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Abstract 

 

This thesis provides an exploration and critique of the Horniman Museumôs Romanian 

collection of folk art through an investigation of the front stage and back stage of the 

collection. Firstly, the museumôs holdings are unpacked through archival study of the 

events that led to their collection, including the cultural exchanges of the 1950s and the 

myriad institutional and personal encounters that informed their collection and original 

display. Investigation of the historical context of the objectsô arrival in London reveals 

the importance of their performance on the Cold War cultural stage, where acts of 

exhibiting and giving away folk art across the Iron Curtain became a pretext for building 

diplomatic relations and creating particular representations of the state. A second form 

of backstage is explored through a series of ethnographic encounters that generate 

insights into the afterlives of the art forms represented in the Horniman Museum 

collection by bringing these objects into dialogue with contemporary craft makers in 

Romania. Whilst in the context of the museum, the folk art collection appears as a 

homogenous set of traditional things, in the context of contemporary Romania, different 

art forms have undergone very divergent histories and hold very different social and 

economic value and significance. Focusing on the contemporary flourishing of pottery-

making and neglect of textile production in Romania today sheds light on the various 

ways idioms of tradition and modernity, work and heritage are understood in the local 

context as well as lending insights into transformations in material environments, 

techniques of making, life histories, and the spaces in which crafts are situated. 

An exploration of the past lives and afterlives of craft objects held in the 

Horniman museum offers a window onto the diversity of modes of production and 

meaning-making that co-exist in Romania and the embedded historical relations and 

specific social, economic and political milieus in which different art forms have 

developed and become valorised. This combination of archival and ethnographic 

research provides a means of locating the Horniman collection in time and space whilst 

at the same time recognising the dynamic and ever-changing nature of craft production 

in Romania. The thesis highlights both the limitations of folk art and heritage discourses 

within the museum and their contemporary relevance and reinvention beyond the 

museum. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

1.1 The question of the Horniman Museum collection  

 

The museum is not an enclosed container for inert objects ï it is a launching 

place for anthropological adventures into the past, and indeed, the future. To 

study a museum is to study an endless, endlessly shifting assortment of 

people and things. Its possibilities are infinite. 

(Gosden, Larson and Petch 2007: 5) 

Museum artefacts are material remnants and markers of the past, containing broader truths 

about the focal issues of history and material culture. Exploring the front stage of a 

collectionôs coming into being provides an understanding of the institutional and social 

setting of its composition and exhibition-making processes. Investigating the back stage 

beyond the storeroom, discovering the practices surrounding the making of collections and 

the meanings of objects in their places of origin, allows an understanding of the role of 

artefacts in human encounters, local histories and everyday lives.    

 This study takes the Horniman Museum in London as its launching place. The thesis 

will follow the historical and contemporary trajectories of the museumôs 1957 collection 

of Romanian folk art. Why select this collection for an ethnographic study? At first, the set 

of objects appears not very different from several other compositions of similar vernacular 

artefacts held in the museum stores, alongside artefacts, from the former Yugoslavia, 

Poland and further destinations, such as Mongolia and China. However, a look into the 

database shows that within the body of the museum holdings of over 1000 items from 

Romania, the collection occupies a unique place. In contrast to many other artefacts that 

have been gathered together in the course of the years through several donations and field 

acquisitions, this collection is a systematic aggregation accessioned through a set of 

particular circumstances in the 1950s. It includes over 350 artefacts, many of which are 

composed of several parts.  

 The material consists of everyday objects, including household textiles, examples of 

dress, ceramics, furniture, kitchen utensils and tools. Some artefacts such as carved chests, 

are highly decorated, while others including knives, pottery and weaving tools appear 

more mundane. Every artefact has been very well documented by the Romanian collectors 
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and is accompanied by an individual record file with rich information. The wide spread of 

the material becomes evident when tracing the collectionôs provenance (see Fig. 1.1). This 

assemblage includes an arrangement of material traces from a multiplicity of places, 

people and material contexts.   

 

Fig. 1.1 Map showing the source locations of artefacts belonging to the 1957 collection 

Despite the richness of information on the individual objects provided by the 

documentation material, this project arose from a sense of the unknown. The information 

given was simultaneously informative and lacking in terms of providing insight into the 

history of the collection. It was unclear how such an aggregation of objects from a former 

Eastern Bloc country became part of the Horniman Museum in the 1950s. The kind of 

knowledge about local agency and material culture of the past and today that could be 

gained through the investigation of this collection was also unknown.  

 Continuing the museumôs historical legacy of curatorial fieldwork, Fiona Kerlogue, 

the Horniman Museum Keeper of Anthropology, approached Goldsmiths College with 

questions about the collection. Having gained the Arts and Humanities Research Council 

(AHRC) funding, two collaborative doctoral awards shared between the Horniman 

Museum and Goldsmiths College were set up to gain a deeper understanding of the 

material held in London.  These two pathways were aimed at producing new insights 

about the artefacts in order to enrich the perspective offered by the 1950s records. The 

project description identified that both doctoral students should study 
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the relationship between objects which become frozen in time, (classified and 

catalogued within a museum), and their counterparts some of which continue 

to be made and used in the source regions, others of which fall from use or 

are reintroduced as folk art or tourist commodities. 

The primary aims of my research were threefold. Firstly, it aimed to provide an account of 

the historical processes and transactions through which the collection started its museum 

career. This involved tracing the history of the collection, the events that led to its 

purchase, export and the journey that the artefacts made between their place of production 

and their subsequent destination in the Horniman Museum. The social and human history 

of the collection and the study of everyday life in Romania provided a context for this 

historical study. Secondly, from the curatorial perspective, the project was a unique 

possibility to connect the museum with the named producers and users of the artefacts 

through information provided by the object sheets. The research brief included 

information about visual repatriation in the context of folk artists and their descendants in 

rural Romania. With an almost 60-year distance from the collectionôs acquisition, there 

was a sense of the timely character of the project, perhaps the last opportunity for direct 

engagement with the collection. Lastly, according to the project outline, my doctoral 

award included an involvement in curating an exhibition of the Romanian collection, to 

take place at the Horniman Museum in 2014, informed by the theoretical and ethnographic 

insights generated through the research. In this light, some research activities were linked 

to the exhibition-making process: to inform the museum about the possible new avenues 

for interpreting and displaying this material. 

Alexandraôs role was defined as tracing the biographies of the objects through time and 

space. Her exploration of this collection was also embedded in her positionality as an 

anthropologist óat homeô investigating the relationship between memory and the various 

regimes of value through which objects were passing when moving back and forth 

between various spaces of cultural production, including villages
1, houses of culture, 

museums, folk performances and television studios (Urdea 2015).  

The collaborative nature of this research exerted a distinctive and advantageous impact on 

the project. It provided an opportunity to create a dialogical space of knowledge 

production between our research pathways but also academic anthropology, museum 

                                                 
1
 The villages included in the project were Vrâncioaia, Muncei, Vrâncioaia, Poiana and Mândra 
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practice and the interpretative space of collection provenance.  In a wider sense, 

resonating with Thomas (2010), it was a laboratory of the museum as method, reflecting 

on forms of knowledge underpinning the interpretation of the collection in the 1950s and 

the stories and questions posed by it today (ibid.: 7).  

1.2 Methodological considerations 

      

Fig. 1.2 Individual object file of the Horniman Museum collection (left)  

Fig. 1.3 Layers of museum labels stitched to the objects (right) 

A mediatory approach to museum and anthropological methodology questions 

disciplinary boundaries and is focused on the process of method finding as a way of 

exploring its relational qualities and bringing action, materiality and social entanglements 

back to the collection. Weaving the thread of collection stories through fieldwork and 

investigation of the divergent histories of the assemblage is an exercise often formed of 

particularistic voices, fragmentary encounters and archival illuminations as well as cul-de-

sacs. It sometimes bounces back to the starting points, source locations and object 

descriptions, cutting across narratives and plots. In the process of research, these lines of 

insight are brought back, blended and reassembled like elements of a complex meshwork.  

 Tracing a collection of over 350 artefacts from a large number of locations posed a 

problem of ethnographic selectivity. In this context, the field has been constructed as a 
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multi-sited ethnography following the objectsô paths, museum presences and oral 

narratives collected in the places of the collectionôs origin (Amit 2003, Falzon 2009, 

Marcus 1995). In this study I adopted the method of tracing the memoryscapes related to 

the fragments of this collection. For Basu (2013a: 116), memoryscapes constitute 

the multiplicity of different forms of remembering: those that are intentional 

and communicable through language, narrative or material form, as well as 

those which are unintentional and óinherentlynon-narrativeô, such as 

embodied forms of memory. 

