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This contribution analyses the way traditional home-made objects are used by migrants from the Maramureș region of 

northern Romania, in both their native and host communities in Spain, to which they emigrate for work reasons. It thus 

investigates how material culture contributes to the symbolical restoration and reconfiguration of the workers’ native 

community in the migration context. More precisely, close members of the family are transposed into the new context 

by means of the memories encapsulated in these objects.

Introduction. The socio-cultural context

In northern Romania, Maramureș is a culturally rich region that is well-known for its herit-
age. The old traditions that are still preserved in the villages from this area are continuously 
changing in order to meet new socio-cultural needs. The region is particularly famous for its 
material culture: wooden buildings (households, churches), some of which (seven wooden 
churches) are listed as UNESCO World Heritage sites, as well as a wide array of home deco-
rating fabrics, and the special dynamic of specific costumes that are still worn and used by 
the locals. Furthermore, the region is also reputed for preserving local customs and traditional 
communities in which the prevailing genealogical bonds between people, which emphasise 
the group members’ lineage, are actually evident to community members. People are proud 
of their heritage and are tied to the cultural values that shape their identity. The social structure 
of an individual’s native community plays a crucial role too. The wealth of local diversity 
mirrored in details that differentiate and highlight every community makes the region far 
more interesting. These details may be equally enmeshed in material culture (for instance, 
different fabric colours or ornamentation, differences in the traditional costume that reveals 
various cultural codes), and related to an intangible heritage, such as the local dialect. All 
this points to the communal function (Bănățeanu 1985) of traditional culture, taken as the 
establishment of a set of common features shared by every community, which distinguish it 
from others, even those located in their vicinity.

Geographically, the predominantly mountainous and hilly region possesses limited natural 
resources which have a direct influence in people’s lives. The locals are mainly involved in 
animal husbandry, particularly sheep and cattle. Forestry work is still the men’s ordinary 
occupation. Up until the late 1990s, they were employed in the mining industry, as the mines 
at Borșa, Băiuț and Cavnic, which had been, some of them, exploited since the 14th century, lie 
in the vicinity of the documented villages. However, mining no longer stands as a source of 
income, because the mines were gradually closed down between 1997 and 2007. Nevertheless, 
local resources have never been adequate to ensure daily survival. This is why the inhabitants 
of Maramureș are forced to have recourse to various strategies aiming to supplement their 
income. These strategies attest to an ever-increasing mobility of the locals across vaster 
territories. Temporary migration to other regions in order to find jobs is one such strategy. 

Objects that Travel
with Emigrants from
Maramureș
Anamaria Iuga

Migrant job-seekers and, particularly, migrants capitalising on local products, are mentioned 
by Tache Papahagi around the dawn of the 20th century (1981 [1925]): “Before the war [the 
First World War], many markets in Central European cities, including Vienna, were also supplied 
with fruit from Maramureș, more specifically with apples and pears” (1981, 98). After the 
First World War, when the border along the Tisa River was created, this source of income was 
mostly cut off, just as the transhumance of sheep flocks that reached the northern part of the 
Carpathians, between the Ukraine and Poland. By the same token, the coral and glass beads 
that were threaded onto “the expensive necklaces” from Maramureș – strings of beads which 
could be worth a pair of oxen – attest to the fact that the inhabitants of Maramureș went to 
Venice to sell their products, this time made of wood (M.P., 76, Tisa, 2006). 

The introduction of communism amplified the temporary migration phenomenon in areas 
where intensive farming was the order of the day, such as Banat or the southern part of 
Romania. The phenomenon occurred especially in collectivised villages, being a common 
strategy adopted notably by women, who used to harvest maize “in the country” in order to 
return home either with products that could not be intensely cultivated on native soil (maize, 
wheat) or money, which was usually invested in building a new house, usually out of bricks 
and concrete (F.P., 38, Săliștea de Sus, 2001: “Two young people went out in the country and 
said they were coming back like a snail, carrying their home on their back”). Men used to go 
out “in the country” (în țară), especially in Transylvania, to mow the grass and were frequently 
employed by both CAP (the former Agricultural Production Cooperatives) and other locals to 
work on their own hayfields (M.I., 70, Albești, Mureș County, 2001). 

