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T
he current article reflects on the ways in which food has been developed as a 
research topic in national and regional surveys undertaken by institutes special
ized in the study of traditional Romanian culture, beginning with the end of the 
nineteenth century. I will analyze how ethnographic and folkloristic questionnaires deal 

with the issue of alimentation, in light of the aims and purpose of the specific project 
in which they were used. Thus, I will discuss what kind of information about food was 
gathered via these questionnaires, how the information was evaluated, and the impact 
each survey had on the development of the topic, and implicitly on the study of food as 
an emerging field of research.

The End of the Nineteenth Century: 
Introduction of the Topic

P
rograma pentru adunarea datelor privitoare la limba româna (The program for 
the collection of data about the Romanian language), initiated by B. P. Hasdeu 
in 1884, marks the beginning of the development of ethnography and folklore 
as areas of research, in the period before the founding of research institutes dedicated 

to these subjects. “The Program” was conducted under the auspices of the Romanian 
Academy and with the support of King Carol I, who contributed a preface. The pur
pose of Hasdeu’s questionnaire was to gather data for the creation of the dictionary 
Etymologicum Magnum Romania, but it transcended strictly linguistic concerns with its 
broad interests, specified by the author as: “The personal beliefs of the people, their cus
toms and occupations, their sorrows and joys, everything which today is designated— 
for want of a more suitable word—by the English term folklore”' Indeed, over half of 
the 206 questions addressed to the correspondents reflect folkloristic concerns: beliefs, 
stories and customs related to mythological beings and the other worlds, special days
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in the calendar (holidays) and in the family life cycle, folk astronomy and meteorology, 
folk medicine and magic, songs, games and musical instruments, as well as the main 
professions and occupations. “The Program” thus clearly established the foundations 
for folkloristic research, having identified and gathered data on the main components of 
Romanian folklore.

Although B. P. Hasdeu did not ignore the topic of food, he was interested almost 
exclusively in the linguistic aspects, reflected in the terminology used by different people. 
This is visible in questions about “more unusual terms” for food items and drinks (Nos. 
120-121), crockery (No. 127: “vessels for preparing food, serving it, and taking it to the 
fields”) and food preparation (No. 128: “the cooking of food and everything connected 
with it”). Other questions relate to the terminology for staple food: fruit (No. 57), cere
als (No. 61) and vegetables (No. 62). The vocabulary for activities which result in the 
acquisition of fcxxl is also addressed: hunting (No. 90), fishing (No. 93), shepherding 
(Nos. 94—100), tiling the land (Nos. 101-104), milling (No. 106), beekeeping (No. 
77), and winegrowing (Nos. 58-59). Special attention is given to “terminology for dif
ferent kinds of wine and words related to the color of wine, its taste, strength etc.” (No. 
60). Only in relation to the dishes associated with shepherding, “cheese and dairy,” are 
questions formulated which do not only deal with terminology (“words”), but also with 
“their different kinds, and the ways in which they are prepared” (No. 94).2

Following this format, in most cases the answers from 773 localities consist of plain 
lists of food and dishes considered to be representative for their communities.3 A few 
meticulous respondents reorganize the information, based on the main ingredients, or 
function (e.g. distinguishing between fcxxl for fasting4 and for “regular” days),5 but this 
occurs very rarely. The handwritten questionnaires also document utensils and tools 
used for preparing fcxxl and offer rough descriptions of the process of preparing certain 
dishes. Here is an example of such a pseudo-recipe, provided by the teacher G. Voicu, 
from Stănișești-Tccuci: “Lapte acru [literally: sour milk, closest English equivalent: but
termilk] is made from boiled regular milk, to which cream (smântână) is added after it 
has cooled down, to thicken it. Then some boiled milk and some crude milk is added, 
until the jug is full and then we have sour milk.”6

Beyond the importance of the primary information about peasant food in itself, it 
is important to keep in mind that the questionnaire of 1884 also fulfilled a formative 
function in educating a generation of priests and teachers in Romanian villages as me
diators and collectors in folkloristic research. As Ovidiu Bârlea observed, they “became 
folklorists under the impetus and in the school of Hasdeu’s questionnaire.”’ Many of 
them started to publish folklore in periodicals, to create small volumes with material 
they collected, and to respond enthusiastically to the countless questionnaires which 
they received from different institutions at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning 
of the twentieth century.

