
Introduction

D URING A period of 16 months, between May 2014 and August 2015, I embarked
on my doctoral fieldwork in Transylvania, in an attempt to understand how
plants become medicinal and part of healing processes. It was a research adven-

ture that drew on the fragmented ethnography of Anna Tsing,1 in order to understand
the connections between the various sites involved in making medicines out of plants.
Following a process rather than trying to understand one specific place, fragmentation
and multi-sitedness2 was unavoidable. Wild harvesters, cultivators, medicinal plant research
centers, industrial factories making food supplements, conferences, and alternative
healers were part of these different sites, loosely connected by plants and plant lore. In
this paper I will explore my ethnographies that were built around alternative healers as
they practice healing through the land of Transylvania. While I was following plant med-
icines, a whole array of healing practices unfolded for my inquiries, practices that were
built up from a bricolage of alternative, folk, holistic and spiritual traditions. To show-
case and understand some of these healing practices, in this article I will detail how
land and landscapes become part of healing processes, how mountains and forests are
seen as spaces for healing, how the spiritual becomes part of landscapes and thus of
healing, and how interactions with an animistic land, its spiritual and material beings
contribute to healing. I will argue that these practices are able to exist because their
practitioners deconstruct Western dichotomies of nature/culture and natural/supernat-
ural, critiquing human exceptionalism.

Alternative medicine

A LTERNATIVE MEDICINE is an all-encompassing concept of eclectic methods and
views that would not fit into biomedical practices.3 While the image of a wide-
ly accepted rational medicine could give the impression that other forms of

healings are a new trend, the eclecticism of methods, practices, and views of healing is
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a “well-established cultural strategy.”4 Subsequently I have witnessed healing, and con-
versations about healing with herbal teas and products (phytotherapy), derived from both
traditional medicine, and new research; healing with bee products (apitherapy); Ayurveda;
Chinese medicine; aura cleansing; massage; and religious prayer. Yet similar views and
practices of healing can be observed despite the wide range of influence, as well as
similar ways of being in and healing through the landscape. Even though healers were
picking and choosing healing and spiritual practices from all over the world depending
on what they were trained in, what they encountered on their spiritual paths, what
they could feel in their bodies was true and would work, the openness to not separate
the world into what was man-made and what was not, what was visible or invisible,
was common. They were “concomitantly pluralistic and universalizing.”5

It need not be taken for granted that everyone involved with herbal medicines is
also sympathetic to alternative healing practices. Nor that herbal medicine is part of alter-
native healing. It can be argued that modern biomedicine and pharmaceuticals have their
roots in natural resources, while today 68% of anti-infective pharmaceuticals and
79.8% of pharmaceuticals used in cancer treatment are considered to be derived from
natural origins.6 Natural products, plants and microbes are also increasingly acknowl-
edged as essential sources for new pharmaceuticals.7 Medicinal plants were also widely
used during the communist period of Romania, thanks to the state owned Plafar Trust,
which organized the collection of wild harvested plants, cultivated plants, produced
and marketed plant based remedies, such as teas and syrups. Networks of research cen-
ters were also established from 1975, with their basis at the Medicinal and Aromatic Plant
Research Station in Fundulea (Staþiunea de Cercetãri de Plante Medicinale ºi Aromatice
de la Fundulea).8 These research centers developed, throughout the country, new medic-
inal plant cultivars with higher plant yields, containing increased amounts of active ingre-
dients. They supplied Plafar with seeds for cultivation, but also provided pharmaceuti-
cal factories with raw materials (for example morphine from poppy). According to my
interviewees, former directors and other employees of both Plafar and the research
centers, the industry of medicinal plants was a flourishing one throughout the socialist
regime, especially after the 1970s, dropping suddenly after the revolution, to be slowly
rebuilt in later years. Nevertheless, the communist regime incorporated medicinal plant
use into a biomedical healing rationale, while suppressing traditional healing prac-
tices.9 According to an interviewee, a well-known Transylvanian ethnobotanist, even
researching folk healing practices was deemed unsuitable before 1989. 