After 1990, seasonal migration to the southern part of the country continued mainly in the 
region of Banat, an agriculturally flourishing area. The contact with Banat had a huge impact 
on the local culture of Maramureș. For instance, music from the region of Banat was easily 
adopted and included in the repertory of Maramureș wedding songs. However, the growing 
number of married women from Maramureș who settled in Banat was the most significant 
phenomenon. Seasonal migration, therefore, was one of the common strategies adopted 
by the inhabitants of Maramureș, who often travelled along with their acquaintances, 
rather than alone. This is why the seasonal migration experience can be considered a 
collective one.

After the year 2000, particularly when the mines were shut down, external, circular migration 
(Sandu 2000) to European countries (notably Germany, Italy, France, Spain, and England) 
intensified compared to the 1990s, when it was practised on a much smaller scale. As so-
ciologist Dumitru Sandu (2000) points out, this kind of migration has become a life strategy, 
especially in rural areas. It is heavily adopted also by the inhabitants of Maramureș. In many 
cases, it has become the sole available option to solve, if only partially, the shortage of jobs in 
their native region. Though the inhabitants of Maramureș provide for their families, the latter 
are divided, as part of their members work abroad while their children remain in the country 
and are raised by either one of their parents or their grandparents. Things have changed 
dramatically in recent years, many children being born in the host countries themselves. 
Thus, they are able to stay with their parents, as I was given to understand during my field 
work carried out in Spain. Still, with the money they earn, the migrants build new houses in 
their homeland as a sign of their success (Moisa 2011; Mihăilescu 2014), and as a dream to 
fulfil, to which they will return. 
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Methodology

What happens with traditional art objects – cultural assets used in the context of circular 
migration – in the native village and the host country? How do the communities from Mara- 
mureș change in this context, in which emigrants come into contact with a culture that is 
completely different from the one in which they were born and which implicitly influences 
them? I sought the answer to these questions both within the Maramureș communities in 
northern Romania, and within a community of Maramureș residents working in southern 
Spain, where they are temporarily settled. 

Structured according to and based on methods employed in cultural anthropology, I have 
undertaken numerous research activities throughout the region of Maramureș. As a matter 
of fact, my doctoral studies focused on Maramureș so as to examine the dynamic of tradi-
tional art, laying particular emphasis on the fabrics that make up women’s dowries. They are 
emblematic not only for the entire community, since they comply with the patterns and rules 
of the community, but also because they are representative of the person who created and 
uses them. While carrying out field research, I noticed that at least one member of the families 
with whom I talked about the significance of these objects worked abroad. More often than 
not, my interlocutors explained to me that many family members brought various objects with 
them even abroad, especially local costume pieces and other objects meant to remind them 
of their home and the dear ones who remained in Maramureș. These people have a special 
bond with the traditional objects, which acquire a distinctive meaning. A personal value is 
added to them, thus becoming memory-objects (Nora 1997), alongside the obviously aesthetic, 
communal, socio-cultural or utilitarian ones (Bănățeanu 1985). 

This sort of bond is not surprising in the context of circular migration, because using and 
appreciating the objects from one’s native village is a current practice in the region of 
Maramureș. It applies to women who are married and settled in other Maramureș villages or 
regions from Romania. In the spirit of values acquired within their local communities, women 
decorate the room with the fabrics and embroidery they received as dowry, which were 
brought from their native community to their new home.1

The present study is divided into two parts in order to yield a better understand of why 
traditional objects hold such importance to the inhabitants of Maramureș: the first part 
is concerned with the native context related to usage rules and the meanings revealed by 
interior decorating objects, and the second explores the significance of the same objects, in 
the much larger context of circular migration. 