 Basu outlined how the multi-sited approach of following dispersed objects, people, 

aesthetic forms, narratives or types of records allows an investigation of elements 

constituting pluralistic memoryscapes and related connections (ibid.: 118). 

 Vested in the dialogue about and around the collectionôs images and objects, my 

study framed the field of inquiry as a series of encounters and led to a partial and 

situational methodology, linked to the narratives that arose from conversations with a 

plethora of respondents in the field. These narratives were interwoven with the images and 

files discussed, generating incidental networks built around the recollections. The 

snowball effect that accompanied this project resonated with the experience of Vokes 

(2013) in East Africa, the process of inquiry resembling an uneven, messy rhizomatic 

network (ibid.: 28). Fieldwork punctuated by conversations around the museum material 

led to numerous revelatory incidents (Fernandez 1986), unfolding new meanings, traces 

and threads connecting participants and sites.  

 The resulting garment of context and content, far from covering a homogenous body 

of knowledge, aims to generate a particular fabric of significance, one that renders the 

stitches of ómethod findingô visible and that brings the threads coming from the places of 

the collectionôs origin back to the core structure of this meshwork. The methodological 

problem serves as a way to open other areas of discussion concerning the values invested 

in particular methods, the relevance of particular types of knowledge and the conditions of 

their production.     
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    1.2.1. Archives as an opening into other stories   

This thesis was initiated by an investigation of the written and visual documentation of the 

collectionôs museum representation and movement to the United Kingdom. The 

particularly detailed information on the artefacts provided by the Romanian museum was a 

valuable point of departure, bringing initial factual knowledge about the objectsô 

characteristics, their origin and acquisition process. At the same time, this information 

opened the study to the problematic of the value and selectivity of written records. The 

uneven documentation of the process of collecting was an opening into unconsidered 

aspects of the artefact acquisition and classification within the museum. 

 The premise of combining history and anthropology has long been identified as a 

methodological and epistemological conundrum (Thomas 1963, Thomas 1996, Evans-

Pritchard 1964, Fabian 1983, Cohn 1980, Tarlo 2003), even more so today as we conduct 

research in ñan era of unprecedented concern with preserving and restoring the pastò 

(Rowlands 2002:105). As archives have become privileged sites of critique, studies have 

investigated written records, museums and collections as ways of being in history and 

relating to the past. A body of literature has developed around the theme of archives as 

cultural vehicles shaping knowledge through the organised practices of materialisation and 

dematerialisation, remembering and forgetting, selectivity and classification, identity-

building and cleansing rituals (Antze and Lambek 1996, Bloch 1998, Crane 2000, Derrida 

1995, Maleuvre 1999, Nora 1989, Stoler 2009). The above studies have pointed out was 

that ethnographic museum archives could shed light on regulatory practices and 

mnemonic technologies that codify, classify and typify cultural artefacts according to 

documentation systems and object catalogues. This unclear, omnipresent phenomenon of 

archiving transforms things so they can become patterned and ambiguous, contingent and 

classificatory, simultaneously disorderly and monolithic.  

 The historical research for the thesis was grounded in the archives of the Horniman 

Museum, London Metropolitan Archives and national and regional archives in Romania. 

Documentary study in Bucharest focused on the archives of the Museum of the Romanian 

Peasant and the collections of the National Archives on the Romanian Institute for 

Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries (Institutul Român pentru Relaѿii Culturale cu 

StrŁinŁtatea, hereafter IRRCS) and Central Committee of the Romanian Workersô Party. I 
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also visited regional archives in the cities of Sibiu and Râmnicu Vâlcea. I consulted a 

plethora of records including annual and exhibition reports, minutes, correspondence, 

conference papers, bulletins, publicity material and policy recommendations on the 

organisation and running of the cultural exchanges. Regarding the organisation and the 

international activities of the IRRCS in the 1950s, I investigated the files on Great Britain 

and France and the Romanian Workerôs Party departments of Propaganda and Agitation 

and External Relations, held in Bucharest. The records of the Horniman Museum 

consisted of a good deal of information about the journey of the collection and 

correspondence between Otto Samson, the London curator, and the president of IRRCS. It 

was particularly illuminating to gain access to the private records of Otto Samson acquired 

by the Horniman Museum after my return from fieldwork. This collection of private 

letters, notes and photographs provides a sense of Samsonôs personality, interests and 

powerful networking skills that made him a particularly active collector for the Horniman 

Museum. In order to understand the nuances of the collecting process on the Romanian 

side, I conducted a series of interviews with curators, past and present, of the former 

Museum of Folk Art in Bucharest and various professionals working in the Romanian 

heritage sector or conducting ethnological research under socialism. The investigation of 

publications on folklore and folk art provided a background to identify the interpretative 

frameworks that guided the forms of museum representation in Romania and Britain.  

 The surviving records of the Horniman Museum óFolk Art in Rumaniaô exhibition 

and its precedents in the 1950s provide insights into the relational character of the 

collection, its interpretation and exhibition process. I framed this encounter with the 

archive in light of critical studies of the ethnography of exchanges (Thomas 1991), raw 

histories (Edwards 2001) and critical events (Das 1995 and Tarlo 2003). As Thomas 

suggested, historical enquiry allows events, actions and wider social situations to be 

explored in their political context. In this context, situating the collection within the 

particularities of cultural exchanges and their longer dynamics provides us with a frame of 

understanding the corresponding social groups, asymmetries and political as well as 

cultural transformations (Thomas 1991: 9). The events within these exchanges were 

framed as historical instances when traditional categories were redefined, new political 

actors arose and unusual modes of action came into being (Das 1995). The aim of such 

ethnography is to provide a view into a moment of intense social and political dynamism 
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when numerous actors are being brought into interaction, illuminating the social and 

material relations that underpin the transactions and points of contact.  

 Moreover, archival holdings were useful in reconstructing the visual and textual 

modes of representation framing rural material culture and the rubrics of classification that 

delineated the scholarly categories of artefact interpretation and the complex ñhistories of 

appropriation and recontextualisationò (Thomas 1991: 9). The Horniman Museum archive 

represents the way this institution assimilated the unique national Romanian collection 

into its standard classificatory divisions, based on categories set up by both Romanian and 

British ethnography. It is illuminative of the ways material culture conforms to or 

transgresses museological categories. In this sense, archival research posed a move 

beyond the evidentiary description of pre-given documentation and its homogenising 

rubrics to serve as a basis for critical analysis.  

 Rather than studying archives as things, Edwards suggested, we should investigate 

them as circuits and transactions, revisiting the social biography of the material. In this 

context, the materiality of archives represents fluid performances of documents, objects 

and images. I adopted this position in looking though archival holdings as inscriptions of 

contested histories and multiple forms of practice. Following Edwards, such study 

requires the exploration of the structuring of forms of accession, the 

processes of collecting and description, contexts of collecting and use and the 

range of social practices associated with them at a historically specific level, 

if we are to understand the histories embedded within the homogenised 

disciplinary archive é Such a position is also necessary if we are to 

understand the micro-exchanges that make up the óarchiveô, where the 

óanthropological archiveô emerges as an accumulation of micro-relationships 

in which objects are involved (Edwards 2001: 29). 

 This insight was particularly illuminating in reading through the collection and 

exhibition material. On the one hand, the archive contained information on the macro 

mechanisms of the state that appropriated rural material culture as folk art for politicised 

exhibition making and the facilitation of international relations. On the other hand, 

through the reading of curatorial notes, correspondence and tracing of curatorial 

movements, I was able to map the micro-relationships that played a significant role in the 

formation of the collection. This perspective made use of traces of curatorial interests and 

personal interactions during the collecting trips.  
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 Following the notes in the margins of documents as contrapuntal intrusions ñagainst 

the sober formulaics of officialeseò (Stoler 2009: 2), I sought to identify the backstage of 

collecting, exhibiting and classifying artefacts. Considering the ethnographic and personal 

spaces of the records breaks down the archive into a more human endeavour; a palimpsest 

rich in multiple encounters with various nuances and fractures. Ann Stoler argued that by 

looking at the historicity and instability of archival processes it is possible to grasp the 

uneven pulse of the archive, its silences and ñthe steady and feverish rhythms of repeated 

incantations, formulae and framesò (Stoler 2009: 35). This reflection proved useful in 

thinking about my experience of the Museum of Romanian Peasant archives (the former 

Museum of Folk Art).
2
 The few records of the artefacts assembled for the Horniman 

Museum collection were short notes in the register books with crossed out sections of the 

holdings representing acquisitions for cultural exchanges. Looking carefully at the 

removal and erasure of the traces of the collection movement as well as unevenly 

assembled or neglected material are parts of the social biography of the objects just as eye 

opening as what has been preserved and recorded (Forty and Küchler 1999).  