A noteworthy example of these questionnaires is Cestionariu despre tradițiunile istorice 
și anticitâțile țevilor locuite de români. Partea II. Epoca de până la a. 600 d. Chr. (The Ques
tionnaire about historical traditions and antiquities of the territories inhabited bv Roma
nians: The period until the year 600 ce) (part 1,1893, part II, 1895), created by Nicolae 
Densușianu with the aim of “bringing to light the historical dimension of these ancient 
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beliefs and traditions of the Romanian people.”8 For the practical implementation of 
his research, he used school inspectorates in the distribution of his questionnaire. The 
results of this research have been generally ignored by specialists for a long time, since 
N. Densușianu used them to create the contested work Dacia preistorica (Prehistoric 
Dacia).9 From the perspective of ethnography and folklore, the answers to this question
naire constitute a qualitative leap, a huge step forward, compared with the results of the 
questionnaire devised by B. P. Hasdeu. This is due to the methodological instructions 
N. Densușianu provided to his correspondents (mediators),10 and to the character and 
structure of the questionnaire. In its second part, the topic of food gains prominence 
within the section dedicated to food given as alms, e.g. grains cooked and raw, colaci (a 
specific kind of bun), fruit, meat and dairy products (Nos. 176-184, 187, 189-191), 
and to fasting (Nos. 227-228). The topic is present in a more subtle way in the sections 
dedicated to holidays, which contain questions about festive meals (Nos. 53, 55-56), 
practices for ensuring a good harvest and the wellbeing of the livestock (Nos. 9, 75-76, 
103) and even to the utensils for ritual meals, such as paharul Crăciunului (a special glass 
from which everybody in the family drinks only on Christmas; No. 10).

Consequently, while Hasdeu’s focus on terminology drove his correspondents to 
simply list kinds of daily food, those guided by Densușianu offer information at dif
ferent levels of complexity about festive and ritual foods and also take notice of the 
rituals which are accompanied by abundant food. This can be illustrated by comparing 
the answers provided by Mihai Lupescu, teacher in Broșteni (Suceava County) to both 
questionnaires, preserved in manuscript form at the Library of the Romanian Academy: 
pages 298-306 of Ms. rom. bar 3430 (answers to Hasdeu’s questionnaire) and pages 
250-257 of Ms. rom. bar 4559 (Densușianu). In the first case, he only lists some dishes, 
such as malig a, mălai, pita, borș, zarna, papa (serob), găluște, plachie,juif à, vàrzàri, plăcinte, 
mujdei de usturoi. In contrast, in the second case (the manuscript of 1896) he outlines 
the preparation of some ritual dishes:

Pasca [a type of pastry made for Easter] is made from wheat flour, as follows: the flour is 
kneaded and left to rise. After it has risen, the dough is shaped into round loaves. The loaves 
are flattened with a rolling pin [sucitorul] like azima [flat bread] and dough in the form 
of a bun, round our flattened, is placed on top. The hollow within is filled with a filling 
made offermented sheep cheese and a couple of boiled potatoes [bulughenc]. The Pasca thus 
prepared is baked in the oven.11

From his participation in the questionnaires until the end of his life, Lupescu dedicated 
great energy to researching the topic of food. Between 1899 and 1904 he wrote about 
peasant food (“The Peasant’s Kitchen”) in the journal Șezătoarea (Get-Together). In 
1916 he submitted a substantial manuscript to the Romanian Academy for publication. 
Due to various causes (the First World War, the reorganization of the Romanian Acad
emy and its publications etc.), the work of Mihai Lupescu was not published until 2000. 
The topic of food thus missed an opportunity of becoming part of the standard research 
topics within Romanian folklore early on.