Inside the traditional Maramureș home

Between 2005 and 2009, I was particularly interested in the study of material culture as re-
flected in ‘festive rooms’ in three villages from Maramureș (Dragomirești, Ieud and Săliștea 
de Sus). A festive room is the space which hosts the most valuable hand-made objects cre-
ated by women or generally inherited by the family through the maternal lineage (Iuga 2011). 
The fabrics and embroidery exhibited in the festive room are part of a girl’s dowry and display 
a conspicuous social value, as they are cultural assets which contribute to heightening their 
creators’ status within the community and stress the socio-economic function of traditional 
art objects (Bănățeanu 1985). 

The festive room is locally called camera bună 
(the good room), camera dinainte (the front 
room), camera de parade (the parade room) 
and, more recently, ‘the room dressed in tra-
ditional peasant manner’ (Fig. 1). It unravels 
an ambivalent attitude adopted by the locals, 
who are aware of their status as peasants in 
the context of the society in the Maramureș 
region. However, they concurrently adopt an 
inside, and somehow patrimonialising, per-
spective that actually mingles two comple-
mentary views, one traditionalist, the other 
modern (Iuga 2011, 11–12). In this space, the 
objects are arranged according to very strict 
rules. Two beds facing each other are placed 
in front of the wall and ‘dressed’ in fabrics: 
a bed sheet embroidered at one end on the 
long side and a woollen counterpane or a bed-
spread on which many long pillows are placed 
one over the other at the head of the bed. The 
pillow cases are decorated at one end (Fig. 2).

The ruda placed above the beds is specific to 
the region of Maramureș. The ruda refers to 
fabrics placed on a wooden beam located on 
the longest wall above the beds, as it is not 
separated by windows or doors. The fabrics 
are arranged on the beam in a specific order 
which differs from village to village, attesting to the importance of the communal function 
performed by traditional art objects. The difference resides not only in the number and type 
of fabrics and the manner of arranging them on the ruda, but also in ornamentation, which 
differs from one community to another. The 
objects’ arrangement along this wooden 
beam is structurally diverse, according to 
the specific cultural sub-area delimited by 
the valley of the rivers that cross the region 
of Maramureș. All villages share several ba-
sic cultural features in these geographically 
well-delimited sub-areas (Zderciuc 1963). 
The three villages in which field work was 
carried out are situated along the Iza Valley. 
The arrangement of fabrics on the ruda along 
their width is a characteristic common to all 
three villages. Nevertheless, the number of 
layered textiles and their composition vary 
from one village to another. An ordinary ruda 
in Dragomirești contains 6 layers of textiles with geometric ornaments: counterpanes, bed 
sheets embroidered at both ends, diamond-woven woollen cloth (also used to design bags 
and pouches), tablecloths specially woven for the ruda, carpets, and long pillows with cases 

1. Festive room. Săliștea de Sus, 
Romania, 2011.

2. Bed covered by textiles in 
the festive room. Dragomirești, 
Romania, 2011.

3. Ruda (textiles placed on a 
wooden beam) in the festive 
room. Dragomirești, Romania, 
2011.
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ornamented at both ends above the ruda (Fig. 3). The textile display is simpler in Ieud and 
Săliștea de Sus. It is usually made up of four layers, a counterpane, a bed sheet embroidered  
at both ends, tablecloths specially woven for the ruda, carpets, and long pillows with cases 
ornamented at both ends above all the other textiles. These objects contain mainly geometric 
ornaments in Ieud (Fig. 4) and floral ornaments in Săliștea de Sus (Fig. 5). The ruda, however, 
can be subject to variation from village to village, especially concerning the number of layers 
of textiles placed on it, which would contribute to consolidating the family’s social status 
within the community, who is regarded, thus, as wealthier. 