 Exploring voices from the other side of the Iron Curtain brought interesting insights 

and interpretations beyond the main script that found refuge in the records. Studying 

visitorsô views allowed me to contextualise the reception of curatorial strategies of 

presenting and displaying material culture. Critical attention to these impressions, 

recorded by the Romanian Institute for Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries 

(IRRCS), gave me an understanding of the fluidity of things and interpretations beyond 

their instrumental functions. Tracing archival lines was not an act of factual 

reconstruction. As Stoler suggested, the texture of the archive is uneven and ñoral and 

vernacular histories cut across the strictures of archival production and refigure the 

archival terrainò (Stoler 2009: 34).  

 In this study, attending to the voice of the curator of the socialist Museum of Folk 

Art challenged the conventional narrative. Looking at the messiness and fluidity of the 

records was an interesting step in rethinking the knowledge, value and cultural 

significance of folk art in museums and working towards a methodological 

reconceptualisation of the Horniman Museum collection for the ethnographic encounter.  

                                                 
2 For a detailed discussion of the tumultuous history of the museum and its archives, see Nicolescu (2014a). 
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Fig. 1.4 Unwrapping the Romanian collection at the Horniman Museum stores 

1.2.2 Probing apprenticeship as a method 

The materiality of the collection prompted me to consider the times, spaces and processes 

through which the artefacts came into being in their place of origin and in the 1950s 

exhibition. Since anthropology identified that things can have their own biographies 

(Gosden and Marshall 1999, Kopytoff 1986), one of the key considerations of this thesis 

has been the changing career of the artefacts in the process of production, exchange, 

museum appropriation and post-museum afterlife. Of particular relevance was the notion 

of unfixed museum artefacts in the process of gathering histories. As Gosden and Knowles 

argued: 

The physical circumstances of the object change continuously, but so also do 

its sets of significances as it accumulates a history. It is possible, when 

records are made, to reconstruct this history, which carries with it the lives of 

those involved with the object. An object is best viewed as indicative of 

process, rather than static relations, and this process is on-going in the 

museum as elsewhere, so that there is a series of continuous social relations 

surrounding the object connecting ófieldô and ómuseumô                              

(Gosden and Knowles 2001: 4-5). 

 Considering these dynamics, the stages of the museum objectsô unfolding histories 

are reconstructed in a series of settings including archives, villages, households, markets, 

workshops and a sequence of exhibition spaces.  
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 In order to delve into the continuity of social relations in which artefacts are 

embedded, this research sets out to initiate an ethnographic encounter. The search for the 

ethnographic context of the collection is nested in two case studies of folk art production 

from which the 1957 Horniman Museum collection was acquired. It explored the crafts 

through following the responses to artefacts and narratives about ways of making them. In 

this context, I tape-recorded oral histories of the respondents in ViἨtea, Horezu and the 

curator of the Folk Art Museum in Bucharest. Using material metaphors as a means to 

elicit stories and uncover their resonance with historical and biographical contexts (Ferme 

2001, Hoskins 1998) proved essential for the understanding of the relations of curatorial 

encounter, the circulation of objects and their relationships with everyday material culture.  

 Anthropological scholarship has developed a rich literature about the relationship 

between memory and material objects, bodies, lived experience of history and critical 

events as well as issues of commemoration, practice, marginality and personhood (see 

reviews by Carsten 2008, Pine and de Pina Cabral 2013, Rowlands 1993). Significant 

work on ómaterial memoryô (Kwint, Breward and Aynsley 1999, Hallam and Hockey 

2001) has explored issues of evocation and reflected on the acts of memory-making and 

the shaping of collective and personal processes of memorisation in the museum context 

(Crane 2000, Davison 2005).  

  With this theoretical complexity in mind, I was led by my collection-related field 

encounters in Romania and focused my analysis on memory processes as narratives of the 

self (see review by Witeska-Mğynarczyk 2014). In this context, I consider the life histories 

of my research participants as a form of silhouette ñhonest about its incompleteness, yet 

striving to faithfulness around the edges where relatively dispassionate accuracy is 

possibleò (Zeitlyn 2008: 159). Considering the lines of the silhouettes emerging in the 

narratives of change and rupture allowed me to investigate the relationships between the 

memory of the past, practice and identity ï the making of the craftsperson. This 

perspective allowed me to explore how the óhistory-in-personô (Holland and Lave 2009: 4) 

emerges through narratives where: 

On the one hand, history is brought to the present moment of local time/space in the 

body/minds of actors ... On the other hand, history is brought to the present through 

political and economic forces and cultural imaginaries that shape conflictual practices in 

and between institutions and collective activities. 
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 In this framework, embodied subjectivities telling of the the struggles of the past are 

conceptualised as being mediated in daily practice and considered within institutional, 

social and historical contexts. Thinking about how stories about histories-in-person and 

the museum collection had been told and what had been left out, I have turned to the 

theme of incorporation of practice into narratives concerning objects, practices and life 

histories (Ricoeur 1980). The tales that emerged in formal and informal interview settings 

gave me a sense of nuanced personal temporal landmarks and periodisations. As things 

and interwoven life stories uncovered local historicities, I was able to reflect on the 

absences and avoidances in the genre of telling the lives of the respondents, craftspeople 

and museum curators (Haukanes 2005). 

 Rejecting notions of culture and materiality as discrete, static and homogenous, this 

study drew on the insights of the ethnography of the particular (Abu-Lughod 1991), 

focusing on the practitioners engaged in textile and pottery production. In the exploration 

of weaving and domestic textiles, I carried out research in the village of ViἨtea, a site of 

provenance of the largest subset of the Horniman Museumôs Romanian holdings. Facing 

the discontinuity of practice in that location, I collected the oral narratives of the surviving 

generation of practitioners. These responses, often narrating craftsmanship as obsolete and 

undesirable, were a challenge to lay perceptions around values of folk art and hierarchies 

between tradition and modernity.  

 The heterogeneous afterlives of crafts related to the Horniman Museum collection 

were investigated through the ethnography of pottery production. In the last part of the 

thesis, I explore the landscape of pottery production based on three folk art centres 

renowned for the craft ï RadauἪi, Marginea and Horezu as well as various contemporary 

folk art fairs. Specifically, Horezu was an ideal site for rethinking continuities and 

ruptures in the production of this craft as, during my fieldwork period, this site was 

nominated for the UNESCO Representative List of Intangible Cultural Heritage. 

Conversations in the pottery workshops gave me an understanding of the techniques and 

everyday labour of those involved in the production of the craft. By following potters in 

their routine of modelling, decorating and firing I learnt about the quotidian aspects of 

practice, the operational sequence of making and the ways workmanship was 

conceptualised as a meaningful activity. This research documented a point in the history of 

the craft, illuminating the developments that affected the everyday lives of the craftsmen. 
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Following two centres of folk art in northern Romania, Marginea and RadauἪi, and various 

potters encountered in fairs across the country, this ethnographic study was conducted 

amongst institutional and individual actors of the contemporary folk art world. I conducted 

formal and informal interviews with folk artists, curators, ethnographers, market stall 

owners, vendors and tourist office employees.  

 Learning and discussion about technique and craftsmanship has become an entry 

point and a significant methodological tool throughout this study. Michael Coyôs edited 

volume constitutes a contemporary benchmark for the anthropological study of 

apprenticeship by providing a set of comparable ethnographic descriptions of 

apprenticeship systems in a range of cultures and examining in depth the idea of practice-

based learning as an anthropological field method. Coy (1989) argued that as a research 

tool apprenticeship is particularly suited for anthropology, producing a body of research 

from the inside out and interrogating situated knowledge. (Coy 1989: 112). This method 

engages with issues of positionality, shifting the power relationship in the field and 

enabling embodied understanding. Jean Lave considered the application of apprenticeship 

as part of critical ethnographic practice, centred on the examination of the sufficiency of 

conventional theoretical frameworks and institutional settings in which they were 

developed. For Lave  (Lave 1993: 156):    

learning to act on the basis of any craft, and for that matter, any problematic, 

requires to come to inhabit the practice and its conceptions of the world. 

 The apprenticeship method turns ethnographic praxis into an object of research, 

unpacking the political underpinnings of theoretical orthodoxies and received wisdom 

about cultural practice (ibid.: 147). Coyôs and Laveôs reflections proved particularly 

applicable in the study of ViἨtea textiles and weaving as a form of embodied knowledge 

and socially and morally situated practice, as illustrated in Chapters 6 and 7.  