18 • Transylvanian Review • Vol. XXX, Supplement No. 2 (2021)

Even worse, for three quarters of a century, the materials collected via the two ques
tionnaires described here were only consulted by a very small number of specialists as 
they were available only as manuscripts in the Library of the Romanian Academy. The 
answers to Hasdeu’s “Program” became more widely accessible in 1970, with the pub
lication of Tipologia folclorului din răspunsurile la Chestionarele B. P. Hasdeu (Typology of 
folklore from the answers to the Questionnaires of B. P. Hasdeu), the result of the consid
erable efforts of Ion Mușlea and, after his death, of Ovidiu Bârlea. In his preface, Bârlea 
avoids the topic of food, considering it part of material culture and therefore belonging 
to the field of ethnography.12 In spite of that, an attentive reader can discover some 
information about food in the chapters “Ciclul calendaristic” (calendrical cycle, special 
days throughout the year) and “Ciclul familial” (family life cycle, dealing with birth, 
weddings and death) and some occurrences, more sporadic than one might expect, in 
the section dedicated to small holdings (family farms) and daily life (“Gospodăria și 
viața cotidiană”). Adrian Fochi organized the material collected in Densușianu’s survey 
in a similar way, and published it as Datini și eresuri populare de la sfârșitul secolului al 
XlX-lea (Folk customs and superstitions at the end of the nineteenth century) (1976). 
In contrast to Mușlea and Bârlea, he presented the entries alphabetically rather than 
thematically. Some of the entries, such as alimentele ritual (ritual food), paharul de zile 
mari (a glass, usually large and beautiful, which is used only on special days, filled with a 
drink and passed from hand to hand, so that all family members present take a sip) and 
mucenicii (martyrs, dedicated to the feast of the forty martyrs of Sebaste, 9 March) con
tain information related to food and culinary practices, particularly in its ritual aspect.

Ritual Food: A Female Topic in the Margins 
of Folklore Research in the Interwar Period

T
he establishment of the Folklore Archive of the Romanian Academy in Cluj in 
1930 marks another important moment in the history of the development of 
institutions dedicated to the study of traditional Romanian Culture. Ion Mușlea 
formulated the research mission of the institute he founded as promoting the “collec

tion, management, organization, publication and academic study of folklore material.”13 
In line with this aim and following the established practice of research via intermediar
ies (correspondents),14 he developed a series of thematic questionnaires to be used by 
the Archive in conjunction with its network of teachers (male and female), priests, and 
pupils (school children), covering all regions of the country; He also wrote an article 
providing instructions to his future collaborators (the mediators taking the question
naires “to the people”), a kind of guide to research, in which he explained aspects of field 
research, such as how to transcribe what is heard and observed. Although this is not the 
place for a detailed analysis of this document,15 one element of Mușlea’s guide is par
ticularly relevant for the present study, namely, the involvement of female teachers in the 
collection of data. Food receives attention as one of the topics about which “a woman 
speaks much more open and with enthusiasm to another woman; a man will struggle to 
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obtain a good testimony” (as the woman being interviewed will be more restrained and 
not speak freely).16 From today’s perspective such an observation about the relation be
tween gender and research topic might seem self-evident, but in 1928, women’s voices 
were hardly heard. Female researchers, such as Elena Didia Odorica Sevastos and Elena 
Niculiță-Voronca, were a marginalized minority. In the context of the time, it was thus a 
daring and courageous act to propose that:

Female teachers should conduct interviews with women about the beließ and occupations 
which concern them. In the first instance, addressing topics related to birth, the period after 
birth (“confinement”), baptism, the upbringing of children, superstitions common among 
women, days when no work is to be done, love potions, folk medicine (charms and remedies), 
belieft connected with the preparation of food, clothes and housekeeping. Concerning with 
folk literature, the female teacher will ask about nursery rhymes and funeral laments. This 
does not mean that the female teacher cannot also collect general material, covering the 
entire domain of folklore . . . I just wanted to point out that they are especially encouraged 
to work in this specific area as they are more likely to obtain excellent results, while male 
teachers will struggle.17 

j»