The table corner is another place in the room 
dressed in traditional peasant fashion, which 
abides by strict rules. More specifically, the 
corner is formed by the two walls facing 
the beds and the entrance door. They are 
joined in the corner by two benches covered 
(‘dressed’) in either counterpanes, rugs, or 
other types of hand-made fabrics. These 
benches are sometimes replaced by benches 
containing a chest in the lower part, furniture 
pieces serving both as benches and recepta-
cles for objects, particularly costume pieces. 
The table covered in tablecloths lies in front 
of the benches. It can also be covered in a 

specially woven rug with an ornamental pattern containing frames on all four sides, which 
are arranged according to strict rules. Being more elaborate, the rug is even more highly ap-
preciated. Thus, when adorned with a rug, “the table looked so embellished, like it is smiling” 
(F.Ț., 58, Dragomirești, 2008), gaining human attributes. However, rugs are no longer used on 
the table. In recent years, they have been almost entirely replaced by richly ornamented table-
cloths. On the wall above the table, this corner displays the most valuable icons of the house, 
which are also covered in towels decorated at each end (Fig. 6). 

As for the rest, icons and coloured pottery or 
tile plates hang on the walls. They are also 
‘dressed’ in towels with decorated ends. The 
walls can also be adorned with wall hang-
ings, particularly in front of the table. The 
floor is covered in home-made rugs or older 
carpets which had previously been placed 
on the ruda. They are now rolled down on the 
floor, because they have either been worn 
down or faded over time, or have simply be-
come outmoded compared to current fash-
ion (for a detailed description of the manner 
in which objects vary in the table corner or 
on the walls, see Iuga 2011, 136–155).

Apart from this brief description, it is worth mentioning that the festive room and its objects 
are of paramount importance to the inhabitants of Maramureș. First of all, girls’ dowries – at 
least the material part – are displayed here. In the three Maramureș villages, the good room 

5. Ruda (textiles placed on a 
wooden beam) in the festive 
room. Săliștea de Sus, Romania, 
2011.

4. Ruda (textiles placed on a 
wooden beam) in the festive 
room. Ieud, Romania, 2016.

is decorated according to strict rules observed by the community members, who thus continue 
to practice an old tradition that is nevertheless permanently adapted to present-day needs. 
The festive room of Maramureș houses stands for the people’s connection to local traditions 
and values, on the one hand, and, on the other, for the need to distinguish oneself. The objects 
in this room perform a predominantly socio-economic function that strengthens the recog-
nition of their creator’s social status and their user, respectively. They thus become partners 
engaged in the dialogue with other people and contribute to social interaction in their capacity 
as “secondary agents” (Gell 1998). 

Last, but not least, the objects displayed in 
this room update the memory of the family 
that owns them: they are the repository of 
life stories that are told, perpetuated or have 
fallen into oblivion. Concurrently, they are 
the purveyors of their creators’ memory. 
Thus, sometimes they are appreciated pri-
marily because they remind one of a beloved 
person (Dassié 2010); for example, E.O., 80 
years old (Dragomirești, 2008), has objects 
inherited from her great-grandmother in the 
room where the ruda is placed. Therefore, 
it is particularly important to point out that 
the room is used only for festive purposes: 

“A parade room … because all the events are 
held in there. Our guests used to gather in this room on Easter or on Christmas; it was a 
living-room in terms of peasant fashion” (T.C., 78, Ieud, 2005); “it’s a room designed for festive 
days, a room in which people keep beautiful clothes” (M.C., 50, Săliștea de Sus, 2006). Today, 
the room hosts weddings, funerals, christenings and other family events. What happens in 
daily life can never occur in this room: “You are not allowed to stay in there, to do something, 
to cook, for instance, or to sleep” (V.I., 22, Săliștea de Sus, 2001). 

Therefore, the room dressed in traditional peasant fashion is used especially for important 
events that mark the life of a family. Special attention is paid to the individual, but the family 
is usually enlarged by the participation of the whole community. The role played by objects in 
asserting people’s identity, particularly their status within the community (Iuga 2011, 275), is 
crucial: it starts with the nuclear family and ends with the genealogical structure of the whole 
community, rebuilding it, especially in the context of migration (Iuga 2015).