 Thinking about the collection through apprenticeship was a useful frame in the 

understanding issues of expertise, the materiality of the artefacts and the construction of 

identity through practice (Dilley 1989; Kondo 1990). In this context, I found numerous 

ethnographies helpful for data analysis. Through two selected examples of apprenticeship-

based studies, I will discuss the specific themes of apprentice ethnography pertinent to this 

thesis.  



 

 

29 

 Portischôs (2010) study of Kazakh felt carpet production in western Mongolia 

explored craft practice as the interplay of innovation and repetition. With scarce tools and 

materials, these craftswomen apply improvisational strategies with óthings to handô. The 

practice is embedded both in the continuum of traditional skills and ever-changing sphere 

of modification of actions, movements and attitudes. In this sense, creative practice results 

in constant changes of the fashions, techniques and styles of the pieces. Everyday 

pedagogies of felt-making technique start from early life, when children follow daily tasks 

within the household and observe activities in the yurt, progressively gaining the skill of 

assessing quality through fingertip touch. This reflexive embodied practice links to the 

complexity of the pattern ï materials and embodied recognitions define the design of the 

object. For Portisch, to be fluent in craftsmanship is to be capable ñto hold several 

orientations in mind at onceò (Portisch 2010: 74). In the context of method, Portisch noted 

that apprenticeship allowed her to grasp the learning environment of the craft.  As Portisch 

(ibid.: 64) puts it: 

By learning the craft myself, I was gradually able to engage other women in 

more meaningful conversations and exchanges by virtue of sharing a set of 

abilities and activities with them. Moreover, I was able to reflect on my own 

learning process as a means to ólearning about learningô. 

 Although the pedagogical techniques necessary to acquire fluency in weaving are 

outside the scope of this thesis, I have found Portischôs reflections on learning useful in 

the context of research in the village of ViἨtea. By gaining hands-on knowledge about the 

production of textiles and handpicked patterns in weaving, I was able to engage in a wider 

range of conversations, an entry point for discussions about the technicalities of the 

patterns, the movements in the loom and distribution of designs but also about the ViἨtea 

weaversô views about good workmanship and moral practice, demonstrated in Chapter 6.  

 Apprenticeship methods and conversations about tools and techniques bring insights 

about the social embeddedness of craft and various representations of technique and 

innovation. Venkatesanôs (2010) study of mat-weavers in Pattamadai, South India 

illustrated the ambivalence inherent in the status of craft. Materially embedded 

apprenticeship research and discussions over work with craftswomen enabled Venkatesan 

to engage with local knowledge about the everyday experience of work. Thinking through 

the experience of labour was crucial to this thesis as narratives of the hardships of craft 

production became key to research among ViἨtea weavers. The apprentice method thus 
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enabled me to consider the craftswomenôs haptic knowledge and to explore how local 

evaluations of craftsmanship contrast with the visual and textual representations of this 

activity (see Chapter 6).  

 Engaging in the conversations with the craft practitioners from a noviceôs 

perspective allowed me to reconsider the problematic asymmetrical relationship between 

the curator/academic/heritage expert and residents of the village. This learning experience 

brought a different insight into the ways of knowing about how artefacts are constructed 

and evaluated in the local context. Museum studies represent a rich body of literature on 

the critique of politics of representation and debates on giving voice to unheard 

communities (Basu 2011, Clifford 1997, Knell 2004, Kreps 2003). In some contexts, craft 

apprenticeship is a relevant methodology in museum ethnography and a gateway to local 

knowledge beyond museum-based visual preconceptions. The application of labour and 

technique-oriented research methods reframes the collections in a practice-based context 

and makes the unheard voices of the makers apparent. According to Tim Ingold, 

anthropology is a craft with ñintimate relations with the tools and materials of the tradeò. 

(Ingold 2008: 84) and this project has developed as a form of knowledge exchange, 

incorporating the expertise of the craftsman. If the museum is a method (Thomas 2010), 

apprenticeship research allows the institutional knowledge to be suspended and other 

possible insights and relationships of knowledge production enabled.  

 Apprenticeship research, just as any other method of anthropological fieldwork, has 

its constraints in terms of applicability within a given social context. As this process of 

skill acquisition is deeply embedded in the social fabric, not all settings lend themselves to 

be explored through this method. Herzfeld (2004) provides a striking critique of the power 

relationships and hierarchies involved in Cretan apprenticeship and suggest that the social 

selves of the apprentices are at times developed in spite of the master. The questions of 

conflict, competition and the acquisition or non-acquisition of craft skills became key to 

my fieldwork in the pottery centres. Initially, I intended to undertake pottery lessons with 

the Horezu craftsmen. Soon, however, I discovered that the apprenticeship-based approach 

was problematic in terms of its agonistic and scripted nature. Firstly, the Horezu pottery 

workshops were becoming part of the bourgeoning tourist industry and potters were 

teaching the craft to foreign guests travelled to ethnographic museums for craft 

demonstrations. Teaching craft was a performative activity related to their heritage status 
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and several potters competed with each other over who would provide such services. 

Secondly, these lessons were often heavily reliant on a designated enactment of the 

learning process. In this context, the selected potters provided an artificial environment in 

which they exhibited their identity through the performance of craft. Retrospectively, I 

believe that fieldwork with a broader spectrum of practitioners was made possible through 

my rejection of apprenticeship in Horezu and its antagonistic implications.   

1.2.3 The necessity of fieldwork and its challenges 

Recent studies have demonstrated the productivity of fieldwork in reassessing museum 

collections, reworking histories and sharing curatorial authority with multiple 

communities (Brown and Peers 2003, Bell 2010, Golding and Modest 2013, Payne 2006). 

These dialogical initiatives of reflexive museology (Bell 2012) expose museum 

ethnographers to various challenges related to fieldwork positionality and reflexivity. In 

this section I discuss the key issues pertinent to my relationships with research participants 

in Romania. Throughout my project, questions of nationality, gender, living arrangements, 

movement and my museum-based status became both a productive and limiting backdrop 

for my research activities.  

 Having lived in the United Kingdom for five years before I began working on this 

project, including a whole course of university education, I call London my home and 

cannot say that on a daily basis I have a strong sense of being Polish. During my fieldwork 

in Romania, it was interesting to discover that my Polishness was a key parameter in 

relationships in the field, specifically in the context of the studies of the Romanian 

collector of the Museum of Folk Art and the women in ViἨtea. Despite having learnt 

Romanian during a year-long grammar course in London, on arrival in Bucharest I felt 

that I could barely say even a few clichéd phrases. Therefore, in the first months of 

research I focused on archival studies, took another course and my command of spoken 

Romanian slowly progressed. Three months later, I was able to understand most 

conversations and make myself understood in incorrect Romanian. There are a number of 

similar words and grammatical structures in Romanian and Polish and I found to my 

satisfaction that these links made learning the vocabulary more accessible. In this period, 

my Polish proved useful in conversations with the last surviving collector of the 1957 

Horniman Museum collection.  
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 At the outset of the project, during the first research trip to Romania with Alexandra 

Urdea (my project partner), we arranged a meeting with the 90-year-old Jadwiga in her 

Bucharest apartment. We entered the house equipped with the images made in the 

museum stores to learn about the collectionôs provenance. At the end of that session, I 

noticed that some of the religious images in her room were Catholic, among which was a 

small reproduction of Mother Mary of Czestochowa, a well-known Polish religious icon. 

Asked if she was aware of the Polish provenance of the image, she replied that she was a 

Pole from the Bucovina region and switched from Romanian to immaculate Polish with a 

strong accent of the Eastern Borderlands. The following year, when I came back to 

Romania for fieldwork, this Polish connection became pivotal to my relationship with 

Jadwiga. She was very pleased about being able to speak her native language and most of 

the interviews and life-history recordings were conducted in Polish, to my great benefit at 

the time. Throughout the interviewing period, Jadwiga made comparisons between 

socialist Romania and Poland, giving me a sense of how coercive the regime was during 

Stalinism and in the CeauἨescu period.
3
 She was pleased to hear stories about how Polish 

cities transformed after socialism and what life in Silesia, the region of my origin, was like 

during my childhood. These connections and exchanges of stories created an intimate 

space of dialogue and transformed the interviews into an unexpected bonding experience. 

I would come to her house on a regular basis for a coffee and look through images, 

catalogues and her own collection of folk art and learn a great deal from this erudite 

resource and her compelling and tumultuous life history.  

