians of North Bukovina (the Chernovice Region 
of Ukraine), Aromanians and Meglenoromanians (Ghinoiu 2001; Popovici 1974; 
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Pamfile 2005; Papahagi 1974; Papahagi 1979). The badnjak is a derivation from 
the South-slavic names for Christmas Eve (Serb. Badnji dan, Bulg. Бъдни вечер). 
The Vlachs interviewedin Vienna, as well as the residents of Romanian villages in 
Eastern Serbia, where the author has gathered materials on calendar rituals for many 
years, always refer to this ritual item as бадњaк, while the Vlachs in the territory of 
North-Western Bulgaria (Bregovo, the Vidin region) mention the Romanian term 
Moş Crăciun – literally, “Grandfather Christmas” – together with the Bulgarian 
term бъдник or дъбник. According to the data gathered in Romanian villages of 
Eastern Siberia, the badnjak is brought into the house on Christmas Eve, or the 
night before, and burnt on Christmas Eve, or at Christmas. Inside the house, bad-
njak is layed on straw and adorned with walnuts. While the badnjak is burning, 
people read aloud a certain text or sing a ritual song which foretells good animal 
offspring in the upcoming year. Badnjaks sold in early January in the Serbian market 
of the 16th district of Vienna can also be presented as baskets, which, besides oak 
branches with leaves, may also contain corn seeds, walnuts, green grass in small 
pots, and red plastic or wax apples (Fig. 1). Those are all symbols of fertility. The 
baskets can also contain various modern symbols of Christmas and the New Year, 
such as: paper icons with the image of the Mother of God, “Христос се роди” 
(Serb. for Christ has born) signatures on the fabric packaging of the oak branches 
(Fig. 2), and images of snowmen or Santa Clauses. The sale of badnjaks during the 
relevant calendar period is a temporary business activity for “freelancers” coming 
from Serbia for that purpose. Unfortunately, traders from Eastern Serbia could not 
be located among the badnjak traders; those who spoke Romanian turned out to 
be Gypsies from around Belgrade. 

Fig. 1 and Fig. 2: Sale of badnjaks on the market on the 16th district of Vienna. 
January 2017. Photos by Natalia Golant.
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The tradition of burning the badnjak is difficult to be maintained within large cit-
ies; the log is bought before Christmas and kept in the apartment as an interior 
decoration, and then disposed of. Some informants have stressed that one are not 
allowed to burn a badnjak near churches in Vienna (the tradition of burning a 
Christmas log in the church yard is characteristic for Serbians, however, Vlachs 
among the residents of Zaechar and Negotin, who attend ceremonies of the Serbian 
Orthodox Church, also recognize it as their own). In Serbian churches in Vienna, 
a badnjak is grandly brought inside the church on Christmas Eve, placed on straw 
and surrounded with walnuts and sweets for children. In Vienna, Vlachs usually 
attend Serbian Orthodox Churches, such as: the Cathedral of St. Sabbas, in the 3rd 
district, the Church of the Resurrection of Christ, in the 2nd district, or the Church 
of the Nativity of the Blessed Virgin, in the 16th district. None of the surveyed 
Vlachs in Vienna ever mentioned visiting churches of the Romanian Orthodox 
faith, although in Eastern Serbia, many Vlachs visit Romanian churches and invite 
priests of Dacia Ripensis Deanery of the Romanian Orthodox Church (established 
in 2005), for home visits. 

Another ritual realia partially retained by Serbian Vlachs residing in Vienna, 
is the Christmas bread, which is called either by its Romanian name, turtă, or by 
its Serbian name, cesnica (Fig. 3). Traditionally, divination items were put into the 
bread: a coin, as the symbol of prosperity; cornel sticks, which symbolized health, 
etc. Depending on the items found in their piece, one could predict what awaited the 
family members in the upcoming year. On January 7, 2018, during the Christmas 
dinner in a Vlach family, which took place in Miloshevo village of Negotin com-
munity, the author found a plastic pig in her piece of Christmas bread. According 
to the hostess, it was a symbol of health and good fortune. Her husband got a tin 
coin pendant, decorated with coloured enamel. In this case as well, the explanation 
remained unchanged: a coin in Christmas bread promises wealth, despite the fact 
that the actual coin had been replaced with its decorative proxy. Christmas bread 
may also contain a pencil (symbol of intellect and academic studies), a branch of 
basil (symbol of beauty and health), etc. 
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Fig. 3: Turta (cesnica). Vienna, January 2017. Photo by Natalia Golant.