The topics addressed in the questions and the structures of the questionnaires developed 
and distributed by the Folklore Archive of the Romanian Academy between 1930 and 
1942 reflect a desire to complement earlier research and thus create a corpus of data 
representative of Romanian folklore. It builds upon earlier research: the outlines and 
main points as addressed in the questionnaires by Hasdeu and N. Densușianu, followed 
by several large research projects supported by the Romanian Academy, resulting in 
monographs by authors such as Simion Florea Marian, Lazăr Șăineanu, Iuliu Zanne, 
Elena Niculiță-Voronca, Tudor Pamfile, Gheorghe F. Ciaușanu, Artur Gorovei, and oth
ers. Two issues in Mușlea’s writings related to the surveys via questionnaire which aim to 
highlight several cultural phenomena “among the Romanians” developed at the Folklore 
Archive are particularly relevant for the present study. The first is the aim of his ques
tionnaires to outline a national identity within traditional culture, by bringing together 
unrelated material collected from all provinces inhabited by Romanians.18 This way, via 
the generic mode in which questions were formulated, the instruments of inquiry gener
alize and create artificial norms. Although they draw attention to all aspects of the tradi
tion they present, all the beliefs and stories which support it and the meaning it has for 
participants,19 regional differences do not receive sufficient attention. The second point 
is the marginal position of food in Mușlea’s questionnaires. It is explicitly mentioned as 
part two (entitled “Food”) of the tenth questionnaire, Casa, gospodăria și viața de toate 
zilele (Home, family farms, and everyday life), which was sent to the correspondents in 
the beginning of 1936. To be more precise, the specific questions which address food 
concern aspects such as: practices and sayings related to specific food consumed for the 
first time; table manners; food and drink offered as alms at funerals and beliefs, customs 
and stories related to water, bread and salt in daily and ritual contexts. Precise ques
tions related to food also occur in the context of customs related to special days in the 
calendar,20 of events in the family life cycle,21 and of mythology and folk rituals.22
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The manuscript collection of the Folklore Archive of the Romanian Academy con
tains 34 answers to the section dedicated to food of Questionnaire Ten, from just as 
many localities in the counties Alba, Arad, Argeș, Baia, Bacău, Bihor, Buzău, Hotin, 
Hunedoara, Ilfov, Lăpușna, Maramureș, Mehedinți, Neamț, Orhei, Râmnicu Sărat, Ro
man and Someș. Written meticulously and with a fine sense of observation by long-term 
correspondents (mediators), these manuscripts contain valuable information about the 
types of practices and traditions related to food addressed in the questionnaires at the 
time between the two world wars, as preserved in the memories of those answering the 
questions. As already indicated, the nature of Mușlea’s archival project causes food to 
be one of the topics encountered throughout the almost 1,200 ethnographic documents 
resulting from the survey.

Even at a first glance, their contents shows that, first of all, like the answers to 
Dcnsușianu’s questionnaire, the intcrwar material deals particularly with food for special 
occasions: festive, ceremonial and ritual foods and practices. In most cases, informa
tion is provided about: the kinds of baked food (pastries etc.) made in the contexts of 
customs related to birth, baptisms, weddings and funerals, baked goods given to carol 
singers and for the commemoration of the souls of the departed at special occasions 
(Mucenici: feast of the forty martyrs) and Moși (literally: old men\ special days for the 
commemoration of the departed at the transitions between seasons); eggs painted red 
and posed (special pastry for Easter); lamb and types of cheese eaten on feast days such as 
St. George, Arminden (St. Jeremiah, 1 May, celebration of spring), împreunarea turmelor 
(celebrating the assembly of a flock consisting of sheep from all the families in the vil
lage, which will be pastured together over the summer); wine with wormwood (pelin, 
Artemisia absinthium) for the spring celebrations in the fields; pie on the Saturday of 
Lazarus; fish on the Feast of the Annunciation; covașa (a lightly fermented slightly sour 
drink made of grains and water) on the feast of St. Andrew etc. With a similar frequency 
one encounters notes about healing or magical properties attributed to certain dishes or 
ingredients.

Everyday food is hardly treated in detail, but some information can be deduced from 
the descriptions of the propitiatory rituals performed on the occasion of major holidays, 
to ensure the good functioning of the household and farm, the health of the animals (in
cluding cattle, poultry and bees), and a good harvest of the fruit trees, garden and vines. 
Another important source are the references to the main items of daily food, mamaliga 
(polenta, com flour cooked like porridge) and bread. There are several descriptions of 
the ways in which they are prepared, focusing on ritual prescriptions and interdictions 
to ensure a good outcome. Here is an example from the manuscript of Olivia Sturzu, a 
teacher in Tarzia-Baia:

Do not sift flour on your arms, because you will sift (riddle, cloud) your brain. Knead the 
dough until you are sweating. Do not drink water while kneading dough, lest the dough 
would be too moist. With making bread, when you finish kneading and want to leave the 
dough to rise, make the sign of the cross over it, take a bitfrom the top and lift it up, like this, 
and smack it with your lips, making a sound, so that it will rise.23
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In the answers to these questionnaires, food also appears as a motif in stories told at 
crucial times in the calendar. For example, the Story of Ignat, which is told before slaugh
tering a pig (before Christmas);24 several well-known stories about taking milk from 
cows and about the multiplication of flour in the bag of the person who has cast a glance 
at the game of ghosts (strigoi) connected with Sdngeorz (St. George, 23 April).25 Other 
examples include stories which explain the consumption of fried rooster or the painting 
of eggs for Easter (red), either via retelling the story of Christ’s crucifixion,26 or by mak
ing a connection with the dragons gnawing at the pillars of the earth,27 and stories about 
the failed attempt of Baba Dochia at taking a flock of sheep up a mountain, sometimes to 
look for wild strawberries,28 in contrast with the successful man who went plowing (till
ing the earth) on Mucenici, blessed by God and St. Peter with forty bushels of wheat.29 
Both of these stories aim to educate about the appropriate/inappropriate time for certain 
agricultural tasks. In other instances, multifaceted descriptions of practices and behav
iors related to food on special days are presented together with stories which explain and 
legitimize these practices for the community.30

The early questionnaires, “The Program” of B. P. Hasdeu and the questionnaire initi
ated by N. Densușianu, were formulated and structured in such a way that the result 
(the written answers preserved in the Library of the Romanian Academy) transmits the 
vision of the correspondent (the mediator), always male. In contrast, in the documents 
collected via the survey conducted by the Folklore Archive half a century later, female 
perspectives are included. The voices of female interviewees started to be heard and tran
scribed, mediated mostly by female teachers. Due to the traditional role divisions, female 
interviewees are best placed to share their know-how about the preparation and serving 
of meals, and as the main actor in the rituals and ceremonies which have an alimentary 
component. In this way the ethnographic discourse becomes richer and more nuanced, 
gaining in precision and complexity; This can be illustrated with an example:

On the day before certain holidays (St. Basil, Epiphany, St. George and St. Nicolas), a girl 
who wants to see her future husband in a dream goes to the well and takes water in her 
mouth, which she mixes with flour and salt into a ball the size of a nut. She uses this ball to 
make a small loaf of bread and, in the evening before going to bed, she eats half of it, and 
places the other half under her pillow. After eating, she should not talk with anybody, nor 
drink water. If she does as I just explained, she will see her future husband. Before eating 
the bread, she should say the following: “I bake you bread, I turn you around. You go after 
my future husband, and bring him now! If not, I will stay here, and I will throw you in the 
fire.” (From Maranda Mocanii, from Vâlcele, 66 years old)31

For a long period, this data was only available in manuscripts in the Folklore Archive 
in Cluj and has been consulted by specialists interested in different aspects of traditio
nal Romanian culture. The results of the surveys have been published only recently, 85 
years after its collection. So far volumes have appeared with material from the Republic 
of Moldova, Romanian Moldavia, and Bukovina, based on questionnaires II, IV VII 
and the questionnaire entitled Șezătoarea. Words related to food have been included the 
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index to each volume, so that readers interested in this domain can easily navigate to 
topics related to traditional alimentation.32

The 1970s: An Important Period in the Development 
of Research Methods in the Study of Food

H
aving t hus arrived at the period of state communism, it needs to be pointed 
out that the 1970s mark a crucial period in the development of ethnologic 
disciplines, the study of food included. Such a crucial period is always charac
terized by innovation, in the form of a new archival project with a special focus on food. 

At the same time, there is also an eye on the past, which is visible in the publications by 
Fochi, Mușlea and Bârlea of the results of the surveys by N. Densușianu and Hasdeu 
(already mentioned) and the continuation of older projects, with an improvement of the 
methodologies and regional applications by newly established institutes.