 Another key factor of having Polish descent beneficial for this study, was the 

commonality of socialist experience projected by a number of research participants 

throughout the project. Born in 1984, I have a vague memory of childhood in socialist 

Poland, the conditions of scarcity and political repressions. I recollect instances of queuing 

for food or receiving packages of clothes, sweets and canned food sent from family 

members in Western Germany, but these flashes of memory do not relate to a coherent 

experience of life in the Polish Peopleôs Republic. My interviewees made repeated 

remarks about the similarities and differences between the Polish and Romanian regimes 

and strategies of post 1989 transformation. This sense of projected relationship allowed 

them to speak more openly about the ways they experienced the historical shifts. 

                                                 
3
 I refer to the period of Romanian politics from 1965 under the leadership of Nicolae CeauἨescu, and 

specifically its neo-Stalinist character between 1974 and 1989 (Georgescu 1991). 
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Somehow, Poland is strongly associated with a transitional success story, the ability to 

recharge the system and make social, economic and political transformation work. Often 

my respondents shared nostalgic stories about the CeauἨescu period when Poles visited the 

country, how developed Romania was in the 1980s and their views on the economic 

decline in their own country since.  On other occasions, I was told about the activities of 

the Romanian Workersô Party, the militia and the extreme poverty experienced in the late 

period of Nicolae CeauἨescuôs government. This positioned insider-outsider status 

(Halstead 2001) within the socialist experience was an enabling device in the sharing of 

stories and discussing their commonalities and variants.  

 In addition to national and socialist identity parameters, my conversations and 

relationships in the field were also highly dependent on my living arrangements. The 

challenge of positionality was strongly demonstrated in this context. My accommodation 

in the village of ViἨtea was arranged through the Sibiu museum director who contacted a 

person from the village, enabling me to stay in the house of his mother and grandmother. I 

experienced outstanding hospitality from this impoverished family and tried, as much as 

possible, to reciprocate financially through rent payments, small gifts and cooking. By 

living with these elderly people, I gained access to a number of respondents from their 

social network who often just stopped by at our house for tea as part of their daily 

business. In a small place like ViἨtea, news spreads quickly and most neighbours were 

helpful in pointing me to their mothers, aunts or grandmothers who might have some 

knowledge about the collection or history of weaving in this area. This experience of 

intimacy and familiarity was particularly rewarding at the end of the stay, when my 89-

year-old host called me her granddaughter, making leaving quite emotional.  

 The work on the second case study was a completely different experience. The first 

challenge occurred during my first trip to Horezu for the annual pottery market. When I 

informed the potters about my potential research in the town I received a plethora of 

lodging offers, complete with reasons for not taking the other options.  The potters 

perceived me as a person linked both to the West (Silvermann 2000) and a metropolitan 

museum with powers to make extensive acquisitions or hand out invitations for museum 

demonstrations in London. Furthermore, as renting a room to a scholar was perceived as a 

source of prestige and self-promotion, I found myself in a dilemma about favouritism 

when choosing a host. Locating myself in one house, I felt, would produce a bias with 
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effects on the field relationships. During the second trip, I packed my backpack, took a 

coach to Horezu and rented a room in private tourist accommodation. On the way from the 

bus station I visited the town tourist office, explaining the reasons for my arrival and 

asking about the list of potters in the area. At that point, the tourist office had already been 

informed about this project and proposed that I would be given accommodation in the 

various tourist facilities around the town. Initially, I was grateful for the tourist officeôs 

hospitality. Visiting the pottersô houses, I had an impression that the genuine character of 

the ñlive-inò experience was problematic, as the pottersô domestic space served a 

commercial purpose and potters had in the past provided ñauthenticò tourist experiences of 

learning the craft. The house and studio of the potter as a site of display and tourist 

performance is discussed in Chapter 7.  

 Apart from accommodation and nationality, gender status became a significant part 

of the field situation. My positioning as an unmarried woman in her late twenties 

travelling without a car was a source of confusion and, especially among the potters it was 

repeatedly jokingly suggested that I should find a husband in Romania and stay in the 

country. This status, although uncomfortable in the beginning, gave my presence a lighter 

feel than that of a scholar. In comparison, craftsmenôs interactions with museum experts 

often were of a more formal character, whereas I had a slightly ambivalent and more 

approachable status as the ñgirl from Polandò. These gendered labels that produced sexual 

innuendos and curiosity from the side of women and men, and would have probably been 

more evident if I had decided to stay at a particular household.   

 One ambiguous gender-related situation occurred at the beginning of my stay in 

Horezu when I interviewed one of the descendants of the famous folk artists, who lived in 

France. It was specifically suggested that I should initiate contact with him, as he 

represented craftsmanship of the highest quality and would not stay in the country for 

long. The next day, after a series of confusing phone calls and text messages we met in a 

café and had a dinner together. As I was new in the town, he proposed to walk me back to 

the hotel and we socialised in the restaurant till later in the evening. As the conversation 

moved to personal topics, I started to feel uncomfortable and left to go to my room. The 

next day, on the way to the pottersô workshops, I stopped by the tourist office where I 

heard that I had a good time with the potter and was asked where I would work today. 

That situation taught me that some encounters with male participants might be read in 
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ambiguous ways and that there was a sense of control the tourist office wanted to 

maintain. Facing these dilemmas, I decided to disassociate myself from the tourist office 

or their suggested interviewees. If I continued that strong relationship I would have 

interviewed only their designated potters and never have worked with the employees of 

the former cooperative which the tourist office saw as an irrelevant connection for the 

study of folk art. Contact with the tourist office was regained when I left Horezu but never 

did we agree on the ways I conducted this study. I see this attempt to influence my 

research as a way to maintain the best possible image of the pottery centre, a sentiment 

that I respect and try to express in my ethnographic analysis.  

 My position in the field was related to my status as a museum-based ethnographer. 

Fieldwork in the village of ViἨtea was initiated by an inquiry about the previous owners of 

the museum objects that immediately situated me in the sphere of institutional researchers. 

On my arrival in the village, I was advised to discuss the Horniman Museum 

documentation and images with the school director, the priestôs wife and the teacherôs son. 

These initial recommendations of channels of knowledge about the village through local 

elites demonstrated the standard procedures of curatorial fieldwork, and the ways 

knowledge about the village was passed to outsiders.  

 Under socialism, museum field trips were organised with local authorities, elites or 

the communeôs Party cadres, who then often suggested to the curators the relevant folk 

artist or traditional craftsperson. These official repositories of local knowledge and the 

ways things were made in the past acted both as a point of entry and a way out, by sending 

folk representatives to regional and national festivals, museum exhibitions and, in special 

cases, events abroad. My repeated refusal to contact the village elites was a source of 

confusion, even to the point of questioning the value of the material based on discussions 

with elderly women. I was advised to contact a journalist who grew up in the village, now 

living in Bucharest, for her expertise about folklore and local custom. Interestingly, the 

issue of my working methods became less significant when I became known as an 

associate of Sorin, who used to work in the local ethnographic museum.  That link with a 

local person, educated in the relevant field, acted as knowledge collateral. It was a 

guarantee that proper knowledge would be extracted and, beyond mere conversations, I 

had access to academic sources about authentic culture. The presence of the academic 

world in ViἨtea was always manifested in brief visits from collectors or historians. The 
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asymmetries within these networks with specialists were often locally negotiated and 

contested, posing challenges to my fieldwork. 

  One of the emblematic examples of such negotiations was the issue of access to the 

village monograph, written by a resident of ViἨtea. Before my first reading session, the 

villagers pointed out that the chronicle was a mystery to most residents of ViἨtea. Mr 

Radu, the son of the local historian and author of the monograph, was reluctant to take this 

text out of his library. It was well known that Radu was possessive about the work of his 

father and several villagers expressed their discontent: they were never presented with its 

content. Whereas for them the monograph was a form of community property, for Radu 

the book constituted his fatherôs masterpiece. He argued that other people were just 

interested in consuming its content without having to do the necessary labour of 

knowledge and investigation.   