The fall of communism enabled the rise of traditional, alternative healing and new
spiritual/religious practices, some of which relied on nationalistic histories to tap into
purported ancient knowledge. The rise of these healing practices after the revolution
of 1989 could be interpreted as “a holistic effort to redefine the self and the body in
the absence of communist authority and a centralized biomedical hierarchy.”10 In an
attempt to heal the souls and bodies of both the individual and the Romanian society,
these movements tried “to reclaim a lost primordial state (of health, moral rectitude, and
sociocultural well-being)” and a secure identity in Europe through “their quasi-nation-
alistic ethos, their voiced suspicion of money and profit, and their criticism of and
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opposition to Western individualism and materialism.”11 The healing practices I am going
to talk about in this article too border on nationalistic imaginations and introduce
alternative identities for Transylvanians, tied to living with the land. Through national-
istic images and histories different nations lay their symbolic claims on the land of
Transylvania.12 These histories and images rather than being suppressed were expanded
upon by the socialist regime,13 and got entangled with healing practices in Transylvania
as our land became part of healing.

Undoubtedly these healing practices attract radical nationalistic sentiments through
tapping into a mythological history of nations with clear-cut boundaries.14 I have wit-
nessed such essentialist nationalisms among both Hungarian and Romanian healers, which
draw their views from simplified national histories that disallow for the possibility of
nations being constructed or dynamic.15 In these images the land of Transylvania becomes
the property of various nations, a commodity that can be stolen away by the other. However,
in this article, I want to present a different view of land entangled in healing practices,
seen not as property that humans have at hand to freely use and draw into nation-con-
struction16 but as living, fluid, animistic landscapes. Therefore, rather than reapplying
theories of nationalism to the Transylvanian land, I will draw on recent anthropologi-
cal literature,17 to argue that this animism is not simply a metaphor in explaining social
interactions between humans, but they are highlighting real encounters between humans
and nonhumans, encounters that result in real (rather than symbolic) healing practices.
This literature supports an ontology that does not separate nature from culture, but which
sees humans, and human bodies as emerging from relations with other beings, emerging
from being-in-the-world.18

Landscapes: mountains and forests

C ULTURAL GEOGRAPHY has coined the term therapeutic landscape by analyzing
spaces that contribute to human health19. The concept was developed by Wilbert
Gesler, who suggested looking at the way “environmental, individual, and soci-

etal factors […] interact to bring about healing in specific places.”20 Many of these
geographers emphasized the importance of landscape in spiritual and alternative heal-
ing practices,21 while medical anthropologists challenged the idea that hospitals and med-
ical institutions allow for healing to take place, especially for “people who do not share
the beliefs and assumptions of Western biomedicine.”22 In the wake of corruption charges
against medical staff, and the image of underfunded medical institutions in Romania,
many people claimed during my fieldwork that hospitals were poisonous, and one comes
out sicker from there than when going in. But those interested in spirituality and alter-
native healing emphasized that medical institutions are also poisonous because of their
biomedical view of the world. They explained to me that these institutions are treating
only the bodies of people, with mixed results, instead of treating the whole person, as
a psychological, social, and spiritual being. This latter, often called the holistic approach,
was practiced by many healers interested in plant medicines. Instead of healing, med-
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ical institutions and pharmaceuticals—they argued—poison people. If medical institutions
are poisonous, which places are therapeutic? If landscapes are not only seen, but per-
formed,23 who/what is it that performs and how do they perform healing and therapeutic
landscapes?

Transylvania is a highland bordered by the Carpathian Mountains, which harbor
precious forests that provide space for the life of many species of animals, plants and
fungi. The Carpathian Mountains in their totality provide a habitat for “over one third
of all European plant species.”24 I have met people complaining of headaches when
driving through the mountains either towards Bucharest or Budapest, leaving the uneven
skyline of the hills and mountains behind, and arriving at the monotonous, “boring”
plain-lands. The love of “our mountains25”26 invoked images of treasured natural resources,
nostalgia for a better and less polluted world, and for an ancestral land that existed before,
and will still exist after human life. Concerns for climate and biodiversity have given
yet another dimension for Transylvanians to be delighted about the land that nurtures
their life. Land was part of invoking an identity one could be proud of, opposing a Western
Europe, better in everything else, which had sucked its environment dry. 