This room seems even more important for the contemporary Maramureș villages, as it is still 
present in the new houses that are built using different building materials (bricks, concrete) 
than is traditional for the region, and having more than two rooms, as would a typical house 
from Maramureș. But, in this case, the ‘peasant room’ changes: most of the time, the ‘peasant 
room’ in a new house no longer features the ruda element of decoration, as above the beds 
are placed only two rugs and an icon, adorned with a towel. As another sign of change, this 
room is no longer the biggest room in the house, and is losing its function. During the festive 
occasions, most of the people prefer to use ‘the room with furniture’, displaying new furniture 
and new objects that adorn the houses, side-by-side with home-spun textiles (carpets, thick 
wool blankets, pillow cases, towels for the wall, and so on), also part of the women’s dowry, 
still an active element of local tradition. 

6. Textile towels placed around 
icons and plates on the wall, 
with ornamentation at both ends. 
Dragomirești, Romania, 2011.
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Travelling objects

What happens with the inhabitants of Maramureș who left for Spain to work in agriculture, as 
is the case with the group of people from Săliștea de Sus, briefly settled in Campohermoso 
in southern Spain, whom I met in 2013 in order to conduct the present research? What kind of 
traditional objects do they take from home and what are their meanings? 

First, the inhabitants of Maramureș take 
objects meant to remind them of their native 
community, which they actually reconstruct 
symbolically in their new residence for a 
brief period of time. This is possible due in 
particular to the building of a whole network 
of acquaintances within the host commu-
nity, which is contingent upon the principle 
of family or neighbour relationships existing 
within their native community (Sandu 2000): 
once settled in a region where they have 
found a job, the inhabitants of Maramureș 
invite their relatives or friends to join them. 
Thus, in early 2010, a community of over 80 

people coming from Săliștea de Sus (G.I., 46) lived in Campohermoso, a commune inhabited 
by around 9,000 people. In 2013, a few years after the economic retrenchment, their num-
bers dwindled. Some sought jobs elsewhere, others returned to the country. Nevertheless, 

my interlocutors told me that they are still 
present in large numbers, to such an extent 
that “I don’t have to go home [to my native 
village, when I miss it]; when I go to the local 
market [in Spain], I meet half the population 
of Săliștea” (I.M., 32). It is only through the 
presence of familiar people that the native 
community is symbolically recreated. It is re-
constructed at the micro-level by means of 
tight-knit kin relations between individuals. 
These ties are consolidated especially on 
festive occasions, on holy days, for instance, 
which they are forced to celebrate far from 
their native village: 

Basically, the men are the first to go abroad. After a while, their wives sometimes join them. 
Sometimes women go abroad too. They find jobs in places where they have brothers or sis-
ters and remain to work together with the other members of their family: “I had a cousin. So 
[I came] where I felt safer, as I could not simply leave my home just like that, the more so as I 
am a woman” (I.S., 39). Although the other native compatriots who live in the same Spanish 
commune are part of the extended family, the largest part of the family (husbands, children 

“All of us, brothers, friends, gather together on Christmas. We both are brothers. M. has two brothers too. We gather 

together, go a-carolling, just like in our native village, we go a-carolling with each other, we cook all sorts of food, we 

visit each other, we have friends, they come to our place and the other way around” (G.I., 46).

8. Icon on glass present in a 
migrant’s house.
Campohermoso, Spain, 2013.

7. Objects that the emigrants 
take with them to the host 
country: a typical carpet made 
in Maramureș and pieces of 
traditional clothing.
Campohermoso, Spain, 2013.

or parents) remained in Maramureș. Thus, emigrants adopt numerous strategies in order 
to feel the presence of their loved ones. There is also the case of women from Maramureș 
who married in the places where they found work. I met such a case while carrying out my 
research. I.S., 39 years old, got married to a Spanish local and settled in this commune for 
good. She says: “I [have been living here] for 10 years and I think this is where I will grow old”. 
Despite being surrounded by their relatives, the inhabitants of Săliștea who settled in Campo-
hermoso are missing those who remained in 
their native village. Unless they live with their 
parents in Spain, children, who were usually 
born in the host country, spend their summer 
holidays here. Otherwise, they are looked 
after by their grandparents in Romania. 