 He claimed that he was particularly suspicious about the predatory scholars, intent 

on misusing the labour invested in this work to build their own careers. Having heard 

stories of previous visits of urban historians and their attempts to extract information from 

the monograph, I confirmed that my intentions were beyond óstealingô information about 

village history. Having outlined the scope of my study, under the condition of reading the 

text in his house, Radu agreed to present the monograph to be used to provide a general 

context for my study. This slowly built trust was a prerequisite for the exchange of local 

knowledge. For Radu, it was only through gaining control over the narrative that offered 

sufficient guarantee that facts and memories would not be lost in translation, in the process 

of institutionalisation or claims of authorship. The village monograph, written by a local 

resident, was an alternative to the numerous academic publications on this area that, since 

the 1920s was repeatedly studied without acknowledgement of the local community 

perspective. Raduôs repeated refusal to give away local knowledge to specialists was a 

symptomatic response to the continuous flow of objects and cultural texts from the village 

to the capital. The visiting ethnographers, historians, folklorists and other experts on 

peasant life would use local knowledge for own interpretations and institutional uses, 

often disconnected from the local context. Drawing from Edwards (2001), the mutual 

realisation that ñcollections require a human centreò (Edwards 2001: 28) is a requirement 

in rethinking conflicts and the inequalities of this knowledge economy. 
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 Being in a multi-sited fieldwork setting poses concerns regarding being in the field 

and mobility. Movement, in a very physical sense, can be both an opportunity for inquiry 

and a cause of dilemma, bringing insight into the social field and relationships in the 

research setting. Manoeuvring through space became topical in various parts of my 

fieldwork, illuminating the ways movement was conceptualised in various locations. The 

most prominent example of this issue was how to travel, whether to take a walk, a bike 

ride, bus trip or a car. Given my previous experience in London, where walking is a 

common way to move through the city, I was quite surprised that both in the village of 

ViἨtea and in Horezu it was not seen as an acceptable way of traversing space.   

 When I started my fieldwork in ViἨtea, a village of six streets spread out on a mile-

long distance, my host was concerned about my potential discomfort through having to 

walk eveywhere. She was even more surprised that, as a university student, I did not own 

a car even in London, and each time I set out to go to the town, she would offer to contact 

neighbours to give me a lift or drive me to my destination. Her guest having to walk was a 

sign of poor hospitality and a lack of responsibility for my safety and wellbeing. We 

finally reached a consensus by arranging a bicycle that would allow me to cross the 

distance without the hazards of pedestrianism, and I was sent to her sister-in-law to 

borrow her bicycle. The encounter of the bike loan proved essential to my fieldwork and 

through her I was able to contact a range of new respondents. My host did not maintain 

good relationships with the sister and considered her social network as lacking value and 

inadequate for my study. Contacting the sister on my own would be out of the question, 

both ethically debatable and disrespectful to my host. In this context, the bicycle served as 

an icebreaker and a starting point for gaining access to this part of the village, without 

compromising existing connections. The bicycle not only provided a legitimate mean of 

transport through the space of the village, facilitating ñthinking in movementò (Sheets-

Johnstone 1999) but also became a legitimate ground for communication and sociability. 

At the same time, I learnt, it was not the object itself, but its uses and deployments that 

carried meanings crucial for the research process.  

 In Horezu, the question of walking and cycling took a different course. Every day I 

walked from my accommodation to the Potters Street and was known as the óPolish girlô 

who walks. Often on my way up to the Potters Street, a car would stop to offer me a ride 

to this part of town. This was often the customary local way of travelling and many of 
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these car drivers were surprised after stopping, having mistaken me for a neighbourôs 

family member or someone living in that part of Horezu. Also, walking was a source of 

surprising confrontations with the residents of Potters Street that I had not initially 

considered for my study. I conducted walking interviews (Jones et al, 2008) through 

chance encounters, for example in meeting Mrs Andrea. This 90-year-old woman sitting in 

front of her house provided me with invaluable information on the potter family that sold a 

range of tools to the museum. In this sense, walking proved to be an activity that 

facilitated new threads of enquiry in reassembling the collectionôs history and opened 

novel ways of approaching the field.  

 In contrast, cycling in Horezu had the opposite effect to the ViἨtea experience of 

epistemological opportunity. I decided to use the townôs bicycle service, offered through 

the tourist office and learnt that leaving the bicycle in an unexpected place, would lead to 

its being confiscated and taken back to the owner - with questions about my reasons for 

being present in the location. My movement by bicycle was a source of speculation, 

specifically regarding my choice of respondents or sites for exploration. The sight of my 

bicycle in front of the house of an inappropriate potter rendered the tourist office doubtful 

about my insight into the fieldsite. By cycling to unusual types of informants, I crossed 

their boundary of what was seen as the social field of inquiry in the theme of studying the 

ñheritageò of Horezu. Finally, I abandoned the idea of cycling completely and regained the 

autonomy of pursuing my own choice of respondents, beyond the suggested sources. 

Walking and cycling were sites of improvisation in the social field, involving various 

rhythms of contact and conflict, bringing together, generating means of communication 

and at times, distancing and closing paths of contact. In this sense, as a research approach, 

it resembled the notion that in various ways ñsocial relations are paced on the groundò 

(Ingold and Vergunst 2008: 1) and need careful consideration in the process of navigating, 

negotiating and learning the ways through and across the field sites.     

1.3 In search of contexts 

The next section discusses the main areas of literature salient to this project, focusing on 

the key issues that run through this thesis. It frames the thesis within the literatures dealing 

with the ethnography of material culture, critical museology and heritage. Although this is 

by no means an exhaustive review, as all contexts emerging in the course of the thesis 
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cannot be encompassed within the space of this chapter, it aims to delineate relevant 

works that lie at the heart of the analysis.  

1.3.1  Crafts, skills and techniques  

The idea of rethinking the artefacts is central to this thesis, and comes replete with an 

underpinning assertion that the application of concepts of craftsmanship, skill and 

technique broadens the understanding of the collection beyond the rubric of 

geographically-bound and static folk art. Here, I discuss the uses of the term craft and its 

possible limitations in the understanding of the collectionôs material culture.  

 In this context, I found Adamsonôs (2007) concerns concerning the critical study of 

the idea of craft in relation to other forms of cultural practice particularly useful. Since the 

19
th
 century, the concept of craft has functioned as a scheme of set procedures, materials 

and processes, supplemental to artworks. The notion of the materiality of craft is often 

juxtaposed with that of óopticalityô and aestheticism normally reserved for fine arts. Crafts 

are often linked to pre-industrial Arcadian imageries, characterised by a sense of pastoral, 

rural and amateurish status. There is ambivalence in craftôs utopian character and non-

industrial ideal types often are associated with the regionalisation of production and 

idioms of pastoral asylum. According to Glenn Adamson, the inferiority of the concept of 

craft in relation to art is prevalent in Euro-American academic discourses.  

 The supposed inferiority of crafts and materials posed questions about social 

inequalities. Parkerôs (1996) investigation of the role of embroidery in the constructions of 

gender explored the historical categorisations of this craft and showed how it generated 

ideologies and moral attributes signifying both practice and personhood. As the hierarchy 

classifying arts and crafts is embedded in the representations of practice, Parker argued, 

working with the thread was perceived as an achievement linked to naturalised ideals of 

womanhood and specific models of domesticity and cultural values (1996: 5). In Parkerôs 

evaluation, practice is interlinked with both the identity of the maker and the location 

where a particular type of work was executed. Gender symbolism is central to textile 

production, which is a predominantly feminine occupation across many societies: it is an 

occupation capable of evoking female power and also of marking inequalities (Schneider 

and Weiner: 1989). Reflections on these aesthetic hierarchies shed light on the position of 
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gender and status in folk art and on the ways that conceptual frames categorise the 

producers of objects and cultural expressions. Adamsonôs and Parkerôs discussions on 

craft status were relevant to my exploration of textile production in ViἨtea (Chapter 6). 

 Another useful context stemming from Adamsonôs research was the use of the 

notion of skill, as in the academic context the craft world is perceived as a ñghetto of 

techniqueò (Adamson 2007: 71). Just as art is conceptualised as a free play of ideas 

divorced from the knowledge of materials and processes, craft is often depicted as mere 

mechanical skill and unreflective workmanship. To move beyond these conceptual 

limitations, I see Adamsonôs definition of craft (ibid: 4) as applicable to this study. For 

Adamson, craft is a:  

way of doing things is a process, an approach, an attitude, or a habit of action, existing in 

motion. It is a way of doing things, not a classification of objects, institutions, or people.   