The image of the mountains and forests in Romania as biodiversity-rich areas that
grow plants, among them medicinal plants with chemical properties superior to the flora
of Western European countries, was a prominent one. One Transylvanian conserva-
tionist explained at length that the Romanian Carpathians harbor ancient (virgin or
old-growth) forests, forests that were never disturbed by human habitation, as opposed
to those in Western European countries, giving rise to a regional identity, which contrasts
with the over-modernized West that destroyed its wildlife.27 Yet the image of the moun-
tains and forests as untouched places was threatened by rumors of illegal, semi-legal,
or legal but unwanted logging,28 industrialization, and in general human handling of
the world. In the discourses of the Transylvanian people whom I met, the virgin forest
and the clean and healthy haven of the mountains were opposed to the polluted cities.29

This image of the mountain as a healing landscape is one familiar to the European imagery,
from such novels as Thomas Mann’s The Magic Mountain or Johanna Spyri’s Heidi,30

associating healing with the isolation and cleanliness of the mountains.
One of my earliest field experiences started with a mountain retreat in a healing camp,

in a cabanã,31 something that can be translated between a cabin and a chalet, a holiday
house or an inn, situated in the mountains. The cabanã was located next to a gritty
road going up the mountain, indicating the end of the road on which cars could still drive
safely, at the foot of the Negoiu Peak in the FãgãraºMountains, in the Southern Carpathians.
The camp was surrounded by forests, and participants would go every day for a walk
to stretch their limbs, breathe in the clean and fresh air, and collect plants and pine shoots
for making tea and throat syrup. Many came from all over Romania, not only to heal
in the healing camp, but explicitly to come and heal in the mountains. The mountains
had clean air, clean water, and wild plants to eat, all things that participants felt they lacked
in cities like Bucharest, Constanþa, Braºov, Cluj Napoca or Târgu Mureº.

I was taken to the camp by two women who were part of a group called inforener-
geticã (inforenergetics), from the Romanian equivalent of the words information and
energy. But at the point in which we were going to the camp, I did not know much about
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it, only that it was something to do with spirituality, and that some way or another it was
linked to Orthodox Christianity. Later they told me that inforenergetics is trying to
find its way back to the true Orthodox Christianity that was corrupted through time,
while tapping into the ancient Dacian spirituality called Zalmoxism.32 They soon start-
ed explaining to me how, if not out loud, at least in my mind, I should ask for safe
passage before we enter a new place, a village, or a new forest, or cross a bridge. Ask
the entities, the guardians of the place, to let us through safely. They told me I could make
an energetic cleansing on myself if, when we pass a river, I imagine taking my clothes
off on one side, submerge in the cold water, and emerge on the other side free from
negative energies.

We arrived late afternoon to the camp, a day earlier than most people. As nothing was
ready yet, Elena, who was helping the organizers out in the kitchen, made us some
potato salad with pãpãdie (common dandelion, L. Taraxacum officinale) in tomato
sauce. “The sauce takes away the bitterness of the dandelion” she explained and recount-
ed how her love affair with pãpãdie started. As a young girl she lived with her family in
a village in the Eastern Carpathians. Her father was diagnosed with hepatitis and was
about to give up on life when her grandfather suggested to his son to drink and eat
dandelion. The plant was easy to come by on the pastures of the mountain, and they start-
ed eating dandelion salad every day. Her father eventually got better and lived well
into his 70s. Since then Elena has been using dandelion in as many recipes as possible,
never weeding them out of her garden. “When my children are away, I just gather
some dandelion, and I make some salad from the shoots, the leaves, and even the flow-
ers. For some it is too bitter, but I like it the way it is,” she concluded her story.

The camp had a strict schedule of exercises, vegan diet, and juices from lemon and
berry to wheat shoots and charcoal mixed with water. The policy of the organizers was
to bring the water from a nearby spring, and incorporate as many wild plants into our
foods as possible. One of them was indeed the praised and loved pãpãdie, which we
consumed daily in our salads and meals. This “common weed,” was also one of the show-
cases of the Multispecies Salon33—aiming at understanding the world without our
nature/culture dichotomies. An artist highlighted the intimate bodily encounter between
human and dandelion: the encounter between the artist suffering from hepatitis C, fer-
tilizing the plant with her blood high in nitrogen; and plant, healing her human through
being eaten and drank.34