To counteract the absence of their native 
village and particularly of their loved ones, 
the inhabitants of Maramureș living in Spain 
practise their native lifestyle, but contextu-
alise and valorise it in a different way. Thus, 
they generally eat Romanian food. Most of 
the ingredients either come in from Roma-
nia via parcels sent by those from home, or 
are purchased from Romanian shops in the 
Spanish town. In this context, native food is given added value, that is, it becomes a substi-
tute for the family and the familiar world (Zane 2007, 94; Petridou 2001). Photos are also used 
as a substitute for the loved ones; modern technology itself facilitates communication with 
those who stayed home not only through the telephone, but also through Skype or Facebook: 

This is not something unusual in emigrant communities. Besides, 
their special bond with traditional objects is remarkable (Fig. 7). 
This is because their houses in Spain are decorated with several 
objects meant to remind them of their native village and their fam-
ily who remained there. Such objects enable them to assert both 
their own identity and a collective identity, which first reveals their 
sense of belonging to the community of Săliștea and, second, to 
that of Maramureș. A cultural identity ensemble is thus reconsti-
tuted like a puzzle (Iuga 2015). Every time they come back to their 
native community, the Maramureș natives living in Spain take even 
more objects so as to decorate their sometimes utterly provisional 
new houses. This happens because, unlike the houses they build 
in Romania, they invest in these spaces to have but a minimum of 
comfort. The houses built in Romania are more important, since all 
of them want to return home, but also because the houses are a 
guarantee of their success (Moisa 2011). Repair work is the only 
investment in Spain: wall painting or other minor repairs, as the fur-
niture is usually locally acquired and refurbished, whereas the other 
objects of daily use are bought on sale.

“[Parents] don’t know to log on to [Facebook] to see pictures, but there is always a neighbour or a cousin who knows how to 

do it. I tell [my mother] that I posted photos taken at the church, in a monastery or at a fiesta where I went with my children. 

Then she calls her neighbour to show them to her. Two or two and a half years ago I [sent her] photos on CDs” (I.S., 39).

9. Hand-embroidered pillow 
cases brought from Romania. 
Campohermoso, Spain, 2013.

10. Traditional bag from Mara-
mureș in a migrant’s house. 
Campohermoso, Spain, 2013.
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However, objects specific to the workers’ native village, such as peasant art objects that the 
inhabitants of Săliștea brought to Spain for practical purposes, distinguish themselves from 
regular objects of daily use. They carry with them the memory of those who remained at home 
and facilitate communication with them. Symbolically, these objects update an extensive 

system of kinship, which includes emigrants 
as well. Thus, things have an important ge-
nealogical connotation. For example, V.Ch., 
42 years old, listens to music specific to the 
region of Maramureș and even has a bag 
from his mother which he uses only on holy 
days for Easter. Also, I. and N.M, 32 and 38 
years old, have a carpet coloured with vege-
table dye, which was woven by N.’s mother, 
as well as an icon hanging on the wall above 
the beds, which one of their aunts gave them 
as a wedding gift (Fig. 8). These cherished 
objects are usually displayed in the houses 
in which they live now, but the most precious 
ones are kept safe in the wardrobe.

