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In the XXIst century the Romanian village is no longer the village known before the
War, it is a village which suffered an irreversible transformation of the rural life conditions, it
is a village which has empty stables and sheds and uncultivated fields. The Romanian village
continues to exist but it is aged and deserted by its youth. The Romanian peasant survived
because he got used to live without opposition alongside laws and governments which were

meant to protect him.

This study tries to offer a unitary image on an ancient occupation — agriculture,
focusing on a plant which has been in the centre of many scientific studies: the wheat. This
subject, the wheat and its course to become bread, will be approached from an

ethnographical, historical and sociological perspective.

The customs related to agricultural labour which survived in the collective memory
are: going to the field, the trailing of the first furrow, the sowing, the maintenance of the
allotments, the harvesting (these customs didn’t retain their symbolic ritual character), the
interdiction of women participating in certain tasks, the customary law of confession before
sowing (these customs have gradually died out when the CAP and the commuters appeared).
CAP were communist production co-operatives. The agricultural reform imposed by the CAP
was designed to achieve a modern agricultural system and the tractor was considered the
symbol of the collectivization. This reform aimed to transform the peasant into a profit driven
worker. Unfortunately what it actually achieved was to contribute to the dismissal of some
very old practices and customs and in some cases to the disappearance of some villages. This
was made possible because the customs in question were no longer purposeful and those who
were still practising them were only doing it because ,,that’s what they saw” without any real

meaning.

The confession which took place before sowing was still practiced in some areas

where the CAP didn’t reach but the interdiction of women performing some tasks was



abandoned. Women actually became an important labour force as men were commuting to
the cities. The socialist CAP also introduced the concept of occupational specialization so
people were working in specific areas becoming zootechnicians, technical workers,
mechanics, pensioners and after 1989 the village community became familiar with the

unemployed and the private employers.

This study will examine the functions of agrarian customs and the internal dynamics
of each ritual. In the specialized literature the wheat cultivation has been presented in a quite
fragmented manner. There are various prodigious technical studies which deal with sowing
and harvesting from an industrial point of view without touching on the structure of the
population, mentalities or rituals. The same inconvenience can be found in the studies
regarding the description of the agricultural labour rituals which deal only with accounting

structural details and their meaning.

The study is an attempt to present this theme as a unit, discussing the technical aspect
(describing the practical agricultural labours, the tools used, the various types of seeds, the
modalities of protecting the crops, the ways of fertilizing the soil, the harvesting process) as
well as presenting the psychological aspect (the rituals and the customs focused on wheat and
the final product — bread). We have started with the information offered by history through
archeology and historical sources about the presence of wheat across human evolution, then
we have converged towards the rural sociology studies, combining all with the materials and

monographs provided by the ethnographical field.

A view of the impact of the communist regime on the rural world, on the irreversible
modifications of the human spirituality and mentality can help us understand the reasons that
made people give up on cultivating the fields. The oral history and the field research offer
countless testimonies about this rural drama which reflect the aged state of the villages,

deserted but still alive with traditions which are there to be consigned.

In the first part of this study - Wheat: source of food and aliment (Chapter I) we
have tried to show the connection between alimentation and cultivation in certain regions.
Changes in alimentation were slow to occur, sometimes hard to perceive and always related
to the history and the geography of that region. When we talk about a certain period’s
alimentation habits we will look at alimentation as a whole, referring to the oldest recipes and
to different ways of preparation and conservation. There were references made to the

festivities around alimentation because an important aspect is also the sharing of the food
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with the community. In our villages there are still households in which the wheat is utilized

as the primary source in making certain foods.

Analyzing the archaeological discoveries we can establish which were the main wheat
types wused in our country: Triticum aestivum, Triticum dicoccum, Triticum
monococcumTriticum durum, Triticum dicoccoides. The wheat was consumed either boiled
(like porridge) or transformed into flour and used to bake bread or pita. The actual eating was
an art form, the dining area was a place destined to combine the pleasure of eating with the

pleasure of conversing and later it becomes a place which shows social hierarchy.

The second part of this study - Agricultural labour, stepping stones in the agrarian
vulgar calendar, Romanian agricultural technologies(Chapter II) analyzes the main
aspects concerning the agriculture of wheat: short description of the process of wheat
cultivation, the symbolism of wheat cultivation, arable land inside set bounds, types of wheat,
maintenance of the agrarian cultures, means of protection, typology ofploughing,sowing the

fields, harrowing the fields, harvesting - the climax of the community life, magical practices.