More concretely, in 1970 the Chestionarul etnografic fi folcloric g eneral (General ethno
graphic and folklore questionnaire) appears, developed by Professor Ion H. Ciubotaru 
at the Center of Linguistics, Literature and Folklore in Iași as “a pilot project.”33 Its 
initial results were later verified and completed in field research by young researchers 
from the Folklore Archive of Moldavia and Bukovina. In the view of its author, the ques
tionnaire is “the most thorough one conducted so far, with a comprehensive character 
and resulting in a multivalent study of traditional folk culture.”34 The questionnaire was 
published as a volume of 252 pages, accompanied by an introduction which explains the 
methodology. The 1,175 questions were organized into nine chapters: I “Beliefs and Su
perstitions,” II “Folk Medicine,” III “Rituals and Related Customs” (A. Birth, B. Wed
dings, C. Funerals), IV “Customs Related to Special Days in the Calendar and Magical 
Practices,” V “Folk Poetry and Prose,” VI “Childhood Games,” VII “Folk Customs,” 
VIII “Rural Architecture” and IX “Main Occupations.” The topic of food occurs in five 
of the chapters. First of all, there are questions about ritual and ceremonial food in the 
context of customs related to birth (Nos. 529, 591, 596, 605, 606), weddings (Nos. 
671, 673, 675-688, 693, 698-700) and funerals (Nos. 736, 747-750, 783, 786-788), 
as well as in the chapter dedicated to customs connected with special days in the calendar 
(Nos. 71-77, 143, 843, 870). The topic of food can also be recognized within ques
tions about medicinal plants (No. 267) in the chapter on folk medicine, and practices 
for protecting the harvest, animals, poultry and beehives (Nos. 29, 36, 40-^2, 44, 47, 
56) in the first chapter. The ethnographic orientation of the questionnaire from Iași is 
visible in questions about the spaces dedicated to cooking (Nos. 1001-1002), different 
types of stoves (Nos. 1011, 1160), kitchen furniture (Nos. 1014—1017), containers for 
measuring and preserving food (Nos. 1149-1152), and questions related to obtaining 
food items via activities such as gathering herbs (medicinal plants; No. 1028), hunting 
(Nos. 1029-1030), fishing (Nos. 1034-1036), milling (Nos. 1141-1142), shepherd
ing (Nos. 1037-1045), a section of questions dedicated to dairy products (Nos. 1055, 
1061-1085) and winegrowing (Nos. 1162-1166). Information about food from the
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690 returned questionnaires from villages of Moldavia and Bukovina were analyzed in 
studies by researchers from Iași, including monographs35 and typologies and anthologies 
of regional texts.36

By the middle of the seventh decade of the previous century, the Romanian Acad
emy and the State Commission for Culture and Art started to discuss the creation of 
the Romanian Ethnographic Atlas.37 Starting in 1968, the project was implemented by a 
team of researchers from the Institute of Ethnography and Folklore in Bucharest. After 
a process of orientation in working and research methodologies, in 1972 they published 
twenty thematical questionnaires, including one with the title Food. In 1976, after the 
completion of field work in the county of Oltenia, the working instrument (the twenty 
questionnaires) was restructured. Food became a section within the questionnaire enti
tled Occupations, along with sections dedicated to agriculture, beekeeping, animal farm
ing, silk worm cultivation, gathering (collecting plants, mushrooms etc. in the wild), 
the cultivation and production of plant-based textiles, transport, the cultivation of fruit 
trees and vegetables, fishing, hunting, and winegrowing.38 In its final form, the section 
about food was edited by Ion Vlăduțiu, Romulus Vulcănescu, and Mircea Sadoveanu, 
who organized the questions in ten sub-sections: 1. Plant-based Products Used for the 
Preparation of Food, 2. Fruit Used for the Preparation of Food, 3. Preparation of Food 
from Animal Products and Fish, 4. Dishes Prepared from Dairy Products and Eggs, 5. 
Flour-based Food, 6. Sweets, 7. Ways of Preserving Food, 8. Dishes for Ordinary7 Days 
and for Holidays, 9. Ritual Food (connected with birth, weddings and funerals) and 10. 
Traditional Drinks.

