HESP Regional Seminars for Excellence in Teaching

Teaching Anthropology: Means and Meanings

2004-2005 Academic Year

Author: Marin Constantin 

Editors: Marin Constantin and Paul H. Stahl
Title: Romanian Rural Craftsmen  

Text: “The Romanian Rural Craftsmen between Tradition and Market Economy           (2002 – 2003)” 

Year: 2004
Publishing Hose: TRITONIC

Palce of publication: Bucharest, Romania

No. of pages: 56 (80-135)

Language: Romanian

Review

Student: Nausica Pop

Faculty: European Studies

University: Babes-Bolyai
Year of study: 3rd
Advisor: Serban Vaetisi

1. Introduction


The aim of this paper is to reveal the past and present everyday life of the Romanian villages and of their inhabitants and the creations of the Romanian craftsmen as well. The author reveals the sudden change of several matters in the Romanian villages, which have been known to us until the present moment. 


Where are heading at? What will remain from the traditions and the villagers? Will they not lose their national identity, which is bound to a national history and to their needs?

In the text taken from the above mentioned book (the second chapter) the author attempts to provide an answer to the hypotheses illustrated at the beginning of the anthropological field, which refers to rural arts. His study is based on the Romanian orthodox rural communities, especially on those living in the following counties: Maramures, Vrancea, Sibiu, Tulcea and Olt. The fieldwork took place in the period of September 2002 – April 2003, with several breaks. The craftsmen were chosen from various well-known regions in order to highlight the differences between the colourful traditions. However, the combination between traditions and the modern era seems to be present everywhere. This sudden change comes from the society’s orientation towards a material world, where the market economy and the money are of paramount importance. In order to exemplify the aforesaid, the following quotation is provided: “The craftsmen must sell in order to survive. Consequently they provide what is requested, money interferes. Although they work mostly for their communities, the most buyers are coming from the cities and from abroad.”  (page 9).

2. Author Biography


In order to better understand the author’s point of view and his attitude towards the matter, a few information regarding his scientific activity are needed:

Marin Constantin graduated at the University of Bucharest, being a specialist in history, philosophy and anthropology. He has undertaken several other researches in the field of anthropology, orally transmitted traditions, in the moving of flocks (this refers to the period when the shepherds bring the sheep up in the mountains in spring and leave the mountains in winter), in the relationships among relatives and in the traditional activities of these craftsmen. He has also received several scholarships during his research and he has published the result in magazines such as: Revista de etnografie si folclor (Ethnography and Folklore Magazine: 1996, 1997), Revista Muzeelor (The Magazine of Museums: 1996), Annuaire Roumain d’ Anthropologie (2000, 2001, 2002), etc.
3. Points of View


Furthermore, when debating his themes he is explicit, he underlines his intentions, highlights the subject that follows, describes his activities in order to offer his readers a more complete picture. His well structured works that follow a logical path stand up for the aforesaid. He classifies according to certain, well established criteria, he lists the items and keeps track of them. He contextualizes the topic thereby offering a background for a better understanding of the conditions under which he works. He provides accurate information, because he wants to be trustworthy and concise. For him, there are no suppositions; his research focuses on exact data. He is dealing not only with large groups but pays attention to the minorities as well. In his activity, the historical perspectives are also of great importance. However, sociology is somewhat neglected by the choice for quality and not for statistics. He has chosen to speak only about the famous craftsmen, neglecting the apprentices. The communities’ social context and economical basis did not play an important role in his paper. He underlines that the craftsmen work together with their relatives or neighbors and their participation in the local economy.

4. About the Communities


Most of the rural communities are Romanian orthodox ones, with 4.000 – 5.000 inhabitants. There are villages with even less inhabitants, sometimes with less than 500 people (the county of Maramures). However, there is one exception: the locality of Horezu, in the county of Valcea. This place has been recently turned into a city and is being strongly urbanized; it has more than 10.000 inhabitants. The people here earn their living form the following activities: 

1. Oltenia and Maramures (Romanian geographical regions):


 a) agriculture

 
 b) breeding animals


 c) wood/forest exploitation 

 2. Sibiu (a Romanian county):


a) the moving of flocks (see the explanation provided above)

3. Tulcea (another Romanian county):


a) fishing

4. Vrancea (see the explanation at item 3):


a) wood/forest exploitation 


b) breeding of sheep

When speaking about these communities, Marin Constantin prefers the ethnographic term village to the administrative term commune. 
5. Topics:


In his paper about the craftsmen, the author considers the following issues as well:

5.1. the craftsmen’s families 

5.2. the technology used and the production process

5.3. the customers

5.4. the craftsmen’s activity during the communist era ( which ended in 1989)

5.5. the craftsmen’s activity within the market economy

5.6. the craftsmen and the ethnographic museums

5.7. the interpretation of traditions: styles and symbols

5.8. the national identity of the craftsmen and the differences among them

5.9 the future of the craftsmen’s activity and the tradition’s profitability

5.10. the craftsmen’s memories about the “Dimitrie Gusti” Sociological School

and provides a list which contains: the informants’ names, ages, ethnical identities, religions, the ethnographical regions and their activities. 

5.1. The Craftsmen’s Families:


In order to understand the social system of production, a special interest is represented by their family and parental organization. The following matters have been considered: a) the learning 

                   b) the exercising

                   c) the passing

of these activities as family inheritance or through other relative-relationships. Approximately 50% of the informants have pointed their parents as having been their masters in this profession. In the county of Maramures this fatherhood is slightly represented. On the other hand, the motherhood initiation is of greater importance, being passed as follows: grandmother                          mother                             daughter.
Another way to learn this profession would be to learn it from the fellow village inhabitants or from other persons, by prentice hood. Be that as it may, other relative-relationships, such as: brothers, husbands, wives and parents in law represent also an alternative. However, there are some isolated cases; for example: self-instruction or learning at school.

Marin Constantin’s research results are based on the statistics made by him in cooperation with his informants. For this purpose he has chosen an optimal number of persons; their number was balanced. Consequently, the analysis possibilities were beneficial to him, since he was able to study each of the cases and to build up a statistics-list according to the information gained.

All in all, the best way for the craftsmen to learn their profession is represented either by the family or by their relatives. The case of  T. Barsan, a wood carver from the county of Maramures, would be a good example in this respect: “I have no team, I work together with my children, with my brother, my grandchildren, all together; we work not only at my place, but also at theirs too.” The author adds: “However, working with relatives only, is not compulsory … it is their own enthusiastic choice.” 

 5.2. The Technology Used and the Production Process:


According to the statistics, 39 from 44 craftsmen have their own workshop, they are working with their own tools and devices, regardless of the fact that these are traditional or modern ones. “The workshop is a label in itself, indicating the craftsman’s specialty and profit” 
Due to the fact that this profession is a family inheritance, the workshops are sometimes part of the family house. Therefore, one can say that in such cases the workshop together with the family becomes a “production unit” in itself. Moreover, the author knows to use the adequate links to connect the themes, although he structures them in several categories. 


Investing in modern technology is expensive, though one is bound to respect the rules of modern free market. For the sole purpose of highlighting the need for change as time passes by, Marin Constantin compares today’s markets with the former socialist ones, i.e. before the year 1989. Modernizing the technology used is a long term investment, moreover, it is a commitment to one’s own profession, since the expensive tools used, can be obtained only in time. When analyzing this matter, the author pays a special kind of attention to the description of the phases of these activities performed by the craftsmen. 


The Romanian craftsmen’s working process and the technology they use is completed through their relationships with their fellow village inhabitants, with the local ecosystem and with the market. Sometimes the neighbors become their assistants, client or even partners.

  5.3. The Customers:


The craftsmen meet their customers by going to expositions: e.g. at Prague there was an exposition of this kind, where the Romanian craftsmen were not allowed to sell their merchandise, although many tourists wanted to buy them. The craftsmen’s merchandise consisted of: sculptures, carpets and other traditional art objects. They were not allowed to sell, since they were considered to be rather representatives of this traditional Romanian art than tradesmen. “Contrary to all these, the craftsmen are selling the traditions learned, exercised and received from their forefathers. To be more precise, among them the <tradition> is not only a matter of <popular art> but also a matter of market. This does not endanger the artistic value of the respective artifacts.”