Mountains and forest were seen as therapeutic places because of their clean air,
water and plants, uncorrupted by human industrial pollution. As assemblages of other
beings and things,35 some material and some spiritual, mountains and forests created pos-
sibilities for people to enter into interactions with these beings in order to heal. Through
eating and tasting (the bitterness of pãpãdie), and harvesting for medicines, people got
to know plants and entered into intimate relations with these other kinds of nonhu-
man beings.36 Walking the forest with the participants of the healing camp, I have
found not only plants but stories of ‘vegetable love,’37 like Elena’s story of dandelions.
But there were many such stories. Piri, an 80-year-old, frail looking lady who had
more stamina walking up the mountain than I did, found some creþiºoarã (common lady’s
mantel, L. Alchemilla vulgaris) and recounted to me with excitement how she used to
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have terrible urinary tract infections when she was a young girl, and how no medicine
could help her until a friend recommended the plant. Ever since, she goes every year
to harvest herself enough creþiºoarã to last her the year, which she uses as tea for every
ailment she has. These landscapes provided people with joyful (multispecies) encounters,
in which plants empowered people (especially those who were failed by biomedicine)
to care for themselves.38 This lead to many explaining at length that these plants are
not weeds (buruieni), but are much more, they are medicinal plants. While encounters
were oftentimes reserved between people and plants, as the example of inforenergetics
shows, landscapes were also terrains of encounters between people and the spiritual world.

The sacred and the spiritual

A RRIVING TO the house of Erzsébet, a healer-woman, is not the easiest of tasks.
With lengthy instructions one can find the church in a village off the main
road between Miercurea Ciuc and Sfântu Gheorghe, and then take the almost

invisible dirt-road, passing the last houses, driving out of the village and up the moun-
tain. Erzsébet lives surrounded by forests and pastures, in a picturesque house on the
mountain. She has a separate building for healing, a small plant garden, a sun panel, a
small pool with sulphuric water, a spring with mineral water, and friendly dogs. She built
it all out of her own resources and work. “I like sun and warmth, I don’t like cold and
shade, but I was told to come here to the mountain forest to heal,” she explained. “By
whom?” I asked naively, and she mischievously smiled and said “by them,” motioning
with her hands to the empty space around us. Surrounded by trees and healing waters,
she returned home from sunny California, to put her alternative healing expertise to
use in Transylvania. Many came to visit her in the forest, seeking health, from all over
Romania, Hungary and sometimes even Germany and Austria. “They go to Budapest
to Professor X, and then to Berlin to Professor Y, and then they come back here to the
forest.”

Western modernization practices have tried to divide healing and spiritual con-
cerns, through “institutional differentiation” and rationalization, separating institu-
tions concerned with the body and those concerned with the mind. The entwining of
healing and spirituality is an old practice, which might see its revival in new alternative
Western healing and spiritual practices.39 Healing in Transylvania, likewise, was often
an integral part of religious or other spiritual practices. Spiritual practices, just as heal-
ing practices, were usually eclectic, people piecing together different religious and non-
religious practices, views, and traditions.40 The eclecticism of the beliefs and practices
of the people I have met could hardly fit into any religion or even spiritual group. As
such, most did not even think as part of any such group, or when they did, they often
engaged in practices and beliefs that did not comply with the present canons, just as
inforenergetics practices were far from a canonical Orthodox religion.

During my fieldwork, Transylvania was time and again referred to as the Garden of
the Fairies or the Garden of the Holy Mother. The concept of the Fairy Garden was pop-
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ularized by the Hungarian writer Móricz Zsigmond,41 who used it as the title for the first
volume of his Transylvanian History novel trilogy. But the Fairy Garden in my field
was used literally, both to name Transylvania as a whole, and to delineate certain sacred
spaces in Transylvania. In these places the spiritual world was closer to us than in oth-
ers. The Garden of the Holy Mother had a similar spiritual connotation. This title was used
by Pope John Paul II to denote Romania, on his 1999 visit. It was the name given by
Orthodox Christianity to the churches and monasteries from the sacred Mount Athos.
I however, have heard it used to specifically designate Transylvania as the sacred garden.42

While both names could be part of nationalist imaginations of Transylvania belonging to
the Hungarian or Romanian ancestry, most in my field viewed these concepts not as con-
trary to each other, not as fighting for different heritage, but as supporting each other,
and supporting the sacredness of the land.