The ploughing was the starting point of the agrarian year, this meaning that it held a
special significance for the whole community. In Transylvania ploughing was done in the
following ways: ,,breaking ground”, ,,ploughing on sides”, ,,coming together”, ,,ploughing in

saddle”.

The ploughing and sowing are very important and decisive moments as agrarian

works and to ensure success a series of magical acts, rituals and special rules were required.

The ploughs were classified in: ploughs with a fixed mouldboard or asymmetric and

ploughs with a changeable mouldboard or symmetric.

The sowing process varied depending on the geographical area, weather conditions
and types of grain. The first seeds to be sowed were barley and oats which were possible to
be sowed immediately after the soil defrosted. Then followed the wheat, potatoes and corn.
The sowing was supposed to be finished by the first of May (in the old style, Arminden) and

was performed in two ways: sowing in furrows and sowing under furrows.

The harvesting means accomplishment and completion and it was done usually
between June and August. ,,Harvesting will be done when the ear is curled and the grain is

hard when bitten”. Harvesting was all manual, the wheat was reaped with the sickle so that



the sheaf would remain clean. The sheaves were a bundle of two or three bunches of stalks
tied together with stalks in a knot made ,,in cross” or ,,hammer” and afterwards stacked on the

field in ricks.

Reaping with the scythe appeared after the Second World War and it increased the
yield while avoiding wastage of grains. The mechanical reaper was introduced only after the
collectivization took place. This new and modern reaping process would end with the

threshing of the straws.

Threshing with animals (horses and bulls) was done in various ways: through stepping
or through knocking by roller. Threshing machines appear in the XXth century, especially

between the two world wars but will take over in our villages only after the collectivization.

Unfortunately many of the ancient customs were abandoned but they can still be
studied in some villages because they are present in a simplified and modified form: the
splatter with holly water of the grains, the prayers before and after the labour, the

commitment to perform certain tasks in special days, the sanctification of the crops.

The third part of the study - The Bread (Chapter III) deals with this product, the
bread, and the different forms in which wheat is present: grains — coliva, flour — the daily
bread as well as the consecrated, liturgical bread — the holly bread. Relying on the applied

questionnaires and the field research we have studied the presence of wheat in the rituals of

life and death.

The oldest accounts about the presence of bread on the North side of the Danube date
from the fifth century BC, from Xenofon, who recounts about the unrisen breads; in the first
century AC, Pliniu the Elder notes about the fine tasting bread (made of oats) which existed

in this area.

Our lexical fund retained many Latin words expressing the operations of transforming
wheat into bread proving the continuity of household work: to grind: machinare — macinare;
wind-mill: mola — moara; pressing: pinsare — pisare; barley press: pilla — piua; flour: farina —
faind; sieve: cibrum — ciur; dough: allevatum - aluat; kneading: fermentare — framantare;
shaping the dough: subigere - soage (a da forma painii); board: copertorum — carpator; testum

— test; baking: coquere — coacere; oven: coctorium — cuptor; bread: panis, panem — paine.



Coliva is an aliment utilized in religious rituals about the end of life, representing an
offering given by Christians to their church. It symbolizes the Body and it is the expression of

the popular belief in Resurrection.

The Rise of the Lord (Atonement, Heroes’ Day), Pentecost and the Tree of the Dead
are some of the customs we have approached in our field research. Our main objective was to
find as many authenticity elements kept while performing these rituals as we could. We have

also tried to find out when and the reasons why some ritual sequences were abandoned

The fourth part of the study deals with the presence of wheat in the magical acts
and in the traditional medicine (Chapter IV). The traditional therapeutic system is based on
the magical effects and the symbolism of the objects used and it combines natural remedies

with psychotherapeutic effects.

The wheat is present under all its forms in this empirical medical field (grains, flour,

bran, bread, braids) and it is used to treat both humans and animals.

Today the magical acts, incantations and traditional medical knowledge is hardly ever
used in rural areas and this well of knowledge is less and less accessed by people. The
informers were weary of speaking about magic because they didn’t want to be ridiculed in the

village.
The last part, the fifth, contains the bibliography used to elaborate this study.

The annexes contain: the informers’ list, images taken while researching in the field

and some questionnaires that were applied.
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