This instrument of enquiry can be characterized as the first questionnaire dedicated 
to food within a survey conducted by ethnological research institutes in Romania. Previ
ously, similar surveys had been undertaken only within other fields of research.39 In con
trast with the other ethnographic surveys mentioned so far, which relied on correspon
dents (mediators), with differing levels of preparation for folkloristic field research, the 
survey undertaken for the Romanian Ethnographic Ailas was conducted between 1972 
and 1983 by researchers of the Institute of Ethnography and Folklore in Bucharest, 
in 536 localities selected based on well-defined criteria. Regarding the content of the 
questionnaire, it can be observed that questions deal not only with practices and behav
iors related to festive food (as was the case in the questionnaires from N. Densușianu 
onwards), but also address aspects related to daily foods. The questions concern not 
only the current practices, but also those of 50-60 years earlier, as far as they can be 
reconstructed from people’s memories. This way, the questionnaire of the Ethnographic 
Atlas draws attention to the dynamic nature of the phenomena under investigation, and 
to changes in customs related to food. Similar to the previous archival projects, the field 
research has resulted in an enormous amount of material, which took several decennia to 
be analyzed and systematized. Relatively recently, information about food was published 
by researchers at Constantin Brăiloiu Institute for Ethnography and Folklore, in the 
third volume of the Romanian Ethnographic Atlas (2008)46 and in the volume 1, Oltenia, 
of the book Alimentation (2018), part of a series of monographs under the title “Docu
mente Etnografice Românești” (Romanian ethnographic documents).41
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Reinvention of the Subject After State Communism: 
The First Digital Collections

A
fter 1990, projects about food in rural Romanian communities continued to 
mark the academic landscape; no longer as part of surveys conducted by research 
institutes, but as expressions of the research interests of ethnologists, anthropolo
gists and linguists from the main universities in Romania. They develop their projects 

according to the criteria specified by national or international funding bodies. To be 
more precise, the availability of funding in the current climate has shaped the direction 
of research in such a way that the topic of food has been studied within the contexts of 
cultural heritage, (eco)tourism, sustainable development education, policies about food 
and consumption, etc. The teams which implement these projects transgress academic 
boundaries and include, besides junior and senior researchers, also local authorities, non
governmental organizations, members of the communities, business people and other 
organizations of various kinds. The period of funding, and with that, the duration of the 
projects, ranges from 6 to 36 months, which determines the limitations of the scope of 
the research, usually focusing on a specific region. The preferred research methods are 
participant observation and interviews, usually organized around a specific theme. Usu- 
ally it is no longer possible to publish the questionnaires in the form of a book, as was 
done in the past. The contracts often specify that the results have to benefit society and 
should be made available quickly, often even within the duration of the project. The out
comes are extremely varied, developed to meet the interests of the general public and of 
specialists. They include academic publications, online databases, anthologies of recipes, 
albums, calendars, exhibitions of photographs with a gastronomic theme, tasting sessions 
of traditional food, etc.

For example, in 2012, the Administration of National Funds, a department of the 
Romanian Ministry of Culture, financed the project La masă cu oamenii Deltei—cerceta
rea gastronomiei tradiționale din Delta Dunării (Around the table with the people from 
the Delta: Researching the traditional gastronomy from the Danube Delta), led by the 
anthropologists Vintilă Mihàilescu and implemented by the Cultural Association “Ivan 
Patzaichin-Mila 23,” in collaboration with the Sociology Department of the National 
School of Political Science and Administration in Bucharest. The aim of the project was 
to document the culinary experience, the knowledge about and the attitudes toward food 
of the inhabitants of the Delta, via observation and personal interviews and by research
ing reports of “local associations concerned with the natural heritage which serves as a 
resource for food.” The information has been dissimilated on a very rich website with 
“stories about gastronomy and identity,” “narrated recipes,” reports and photos,42 and in 
the form of an edited volume.4’