Other traditional dishes are consumed at Christmas: roast or boiled pork, home-
made sausages, sauerkraut rolls, etc. Both the Vlachs who reside in Vienna and 
those from Vlach villages of Eastern Serbia have a tradition of putting all food and 
drinks in the house on the table before the beginning of the Christmas dinner. 
Once it is done, all persons present put their hands on the table and pronounce the 
phrase “Let Christmas help us” (Rom. Să ne ajute Crăciunu’). Similar actions are 
performed at the beginning of other festive meals, during other calendar holidays 
(each time, the ritual phrase contains the name of the relevant holiday).

Naturally, the described ritual realia are not exclusively Vlach. Vlach or Ro-
manian specific features are to a large extent relevant to the ritual texts, which 
have almost disappeared among the Vienna Vlachs, having lost their relevance, 
and also to the terminology. In general, in our view, one can say that among the 
Vlachs residing in Vienna, the process of assimilation to Serbians is more rapid, 
compared to the same ongoing process in Eastern Serbia. Among other things, it 
is also reflected in traditions associated with winter calendar holidays. 

 Notes

1 In Romanian, this region in called Valea Timocului (the Timoc Valley)



     127Vlachian Christmas in Vienna

 References

Brücker, Herbertand & Damelang, Andreas 2009. Labour Mobility within the EU in the Con-
text of Enlargement and the Functioning of the Transitional Arrangements, Analysis 
of the Scale, Direction and Structure of Labour Mobility, Working paper. Nürnberg.

Butterwegge, Сarolin 2005. Von der “Hastarbeiter” - Anwerbung zum Zuwanderungsgesetz. 
Migrationsgeschehen und Zuwanderungspolitik in der Bundesrepublik. – Bundeszen-
trale für politische Bildung. 15.03.2005. http://www.bpb.de/gesellschaft/migration/
dossier-migration/56377/migrationspolitik-in-der-brd (date of access: 15 Oct. 2019).

Ghinoiu, Ion 2001. Panteonul românesc [Romanian Pantheon]. București: Editura 
Enciclopedică. 

Litavrin, Gennadiy 2001. Vlahi v vizantiyskih istochnikah X – XIII vv. [Vlachs in Byz-
antine sources of the 10th – 13th centuries]. In: Vizantia i slavyane. St. Petersburg, 
pp. 130–161.

Pamfile, Tudor 2005. Sărbătorile la români [Romanian Holidays]. București: Saeculum I.O.
Papahagi, Tache 1974. Dicționarul dialectului aromân [Dictionary of the Aromanian dia-

lect]. București: Editura Academiei RSR.
Papahagi, Tache 1979. Mic dicționar folkloric [Small folkloristic dictionary]. București: 

Minerva. 
Popis stanovništva, domaćinstva i stanova 2011 u Republici Srbiji. Veroispovest, maternji 

jezik i nacionalna pripadnost [Census of Population, Households and Dwellings 2011 
in the Republic of Serbia. Religion, native language and nationality] 2011. Beograd: 
Republički zavod za statistiku Srbije. http://pod2.stat.gov.rs/ObjavljenePublikacije/
Popis2011/Knjiga4_Veroispovest.pdf (date of access: 15. Oct. 2019).

Popovici, Iurii 1974. Moldavskie novogodnie prazdniki [Moldavian New Year holidays]. 
Chişinău: Ştiinţa.

Rusakov, Alexandr 2006. Vlahi (Vlachs). In Velikiy knyanz’ – Voshodyaschiy uzel orbity 
[Grand Duke – Ascending node of the orbit.]. Moscow: Bol’shaya rossiyskaya 
entsiklopedia, 5. URL: http://bigenc.ru/ethnology/text/1918705 (date of access: 
15 Oct. 2019).

Stakanov, Roman 2013. Migratsionnaya politika Avstrii: evolyutsiya i perspektivy [Austrian 
migration policy: Evolution and perspectives]. In Zhurnal nauchnyh publikatsiy 
aspirantov I doktorantov, 2013 (1) http://jurnal.org/articles/2013/ekon9.html (date 
of access: 15. Oct. 2019).

Biographical note

Natalia Golant is a PhD (Historical Sciences), senior researcher of the Centre for 
European Studies of Peter the Great Museum of Anthropology and Ethnography 
(Kunstkamera) of Russian Academy of Sciences (MAE RAS). Her areas of interest 
are: ethnography of the Carpathian-Balkan region, traditional culture of the 
Eastern Latin peoples, calendar rites, mythology beliefs, and ethno-linguistics. 



128       Natalia Golant

She graduated from the Faculty of History (Department of Ethnography and 
Anthropology), St. Petersburg State University in 2002. She is currently a member 
of the organising committee of the conference “Jewish Diasporas in Europe and 
Beyond: Fieldwork and Source Studies” (MAE RAS). 