Ideas of health and healing, for most who were part of the process of making med-
icines from plants, were strongly related to religious and spiritual concerns. Certain places
were more sacred, being filled with more healing energy than other places, an energy that
seeped into the plants and waters growing or running through these lands. Erzsébet
told me that mountains are harboring more spiritual energy than other places, contain-
ing the energy inside their bellies, slowly releasing it into the world, this being the rea-
son behind her having to go to the mountain forest to heal. I also helped gather plants
from a cultivated garden, in the mountains, fenced off from the forest that grew all around.
The people I was helping, all spiritual healers, exclaimed in wonder how the energies
of the place felt stronger, that being the reason why plants grew so beautifully there. They
called the garden a fairy garden. Places where healing plants grew were the places that
had more spirituality in them.

While I was visiting a family living in a small village in the Eastern Carpathians, to
learn about their medicinal plant cultivations, teas, and creams they were making, I
met three women, friends, who had come together from Budapest to visit the same
family. The youngest member of the host family was learning to be a spiritual healer
and had met the women during his training in Hungary. One of these women was Andrea,
a shaman, who told me that she was initiated in South America, being left alone for a
night in the rain in the forest to make fire. The other woman, Móni, a spiritual healer,
was one day awakened and told, by spirit entities, that she should dig a hole in her gar-
den, freeing an energy gate. While doing so she had woken up a giant, who was con-
stantly helping her on her path. She communicated with the spirit world through her
dreams and was told which spiritual groups to visit to learn from them. Thus she was ini-
tiated into many kinds of groups, some of them thought to be relying on ancient Hungarian
knowledge.43

Being with the family and the three healer women for several days, our hosts decid-
ed that we should go visit the town of Borsec, the name giver of the mineral water Borsec,
entitled the “Queen of Mineral Waters,” title given in 1873 by the then Emperor Franz
Joseph I of Austria. The water has been bottled and exported to Vienna since the 18th

century,44 being first mentioned in the 16th century by an Italian doctor called Brucella.45

This supposedly acclaimed resort was renowned even during socialism, but its run-down
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state was a common sight in a post-socialist Romania, not (yet) overturned by a Romania
that has access to EU funding. There are still many who visit Borsec for the abundant
springs one can find next to the roads, each of them curing different diseases, and for
the small pools of ice-cold healing mineral water, to bathe in. But we were going to Borsec
for another reason as well.

Our host spoke of a meadow called the fairy garden, which the guests from Budapest
had to visit, to advance on their spiritual paths. The fairy garden was a clearing on a
hillside above Borsec, famous for the many spiritual entities caring for it. We were to take
the path across the mountains to Borsec, a leisurely half day walk, which would take
us to some scattered stones (possibly parts of a megalithic complex or a stone circle)
that had signs of ancient runes on them. While the origins of the runes were unknown,
most theories, as well as those of my hosts, tended to ascribe them a spiritual and
sacred symbolism.46 According to my hosts our ancestors knew better than us where
to put these stones, where the spiritual energies of the land were most abundant. While
most of the stones were kept in a museum in Gheorgheni, some were left spread around
the mountain. We found the one stone our hosts knew about, hidden under tree branch-
es and leaves, and took turns sitting on it, feeling, or trying to feel (in my case), the ener-
gy emanating from it, and heal through it.

Although I have talked predominantly about alternative spiritual practices, religion
also plays an important role in healing on the mountains. There are numerous Orthodox
Christian monasteries dispersed around Romania, a lot of them in the Carpathians. While
there is a running joke that there are 18,300 churches and 425 hospitals in Romania (con-
trasting the dominance of the church with the inadequacy of government and public
health infrastructure),47 many monasteries have care-giving facilities. Some of these monas-
teries make herbal remedies, teas, creams and tinctures to support themselves. In the nun-
Monastery where I stayed for a week during my fieldwork, it was clear that the land,
the mountain forests and pastures, the holiness of the monastery and the constant prayers
of the nuns are part of making better medicines. Monastic remedies were also gaining
an ever increasing fame in Romania with medical doctors and alternative healers col-
lecting monastic recipes and using them in their practice.48 Some of these recipes came
from pustnic (hermit) nuns and monks, who retreat and lived alone in the mountains. 