For Sennett (2008), craft is ñthe desire to do a job well for its own sakeò (Sennett 2008: 9) 

and should be studied through the focus on the development of skill, understood as a 

progression from bodily practice to technical understanding with the hand and its 

movement as the main channels of learning. Using the Kantian metaphor of the hand as 

the window to the mind, Sennett argued that the óintelligent handô of the craftsman leads 

the practice of rhythmic skill. Repetitiveness facilitates creative processes through 

prehension and truthfulness, coordination and cooperation; it promotes the ability to create 

with minimum force and increases the ability to concentrate. Sennettôs approach 

acknowledges the under-represented skill of repair and a craftspersonôs relationship with 

tools as she organises the experience of making (ibid.: 213). Apparently mundane 

activities of repair and repetitive rhythm involve improvisation, reflective use of tools and 

technology and conscious engagement with the limits of the material and equipment. As 

all craftsmen share the ñexperimental rhythm of problem solving and problem findingò 

(ibid.: 26), there is a connection between hand and head in skill development, quality-led 

motivation for good work, balance of ógetting things rightô and ógetting things doneô as 

well as tool proficiency. Defined as an activity of value in its own right, craftsmanship is 

mostly delineated by the notion of experience, representing ñthe special human condition 

of being engagedò (ibid.: 20).  
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 In a significant critique of the romantic trope of engagement in the theoretical 

approaches to craft, Yarrow (2014) notes that theoretical attention to detachment and 

distance can inform a new approach to the connections between makers, materials and 

technologies. Yarrowôs ethnographic account of stonemasons in Glasgow explored the 

empirical complexities through which detachment emerges and is conceptualised and 

given value in a particular context. This study offered a dialectical perspective beyond the 

ideal of craftsmanship as integrative skilled practice to acknowledge both proximity and 

distance in making. This analytical openness, attentive to the relational context of specific 

crafts and their orientations, prompted me to recognise the unacknowledged aspects of 

pottersô labour as well as themes of textile practice that have been discarded and detached 

from daily life in rural Romania (Chapters 6 and 7).  

 Skilled practice involves creativity that occurs in the course of social and cultural 

process, in the nexus of relationships through ñbringing forth the persons situated in itò 

(Hallam and Ingold 2007: 7). Anthropological approaches have suggested that beyond the 

notion of the gifted individual, creative processes and improvisational actions are socially 

embedded, intertwined with the practice of reproduction, the variation of existing forms 

and ñsituated enactmentsò (ibid.: 19). Stressing connections and continuities, 

anthropological studies have moved outside the vernacular discourse of repetitive tradition 

and individual creativity to bring out concerns addressing the continuity, flow and 

dynamics of social life and material practice. Imagining creativity as social capacity, 

Demian and Wastell (2007: 119) argue that innovations are recontextualisations of 

practice, systems of beliefs or forms of knowledge, and a means of generating 

discontinuity. In recognising the need to rethink the conventional metaphors of creativity, 

and to de-naturalise its underlying premise as autonomous expression opposed to 

continuity and authenticity, they propose that both acts of distinctiveness and 

appropriation (of forms and contexts) are corresponding factors of creative action. These 

definitions of craftsmanship and creativity allowed me to adopt an approach capable of 

transcending the idiom of the mastery of repetitive technical action, and to think through 

the workmanship of those who engage in folk art production today, in particular those who 
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transgress the categories of Romaniaôs traditional ethnographic areas
4
 (zona etnograficŁ) 

or production centres (Chapter 8).  

 Several anthropological studies have considered aspects of craft production, focusing 

on the craftôs entanglement with religion, kinship, economics and history. Goddard (1996) 

elaborates on Marxist studies of production processes. More recently, Ingold (2000), has 

examined the process and technologies related to objects, and Küchler and Miller (2005) 

and Tarlo (2010) have shown how cultural and personal meanings are invested in 

commodities.  

 For Ingold (2000), crafts are framed as socially situated forms of practice. The 

practice is strongly linked to the idiom of skill that I hereafter define as a ñtotal field of 

relations constituted by the presence of the organism-person, indissolubly body and mind, 

in a richly structured environmentò (ibid.: 353). In this view, the skill of the craftsperson is 

embedded in the social field, generating a synergic sphere of practice, materials and tools 

(ibid.: 352). Focusing on the specificities of skilled practice, Ingold proposed to view a 

task as ñany practical operation, carried out by a skilled agent in an environment, as part of 

his or her normal business of life.ò (ibid.: 195). In this context, technical action is 

immersed in the current of practices that generates taskscapes, ñan array of related 

activitiesò (ibid..) with their rhythms, movements and cycles. Its rhythmic and interrelated 

character creates a sense of belonging within a wider community and specific locality. For 

Ingold, the taskscape is related to the idiom of social temporality through the relationships 

and forms of mutual involvement in the process of performing tasks. This mode of social 

time is structured rhythmically through the interwoven domain of various tasks resonating 

with the wider environment. The model of craft performed in the social embeddedness and 

temporality of the taskscape proved useful in the analysis of Horezu pottery. Considering 

the rhythms of the workshop, the temporality of life histories and the wider environment 

of the spatial practices of the potters, I argue that the performance of pottery occurs in the 

interdependent domain of tasks and skills (Chapter 7).                  

                                                 
4
 Romanian scholarship considers folk art as representative of ethnographic areas (zone etnografice), 

defined as territories displaying common ethnographic characteristics. The defining factors of an 

ethnographic area include settlementsô types, occupations, traditional dress, livelihood and spirituality 

(Stoica and Petrescu 1997: 495). 
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 A useful way of rethinking craftsmanship and skill emerged through consideration of 

the production process. Following the premise of Lemonnierôs (1986) anthropology of 

techniques, observing the technical variants in making materials and creating designs 

might reveal social realities behind the praxeological. Discontinuities in material 

environments often stand for a wider context,  

which generally leads to revealing pertinent links between a technical 

phenomenon and factors of social order. Better still, the irregularity observed 

in technical behaviour sometimes points toward sociocultural differences, 

which have hitherto escaped observation (Lemonnier 1986: 155). 

  Thinking about shifting material environments, Pierre Lemonnier asserted that 

techniques are related to social representations which have effects on technical action and 

forms by which we classify raw material in technical process  (ibid.: 159). Identifying and 

exploring technological choices, from style to function, to physical action, allows a wider 

view of the social milieu in which these occur. Drawing from Leroi-Gourhanôs notion of 

the role of favourable milieu in incorporating, dismissing and retaining innovations (as 

well as artefacts and new technical operations), Lemonnier argued that all of these have to 

be understood within the realm of technical knowledge, which encompasses ñknow-how, 

manual skills, procedures, but also é a set of cultural representations of reality.ò (ibid.: 

154). As knowledge is deeply related to social representations, physical and material 

effects are obtained through such socially embedded perceptions of materials and ways of 

doing things (ibid.: 14). As technical acts express such non-technological logic, they 

illuminate issues of status, identity, economy, politics, pre-existing representations of 

material culture and local self-conceptualisations through craftsmanship.  Thinking 

through local interpretations of innovation or novelty, Lemonnier argued, enables us to 

explore the arbitrariness, meaning and continuities and discontinuities of material culture. 

Changes, discoveries of new ideas, breaks in the established routine or gestures of 

borrowing, occur in the social context, that is within a relationship with the common or 

traditionally established ways things are made (ibid.: 21). For Lemonnier, the 

anthropological question of how innovation is embedded in the cultural meanings of 

techniques can be explored through interpreting ósecondaryô technical traits (ibid.: 25). In 

this thesis, such technical considerations were particularly applicable in discussions about 

weaving and pottery, as the narratives about tooling and patterns opened up a space in 

which to analyse the social representations of being a craftsperson. These discussions also 



 

 

44 

facilitated my evaluation of transformations in material culture and hierarchies of 

workmanship and skill (Chapters 5, 6, 7).   

 Issues around the skills themselves and the conditions under which knowledge is 

transmitted and valued are pivotal parts of this study. The relationship between the 

duration of material culture and cultural transmission can take a range of forms as 

Rowlands has shown (1993). Drawing from K¿chlerôs (2002) ethnography of Malanggan 

carvings, Rowlands pointed to the process of transmission embedded in decomposition 

and lack of physical duration. Some forms of material practice,  

cannot function as aide memoire and are thus not made with a view towards 

the past, but towards the future é They do not embody memories of past 

events but have themselves become embodied memories; objectified and 

condensed as a thing. Disposed or destroyed objects are remembered for 

themselves, not for what they might have stood for in terms of remembered 

pasts. (Rowlands 1993: 147). 

 In this framework, the absence of objects and the erosion of craft skills have a 

generative capacity in the reproduction of values as illustrated by the case of textile crafts 

in ViἨtea (discussed in Chapter 6). 

 Being a craftsperson is embedded in idioms of sociality and subjectivity and creates 

a fundamental component of self-identification within a wider environment. Using 

craftsmenôs biographies I analyse the storytelling of identity construction, a theme I 

explore in the empirical analysis in Chapters 6 and 7. Following Kondoôs (1990: 234) 

assertion that self-images of present-day artisans are constructed within a cultural and 

historical narrative field, I looked through the makersô autobiographical accounts and their 

perceptions of practice and craft periodisation.  