5.4. The Craftsmen’s Activity During the Communist Era (which ended in 1989):


When it comes down to the former communist era, the craftsmen disagree on several issues. Six cultural themes have been identified in this respect:

1. for some of the craftsmen, communism represented something positive

2. communist authorities and institutions supported the craftsmen’s activity

3. unofficial relationships and arrangements were on schedule

4. craftsmen needed authorization and had to pay their taxes

5. for others, communism is a bad memory

6. during the communist period, the technology used by the craftsmen was outdated

1. the way of living was considered to be on a high level, the goods and services were cheaper, work was better organized and was of greater value and fairly paid, the low price of the necessary materials and accessories, the low taxes, the state’s support (e.g.: they were constantly supplied with wood), the more ritual state assistance, their awarding on national festivals “Cantarea Romaniei “ (Romania’s praising song) represent only a few arguments why some of them still consider that the ex-communist era was beneficial. (positive communism)
The “unofficial relationships and arrangements” theme was rather confusing and separating. These theme underlines the necessity for alternatives in the official communist circles. 

The topic of “negative communism” implied a certain degree of disrespect on the authorities’ behalf. (e.g.: “contracts and agreements according to which the sheep and pigs had to be bred for the state’s benefit).

The process of  “equalization” lead rather to poverty, everybody was plundered, especially the rich, whether one was hard working and better or not, one was not allowed to rise above the others. Negative communism meant outdated technology and huge physical efforts. Selling cattle in other counties was strictly forbidden, social assistance was totally denied. Being part of the economic transition, these activities tend to change and adapt to the new situation.


However, all these nostalgic moments of the craftsmen about communism, reveals not so much their adherence to the cooperative and centralized economy, but rather to their preoccupations for getting well paid for their work, the recognition of their work’s value, regardless of the regime. 

5.5. The Craftsmen’s Activity in the Market Economy

In the new era of capitalism, the market economy played and still plays an important role when it comes down to the relationship between the “demand” and “offer”; it has significantly changed the Romanian craftsmen’s traditional activities. The craftsmen always take the old communist regime as a point of reference. The new democratic regime, on the other hand, does not offer a uniform and unilateral view either. They have to deal with problems, such as: getting basic materials, exporting wood at low prices, the danger of inflation and their work losing its value. These circumstances lead sometimes even to the disappearance of some rural activities.

Privatization imposes itself more and more in an economy dominated by great competition, the best known privatization form being the family associations. 

5.6. The Craftsmen and the Ethnographic Museums:

Out of 44 craftsmen, 33 individuals have established relationships with national and foreign museums. “The most museums of this kind have been established under the communist regime. This fact illustrates that in those times, the government settled the external commerce.” The craftsmen are loyal clients of these museums since they are usually invited to the expositions organized by these museums and they have the possibility to establish relationships with several potential clients: Romanian and foreign tourists. As clients of these museums, the craftsmen have the opportunity to travel to foreign countries where they can expose their merchandise. 

“Another activity relies in donating popular artifacts for the museum’s patrimony. […] This is possibly the most concrete way to pass traditions from the villages to the Romanian museums. At this point the ethnographical collections are part of the rural culture’s < auto-regeneration>. This happens due to the craftsmen.”

In turn for their activities, the craftsmen receive several awards, such as: Members of the Academy of Popular Craftsmen, national prizes for “popular art” and other gifts from local authorities. 

However, there are certain conflicts between these craftsmen and the museums, money representing the main reason. The craftsmen are mostly paid only for the materials used, their effort being totally neglected. 

Consequently, although museums play a great role in keeping the traditions alive, the nationwide network of museums does not always satisfy the social needs of the market economy. 

5.7. The Interpretation of Traditions: Styles and Symbols:

Most of the craftsmen associate the term tradition with “the old things we have inherited form our forefathers” with each other’s profession with their native tongue, religion, music and with the popular traditions. They consider tradition as being part of their household activities and everyday life, being different from industrial activities, which they regard as being something average and dull.

The symbols included in the traditions are classified in repertoires: “zoomorphic” (“The Snake”, “The Rooster”, “The Wolf-fang”, “The Ram Antler”, “The Peacock Tail”, “The Spider Web”), “phytomorphic” (“The Cluster of Grapes”, “The Tree of Life”, “The Grain of Wheat”, “The Oak Leaves with Bananas”), “geometrical” (“The Rope”, “The Ring”, “The Rosette” and “The Rosette with 62 Petals”).

Besides using symbols on the creations, their combination and shaping is of great importance as well.  Many craftsmen admit that they change the tradition partially, they “improve” and “complete” it, but their interference is not allowed to change the “models” used or the decorative theme. However, this change is allowed only with certain material details, such as the color or the size.