I.S., 39 years old, is a special case. All over her house, there are many objects displayed from 
Săliștea de Sus: a curtain gallery sculpted by her father; towels and new pillow cases em-
broidered and woven by her mother (Fig. 9), as now the local fashion in the native region is 
to change the type of pillow cases from those produced on the loom to those embroidered 

by hand; icons and tile plates hanging on the 
wall; a bag from her native village (Fig. 10); 
and a doll dressed in the traditional garments 
from Maramureș. It is important to mention 
that, after having married a Spanish man, 
this woman brought many peasant objects 
from Săliștea de Sus into Spain during her 
first year of marriage in order to be able to 
design a room dressed in traditional peasant 
fashion – a room used only for aesthetic pur-
poses, with no practical function. She would 
have done the same if she had gotten mar-
ried in her native village and would have used 
the fabrics that were part of her dowry: “I de-
signed a room dressed in traditional peasant 
fashion, as it is called, with a counterpane 

and a rug hanging on the wall. I feared that the border officers might confiscate them, so I hid 
them; I camouflaged them lest they could find them … As there is no vâltoare [whirlpool wash-
ing device] like in Maramureș, I could no longer wash that carpet, so I got rid of it. That [rug] 
hanging on the wall was all worn down, so I moved it [downstairs]”. The woolen fabrics lasted 
for about three years, says I.S., until they were eaten away by moths. “I had a rug there, a carpet 
here. These are glass-painted icons. It’s a pity that I spoiled the charm of this room, which no 
longer looks like a traditional peasant room typical of Maramureș. The moths carry the whole 
blame. They ruined my plans” (I.S., 39). When I saw the room in 2013, it was used by her older 
son as his own room, changing it from a non-functional space to a functional one (Fig. 11).

11. The former space of the ‘room 
dressed in a peasant manner’ as 
in Maramureș, where traditional 
plates and icons are still kept. 
It is now used as dormitory by 
one of the family’s members. 
Campohermoso, Spain, 2013.

12. Blankets sent from Spain to 
the worker’s house in Romania. 
2013.

I.S.’s initiative to design a room dressed in traditional peasant fashion fits into the action 
logic of the women of Maramureș who, as already seen, use the fabrics that are part of their 
dowry when they marry into other communities or even other regions of the country. This 
shows that the values and traditions they appropriated from their native communities are still 
respected and appreciated. However, apart from the need to assert one’s own identity, this 
undertaking is similar to a patrimonialisation process since, as each of the above women 
explains, one of the reasons is to familiarise those who do not know the region of Mara-
mureș with its local traditions and cultural specificity (Iuga 2015). It is important to highlight 
that such objects are generally part of a woman’s dowry, that is, they are, above all, objects 
that cannot be taken away. They are “inalienable possessions”, to use the term proposed by 
Anette B. Weiner (1992), because they have 
a significant subjective value, which makes 
them superior to any other cultural assets. 
The dowry brought by I.S. has a primarily 
cultural and subjective value, because it 
indicates a sense of belonging to a certain 
family and community. At the same time, the 
objects she arranged in her home speak of 
a difference explained in a multicultural con-
text. It shows the others (Spanish people, in 
this case) a snapshot of the cultural identity 
of Maramureș and, implicitly, of Romania: “I 
pride myself on something typically Roma-
nian”, said I.S., showing me the objects she 
brought from her native home. 

Nevertheless, objects travel not only from Romania to Spain but also the other way around, 
as it happens with particularly domestic objects: cutlery, crockery of all sizes, blankets, cur-
tains, household appliances, etc. All of these are sent home and come to prove that emi-
grants really are successful abroad (Moisa 2011). Concurrently, the family who remains in 
Romania takes these objects as a guarantee 
(Zane 2007) that the loved ones who are far 
away will return home in order to make use 
of their new dwelling and the objects accu-
mulated over time. Some objects abide by 
the logic of local values. For instance, soft 
blankets that become part of the dowry 
prepared by girls sometimes replace, or are 
added to, the number of home-spun fabrics 
to be used for decorating the festive room 
(Fig. 12). Other types of objects also travel 
from Spain to Romania in order to deco-
rate the new dwellings, such as glasses, or 
modern kitchen tools. New furniture is used 
for decorating the houses now, as seen 
abroad, usually bought from the town shops 
(Fig. 13), but also made by local artisans from the native village, payed for with the money 
earned abroad (Fig. 14). In the logic of local regional tradition, these new pieces of furni-
ture too are covered or adorned with homemade textiles. Beyond the array of objects used 