Transylvania, and especially the mountains, according to many people I met, is a place
replete with healing spaces because it is the Garden of Fairies, or the Holy Mother:
from fairy gardens to monasteries, chapels and sacred rocks, it is dotted by thermal baths,
some of which were already described in the 13th century49; salt baths, natural mineral
waters, carbon dioxide-rich mofette (fumaroles), for cardiovascular and circulatory dis-
eases, and plants that can be used for healing. It is a blessed land, or a land that through
its spiritual intensity creates healing. A spirituality that is acknowledged through the
knowledge of ancestral spirituality, for some coming from the Dacians, for others com-
ing from ancestral Hungarian (or Szekler) shamans. There is a nostalgia for knowledgeable
healers, midwives, and witches, whose ability to interact directly and intimately with
the land in order to heal is being forgotten.50 Spiritual and sacred lands in practice are
far from being abstract concepts. Spiritual lands are places where spirit entities dwell,
spirituality meaning the practical performance of being attentive to, and interacting with
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the spirit world, with beings that some of us cannot sense, but others engage with on
a regular basis, both consciously and unconsciously. Land (as the mother-earth for instance)
is itself acted upon as a living and sentient entity. 

Interactions

I WAS HELPING to harvest körömvirág (Hungarian for marigold, L. Calendula offici-
nalis) flowers with Andrea and Móni, asking questions about how plants heal
when I was told that it was the souls (Hungarian: lélek) of the plants that heal,

not only their bodies, that is, their physical part. Thus, they argued, medicinal plants
can heal better than pharmaceuticals, or rather, they would say that they actually heal you
instead of poison you, because they heal your soul through their souls. Andrea was explain-
ing to me that you can ask plants to help you heal, and they will lend part of their
souls to the flowers you pick. Erzsébet also mentioned that one can find out what ill-
ness people suffer from, by looking into what wild plants grow in their garden. Plants
will gather around the person who has a disease they can heal. Plants had to be treated
with care and respect when cultivated and picked, as they were beings of the world
lending their healing potentials to people. This view recalls classic accounts of Amazonian
and other Native American shamans who gain knowledge of healing by speaking to spir-
its of plants, animals and ancestors through dreams and visions.

Interacting with the spiritual and thus with the spirits of plants was not a straight-
forward practice and it involved collecting knowledge and being attentive to the world.
Learning did not only mean reading in books or listening to teachers. While these
were part of spiritual paths, more important was the embodied attentiveness to the world,
a “bodily being-in-the-world.”51 Erzsébet would get goose bumps every time she said
something that was true. True in the sense that her analysis about a situation, about a
person, was to the point. She would go to nature shops and feel which products had
stronger active compounds through her hands. Andrea and Móni could feel the fluctu-
ating energies of places. The reality and truthfulness of books, words, and speeches
was decided through a visceral feeling in the body, so were the lies. Knowledge had to
come from knowing through feeling, not knowing in one’s mind. This resulted in a
constant awareness and engagement with the world.

Communicating with spirit entities was possible because the distinctions between
mind/body/spirit, natural/supernatural, and nature/culture did not exist for the people
I met. Rendered irrelevant through the process of awakening, as many called it. Being
woken up, for Móni meant that she became aware of the relations between her as more-
than-body, more than a biological body, and the rest of the world, including the spirit
entities we cannot see. This happened suddenly in her sleep one night. Beforehand,
she revealed, she was never interested in anything spiritual. Dreaming, for her, and for
many others in my field, just like dreaming for the Ojibwa, was part of the waking life,
enabling the mobility of the self, and communicating with other-than-human persons.52
Andrea narrated a similar story of awakening, a more dramatic one, followed by her being
able to see all the spiritual world, an overwhelming experience, after which she asked not
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to be able to see everything anymore, but rather glimpses of parts of the spirit world. But
it was through dreams that most communicated with the spirit world, and these dreams
were the driving force behind where they had to go, for instance why Andrea and
Móni decided to visit Transylvania. 

Interactions with the spiritual when healing was not a new idea in Romania. According
to Nicolae Leon, a Romanian biologist, who lived between 1862 and 1931, wise women
in Romania claimed to acquire their knowledge not through learning from their ances-
tors or books, but through a severe illness, when their spirit was taken away and taught
plant lore by the Iele (a type of fairy or spiritual being), or by the Holy Mother.53 Similarly,
folklorists talk about fairy cults and healing in South-Eastern Europe as preceding beliefs
in sorcery and witchcraft.54 Healing, likewise, for many with whom I talked, relied on
interacting with the spirit world. Erzsébet explained that she is sometimes told by the
spirit world what remedy to use. Like the time she was told to give someone the tea mix-
ture for a healthy gut, but in a bag that was labelled: ‘for the stomach,’ creating a psy-
chosomatic context in which the patient would heal better. I have also been told sto-
ries about a healer in Braºov, who was a musician, but realized he has an affinity to
heal, he could feel what plants would heal whom, and started teaching himself. But it
was his being finely attuned to understanding plants and people on a spiritual level
that made him a great healer, according to his patients, who remembered him fondly after
his death. 