Funding possibilities provided by the Interreg ipa Cross-border Cooperation Programme 
Romania-Republic of Serbia has facilitated the study of food as part of immaterial cultural 
heritage of Banat (a region which crosses national borders), which has implications for 
tourism, and can thus contribute to the sustainable development of a region. Two proj
ects financed by this program and carried out by multi-disciplinar}’ teams coordinated 
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by Prof. Otília Hedeșan from the West University of Timișoara are Living Heritage—an 
Unlimited Resource for Tourism Development mis etc 1324 (2013-2015) and Local Heritage 
for Active Tourism in Banat (HerA)eMS rors 20 (2017-2018). Their outcomes include two 
books with traditional recipes,44 a travel guide in three languages (Romanian-English- 
Serbian) with a chapter dedicated to “Banat for Gourmands,”45 and a digital resource 
(hera.uvt.ro) which also contains information about fcx)d collected with participation 
of local communities and validated by researchers.46 Another online database, created 
to support educational programs for heritage, was developed within the project Digita- 
lizarea patrimoniului cultural alimentar: Regiunea Bacău—ccultfood (Digitalization of 
the alimentary cultural heritage in the Bacău region). This project was undertaken by 
Petronela Savin, a linguist at Vasile Alecsandri University in Bacău, and financed by the 
program Bridge Grant of the Department for Funding of Higher Education, Research, 
Development and Innovation (uefscdi), between 2017 and 2018. The database ecult- 
food.ub.ro provides the user with 1,278 recipes, collected via interviews in 34 villages 
in the county of Bacău. Each recipe contains a description of the content (type of recipe, 
ingredients used and the explanation of the preparation process), and information related 
to the context of the research.

The most recent project mentioned here is also coordinated by Otília Hedeșan, with 
the involvement of a team of academic researchers, bearing the code PN-III-P2-2.1- 
ped-2019-5092 and the title A Romanian Digital Repository on Food: Turning Knowledge 
Towards Society (FOODie) .The present work is part of this project, which aims to create 
connections between the two previously created digital databases, and to enrich their con
tents with new resources, obtained via field research in all parts of Romania and among 
the Romanian population in other countries.

Conclusions

S
everal observations emerge with clarity from this survey. The history of research 
in the field of Romanian ethnology is characterized by projects, carried out ap
proximately every forty years, which document and research traditional Romanian 
culture in national or regional dimensions. For a long period, these were supported and 

financed by the Romanian Academy and more recently, after the period of state commu
nism, via research programs of national and international funding bodies.

The topic of food benefits from a constant presence in Romanian ethnologic resear
ch undertaken via research institutes. In the early questionnaires by B. P. Hasdeu and 
Nicolae Densușianu food appears in passing references, it is limited to its ritual aspects 
in the surveys conducted by the Folklore Archive of the Romanian Academy in Cluj and 
the Folklore Archive of Moldavia and Bukovina in Iași, and gains prominence in the 
research for the Romanian Ethnographic Atlas and in a reinvented way in the last decade. 
As a consequence of all these research projects, documentation exist about practices and 
attitudes related to food in Romanian rural contexts covering over a century and a half 
(considering the fact that the participants in the survey initiated by Hasdeu report on 
their memories of the years 1830-1850).

hera.uvt.ro
food.ub.ro
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For over a century, the data has been collected by correspondents (mediators) with 
different levels of training in ethnographic fieldwork, members of the communities who 
report about different types of traditions, culinary ones included. This is followed by 
a period of several decades in which the archival data was collected only by specialists. 
Several of the more recent projects again involve members of the communities in the 
creation of ethnographic documents and materials about food, granting to some of them 
the status of local anthropologist, in methodological and technical contexts which differ 
from those of the past.

Although the collection of information about food started at the beginning of the 
development of the study of Romanian ethnology, being included in archival projects 
already at the end of the nineteenth century, the study, interpretation and publication of 
data collected via these surveys always suffered large delays. The periods in between the 
field research and the publication of the results vary from forty to ninety years. These 
delays might be one factor which at least partly explains the marginality of the topic of 
food within Romanian ethnological research.

□
(Translated from Romanian by Maria Cioatà)
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Abstract
The Development of a Research Topic: 

Food in Ethnographic Surveys Conducted by Institutions

The current article reflects on ways in which food has been developed as a research topic in 
national and regional surveys under taken by institutes specialized in the study of traditional 
Romanian cultures. I analyse how questionnaires deal with the issue of alimentation, in light of 
the aims and purpose of the specific project in which they were used, beginning with the end of 
the nineteenth century. I draw attention to what kind of information about food was gathered via 
these questionnaires, how the information was evaluated, and the impact each survey had on the 
development of the topic, and implicitly on the study of food as a developing field of research. I 
have come to the conclusion of the marginality of this topic for long periods of time in the history 
of the Romanian ethnology.
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