13. New furniture, bought from 
local city shops, decorating 
a new house. Dragomirești, 
Romania, 2011.

14. New furniture, made by a 
local artisan, decorating a new 
house. Dragomirești, Romania, 
2011.
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to decorate the house, the inhabitants of 
Maramureș bring to Spain many traditional 
costume pieces that they wear on festive 
occasions or when going to church: “When 
I go to church here, I wear a folk costume. I 
have a shirt, sumne [traditional skirts], I’ve 
got everything ... I never part from my belov-
ed shirt! When I wear the shirt at the church, 
I simply turn heads!” (F.I., 38). The children 
who live in Spain with their parents have a 
full costume of this kind, which is particu-
larly worn at kindergarten or school festivities 
(Fig. 15): 

Children from mixed families, however, also wear traditional Spanish costume pieces, which 
shows the family’s appreciation for both cultural traditions.

Conclusions

Objects travel between two geographical spaces and maintain a cultural dialogue between 
two radically different communities with distinct values and a distinct cultural specificity. As 
already noticed in the case of the Maramureș natives settled in Spain, every person involved 
in the migration process travels between their native and host communities along with the 
objects that become emblematic for the space they left for a short period of time. The objects 
help them stay in touch with familiar cultural values due to their personal significance, on 
the one hand, which reminds them of the loved ones who remained at home, and to their 
cultural significance, on the other, which mingles values, aspirations and requirements spe-
cific to a certain community. The importance of these objects – which in the native space are 
considered to be representative of a community or region – is reinforced by the fact that they 
become biographically-laden cultural assets in the context of migration (Morin 1969). They 
tell the story of the loved ones and, concurrently, acquire a patrimonial value, as they even 
tell the story of the emigrants who are facing individuals affiliated with a completely different 
culture. The Maramureș natives’ objects that were subject to my field research in Spain travel 
not only between two cultural spaces, but also between three types of communities: 1) the 
native community, which includes all its present and absent members; 2) the community 
reconstructed in the foreign space, which includes a small number of individuals who form a 
special group due to the fact that they come from the same community and often establish 
kin relationships; and 3) the community made up of Spanish people, the foreign community 
in which the inhabitants of Maramureș have settled for a brief period of time.

“My children have peasant clothes. According to a local Christmas custom, they say they go to school dressed in male 

and female Santa Claus or shepherd costumes. So shepherds wear clothes resembling our peasant costumes. The 

only difference is that the dress is red, with a green apron, rather than coloured. They wear white shirts, a red scarf 

over their head. I brought my daughter peasant’s sandals (opinci2) and a shirt typical of Maramureș and a dress. She 

wore the peasant’s sandals at the kindergarten on Christmas. She was unique in that school. Everyone wanted to 

know who had given my daughter that beautiful and special shepherd costume. I don’t give a penny! I don’t know. 

These are Spanish people. I don’t care. She is dressed like a girl from Maramureș!” (I.S., 39). 

15. Traditional clothing from 
Maramureș used by Romanian 
children living in Spain.
Campohermoso, Spain, 2013.

Footnotes

1 I met, for instance, F.I., 40 years old, 2004, born in 
Săliștea de Sus, who now lives in Cluj-Napoca; M.V., 52 
years old, 2005, born in Dragomirești, who now lives in 
Săliștea de Sus; I.D., 40 years old, 2009, born in Bârsana, 
who now lives in Ieud; also, A.V., 60 years old, 2005, who 
lives in Săliștea de Sus, told me that her daughter got 
married in Banat; I.C., 75 years old, 2005, Ieud, told me 
that her daughter got married in Bogdan Vodă.

2 Traditional footwear made out of leather, used 
together with a wool sock and tied to the leg with strings.

Picture credits

Figures 1–11, 13–15 © Anamaria Iuga. Figure 12 © N.M.
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