Knowing through the body and communicating with spirits was seen as an acquired
skill or a gift. It could be acquired through dreaming, illness, or through years of expe-
rience, but not taken for granted, while interactions could be clumsy and uncertain at
times, especially for novices. Much the same way as Stoller55 was unable to hear the
double of a man the Songhay Sorcerer freed (115), I have heard amusing anecdotes of
people trying to feel the truth or the world around them but failing to do so. Feeling
through the world, or simply talking to (nonhuman and nonmaterial) beings around,
nevertheless, was a practice that many used to engage with the land they were walking
through and its inhabitants. Getting to know a landscape and who is involved in mak-
ing this landscape gave way to possibilities of healing and spiritual practices through
the land. Those making up the land could help humans on their way to heal, but these
lands could also be threatened by humans. In the tone of a world that is falling apart after
human industrial progress56 mountains and forests were seen by these people as safe havens
of not just biological diversity, but of spirit entities.

Conclusion

T HROUGH SPIRITUAL and religious concerns in Transylvania, healing and making
remedies that heal become practices that emerge from the relationships that heal-
ers (and those who seek health) cultivate with the spiritual, with the spirits or

with God. The remedies are not ours, but they are made through our dynamic and mutu-
al engagement with others, and our affinity and openness to interactions with them. Our
mountains, from this perspective, are not ours but become the mountains that are one
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of us, thus opening up the possibility to interact with them. Landscape can be some-
thing we only look at or something we have a claim to, but through engagement it becomes
a terrain that we are a part of. Landscapes therefore are terrains of interactions. Healing
practices that involve going through or being in certain lands, especially mountains, forests
and pastures, heal through the interactions between humans and nonhuman beings, plants
and spirits. 

These interactions have been widely researched in anthropology in non-Western hunter-
gatherer and pastoralist societies,57 and likewise, they have been explored in Western
sites.58 Applying these theories in Eastern Europe not only helps further dilute the bound-
aries between Western and non-Western ideas of nature/culture,59 but conversely it reveals
an Eastern Europe beneath nationalist and post-communist struggles and critiques.
Therefore, rather than analyzing healing in the land through these concepts, I have
tried to take healing practices at their face value and populate the land with the many
human, nonhuman, material and nonmaterial actors that are part of healing. I see these
practices not as symbols and metaphors of a post-communist society, but as the ‘intimate
and fraught’ (and precarious) relations Transylvanians have with other lifeforms.60 Although
not a representative sample of all Transylvanians, I have encountered villagers roaming
the mountains on foot or in horse-drawn carts to harvest plants; urban dwellers har-
vesting medicinal plants for self-care; traditional, folk, or alternative healers; chemists,
engineers, pharmacologists and university lecturers, all whom are trying to enter into
messy, but sometimes very real (like talking out loud) interactions with plants, spirits,
or God, recurrent themes of healing and medicine making practices.
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Abstract
“I was told to come here in the forest to heal”: 

Healing Practices Through the Land in Transylvania

The paper explores alternative healing practices such as engaging with plants and spirit entities
on the diverse landscapes of Transylvania. While plant medicines were an intrinsic part of com-
munist Romania, traditional, alternative and spiritual healing practices have been suppressed,
and only started to resurface after the revolution. In these practices mountains and forests acquire
a significant role as landscapes that provide space for interactions between people, plants, and spir-
it entities. Through ethnographies with spiritual healers and people who use plant medicines for
self-care practices, I will argue that healing is achieved through engagements between humans
and nonhumans (land, plants and spirits), practices rooted in real and imagined ancestral knowl-
edge. I will build on recent work on human and nonhuman interactions in anthropology to
consider healing as deconstructing nature/culture dichotomies. 

Keywords
healing, alternative medicine, spirituality, landscape, nature/culture, Transylvania
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