“Though, one must consider that these changes occur because of the commercial interest”

5.8. The National Identity of the Craftsmen and Differences Among them: 

According to the author’s reports, the craftsmen react under the influence of “local patriotism” and identify themselves as being “friendlier than others”. Due to the commercial frame and “to the economical convertibility”, what are considered as “popular arts”, the national identities are not taken as they are but depend on the particular situations of the craftsmen, on the process of their work and on the commercial relationships. They compare themselves with foreigners or with craftsmen from other regions. Consequently, the national difference is structured between the local patrimony and the weakening of their own ethnical identity vs. their fondness of strangers and their excessive critics. (“exigent attitude”): “Every rose has its darn … There are nice Romanians as well, and some are worse than beggars.”

5.9 The Future of the Craftsmen’s Activity and the Tradition’s Profitability:

The traditions’ future depends on the national “tradition” towards democracy and market economy. The craftsmen’s activity is seen as a profession in itself, which may take all their time or may allow them other household and agricultural activities too. However, for some them these activities represent a lack of other options. For some of the craftsmen, their activity represents a real source of profit, because their gains do not depend on foreigners. However there are craftsmen who need either the state’s help or some other kind of sponsor.

The traditions’ future depends heavily on their continuity, which must be carried out by the following generations. This includes two situations. Some children are thrilled with overtaking their parents’ activities; however, some are totally disinterested, considering them a waist of time. So they leave for other countries in order to make some money.

“Differences of this kind are relevant for the economical and traditional instability.”

5.10. The Craftsmen’s Memories about the “Dimitrie Gusti” Sociology School:

Two interlocutors from Nerej village (the county of Vrancea) still remember Dimitrie Gusti’s famous school, which became part of the local spirit due to the “affectionate”  manner of speaking, and it provided pieces of advice how to farm the land, how to make a graveyard for animals, how to build toilettes. Moreover, Dimitrie Gusti was the godfather of the local “lovers-couples”, when they got married. 

Henri H. Stahl and Francisc Rainer, a bio-anthropologist, are not to be forgotten either.

The villagers remember with pleasure the “civilizing work” of Dimitrie Gusti’s Sociology School from Bucharest .

Conclusions:


During his anthropological research, Marin Constantin acted as a professional, he did not interfere with the local population’s everyday life, did not get emotionally involved as Dimitrie Gusti did before him.


Marin Constantin’s research style is similar to P.H. Stahl’s, however he approached the matters from a pragmatic and well defined point of view.


Taking all these into consideration, one can draw the conclusion that the author’s capacity of synthesizing information and providing the most relevant information and details is well highlighted. Therefore I am going to let him “finish” this paper, by quoting his words:

“The craftsmen are still developing their relationships with the Romanian ethnographical museums. […] The donation of artifacts enriches the museums’ inheritance, as does the participation of several Romanian ethnographic museums, which enrich and increase the fame of Romanian craftsmen. […] <The Uniqueness> does not exclude the mercantile elements, but it might influence it as the market imposes the design innovation or the shape of the end product […] From a social point of view, the activities are taken over from the families and other relatives. Although this is not a fix frame, this activity is an issue of innovation. […] Gaining and maintaining the customers is a distinctive feature of the Romanian craftsmen’s work. Whether under communism or capitalism, the customers are not only fellow citizens but foreigners too. […] The different attitudes of the craftsmen towards the ex-communist period can be seen as a way to underline the difficulties of the present Romanian privatization process. However, those <pleasant> memories about communism reveals not so much their fondness of cooperatives and centralized economy, as their preoccupation in gaining money and having their activity recognized, regardless the political circumstances. [..] 
A very important aspect regarding the life of these people is their implication in an economy dominated by competition. At this point we identify several practical and professional competence levels: first, there is the local, micro- economic and regional levels, where the clientage is formed not only from locals, but also from foreign tourists. This is the case of the following Romanian villages: Barsana, Sapanta, Nerej or Horezu. The second level is the national one when the craftsmen participate at local expositions and at expositions organized by different museums. The final level is the international level, when the craftsmen are invited to participate at events which are considered to be relevant for the international <image> of our country. Good examples in this respect would be the Festival organized by the Smithsonian Institute in Washington in 1999 or the NATO summit in Prague in 2002. However whether they receive an invitation or not depends very much on the quality of their work and on their reputation at local level.”    
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