 In this context, Ricoeurôs (1980: 177) argument on the incorporation of action within 

the ñcourse of things, the temporal guides provided by the chain of meaningò was useful 

for the analysis of data collected in Horezu. The narrative is a generative frame for action, 

a plot for on-going practice and self-interpretation. For Ricoeur, narrativity gives a 

structure to temporality (ibid.: 169), and transforms practice and temporality into public 

qualities, making them measurable. Narrativity acts as a means that enables events to gain 

linear character and become intelligible. As events are organised into a story, they are 

being defined by their contribution to the unfolding of the plot and participation in 
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narrative time (ibid.: 171). Following from these concerns, the narratives of skill and 

learning were important factors in grasping the projected identities of potters and their 

modes of self-conceptualisation as skilled practitioners. They were key to identifying the 

significance of the relationships between life events as elements of a storyline of craft 

mastery. This plot, as I illustrate in Chapters 7 and 8, structured the inclusion or exclusion 

of specific events and experiences in order to produce particular meanings. 

Acknowledging both personal narratives and the wider context of story-telling I looked at 

ñthe way narrative activities play out in everyday practice to both produce coherence and 

reveal differenceò (Gubrium and Holstein 1998: 165). This perspective allowed me to 

explore the craftôs óstory-in-useô and to grasp the ways in which the conspicuous manner 

of telling lives had been linked to a biographical plot for a representation of the self and to 

express social distance amongst makers. 

1.3.2 Materiality and cultural practice  

There is an extensive anthropological scholarship on material culture, encompassing a 

wide-ranging field (see Basu 2013b, Buchli 2002, Hicks and Beaudry 2010, Tilley et al. 

2006) Here, I consider the key themes that have proved essential in analysing data and 

fieldwork experience in ViἨtea, Horezu, and pottery fairs and workshops. Questions of 

materiality as an essential part of cultural practice were fundamental to this thesis, 

specifically in the analysis of the contemporary responses to the collection material and 

issues concerning local perceptions of space, social change and artefact production. 

 One line of inquiry in the ethnographic study of the Horniman Museum material was 

an exploration of the collectionôs artefacts beyond formal and aesthetic parameters. In the 

research of the domestic textiles in the village of ViἨtea, I considered the assemblages of 

decorative textiles in terms of the relationships between things and persons. Rather than 

viewing these compositions as materialisations of continuity in a peasant society 

(Gudeman and Riviera 1990), I focused on the understanding of technical virtuosity and 

the efficacy of objects. Gell considered artefact production as a technology of 

enchantment where ñthe power of art objects stems from the technical processes they 
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objectively embodyò (Gell 1992: 44)
5
. Objects have the stimulating capacity to generate 

responses and carry the makersô intentionality, acting upon persons. Gell asserted that 

artefacts (and their assemblages, as I present in Chapter 5) distribute the producersô 

efficacy, acting as the substitutes for their makers. The idiom of material culture as an 

extension of the body and distributed personhood framed the understanding of local 

responses to the Horniman Museum artefacts in the context of textile arrangements in the 

traditional domestic space (Chapter 5).  

 Domesticity has been a profound theme in anthropological analysis (Buchli 2013). 

With the houseôs central role in the understanding of the society, the structure of the home 

has been explored as a reflection of symbolic devices, cosmologies or social hierarchies in 

various ethnographic contexts (Bourdieu 1990, Bloch 1995, Hugh-Jones 1985). Following 

Levi-Strauss, studies considered the house as a ñcorporate body holding an estate made up 

of both material and immaterial wealthò (Levi-Strauss 1983: 174) and explored the 

relations between the fabric of social organisation, local identity and shifting idioms of 

household in relation to extra-village categories, such as religious institutions or the state 

(Pine 1996). Given the linkages between social fabric and material cultures, scholars of 

dynamic processes which rule the house in periods of change, revealed how the physical 

form of the dwelling and objects within and around the household bring insights into how 

social categories and local identities were maintained, contested and transformed. 

Domesticity provides a useful framework to explore historical transformations in the 

material environment, shedding light on constructions of personhood, formation and 

sustenance of relationships and values. Examination of households provides insights into 

the perceptions of history and modernity made by those who construct and arrange 

interiors. Some helpful examples were studies of socialism through the impact of modern 

projects on the daily lives of societies subject to these transformations (Humphrey 1974, 

Buchli 1999). Ethnographies of change, such as Drazinôs work on interiors in Romania, 

were key to the understanding of highly debated transition and constructions of the past. 

Drazinôs work in Suceava, northern Romania illustrated how modernity, order and 

progress were linked to the space of the home and the transformation of actors through 

ñthe work of cleaning, establishing a feeling of cleanliness, amounts to a progressive and 

                                                 
5
  For instance, looking at the effect on viewers of the Triobrand carving, Gell argued óthe canoe-

board is not dazzling as a physical object, but as a display of artistryô (ibid.: 46) with a power 

stemming from the manufacture appearing impressive and perceived as magical. 
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gradual reinterpretation of the pastò (Drazin 2002: 103). Historical changes were mediated 

through everyday acts transforming the immediate material environment and rejecting 

particular elements of the domestic space. These studies of symbolic constructions and 

negotiations of the vernacular provided me with a context for considering social practices 

and normative schema in which Horniman Museum objects were used as part of the 

everyday material culture. Through conversations about the óold houseô, a space to which 

the residents of the village assigned the Horniman Museum objects, I analysed how the 

local responents perceived this material through cross-references between bodies and 

houses. The shifting materiality of the household with naked interiors and the neglect of 

artefacts of the kind the Horniman Museum collection represents, were explored as frames 

of local evaluations of historical transformation and moral personhood (Chapter 5 and 6).    

 Themes explored in Drazinôs ethnography pose broader questions about material 

culture and modernity, applicable to this study. As ñanthropology was born partially as a 

response to the encounter of ómodernityô with the ónon-modernôò (Macfarlane 2012), 

numerous studies set out to interpret this ubiquitous term through critical ethnographies of 

the West, investigations of indigenisation processes and recognition of the plural nature of 

the modern phenomenon (Appadurai 1996, Comaroff and Comaroff 1993, Inda and 

Rosaldo 2002, Eglund and Leach 2000, Knauft 2002, Latour 1993, Miller 1995, Rabinow 

1989, Rofel 1999, Sahlins 2000). Similarly, against the characterisation of modernity as a 

general trait, Miller revealed its specificity through local appropriations of its models in 

the material cultural practice (Miller 1994). In this framework, consumption is considered 

as the main vehicle of this specificity and goods are being given meaning and become 

situated in the symbolic struggles on the local level, fashioning a sense of identity (ibid.: 

319).  

 The study of modernity and the material world has been applied to the Cold War 

Eastern Europe (Buck-Morss 2000, Crowley and Reid 2000). Bringing together a range of 

case studies from East German plastics, Bulgarian veiling practices to Polish department 

stores, the studies lifted the Iron Curtain: exploring consumerism, socialist modernity and 

the relationships between people and things in the 1950s and 1960s, a perspective I found 

helpful in discussing the óundressedô house in the ViἨtea case study (Chapter 5). Looking 

beyond clichés regarding the Soviet Bloc and in the aftermath of socialism, the material 

culture perspective offered a novel take on the objects of everyday life as the front of 
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ideological struggles and prescribed values as well as revealing multiple complexities, 

subjectivities, attitudes, meanings and negotiations (Bartlett 2010, Fehérváry 2002, 

Gerasimova 2002, Humphrey 1995, Kotkin 1995, Pine 2002, Reid 2002). Moving beyond 

the totalitarian paradigm, the sites of private life, consumption and aesthetics were 

explored. At the same time, the political imaginary of the new material culture of mass-

produced commodities was key to the understanding of everyday socialist materialities 

(Cooke 1997).  

 In this context, taking the 1950s collection trip as a starting point of historical 

exploration, the studies of Cold War cultures proved particularly relevant for this thesis. 

The delivery of modern standards was a pivotal preoccupation of the Cold War, an 

ideological struggle to deliver the best possible material modernity (Crowley and Pavitt 

2008, Fehérváry 2009, Verdery 1996). As modernity is visibility (Rowlands 2011), this 

warfare of representations was often presented through images, objects and displays, 

including exhibitions on the other side of the Iron Curtain, as explored through the history 

of the 1950s Romanian exhibitions in Britain in Chapter 3 of this thesis. (Buck-Morss 

2000, Romijn, Scott-Smith and Segal 2012, Reid 2010).  
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1.3.3  Folk art, politics and heritage 

With a view to restudying a folk art collection, this research focuses on the critical 

consideration of its value as heritage. Although heritage has been often thought to be the 

modernityôs other, for Huyssen (2003), it is precisely historicism that rules modernity 

through numerous cultural practices and material expressions, from omnipresent projects 

of preservation, restoration, creation of museums, literature of memoirs and confessions to 

trends in daily lifestyle such as retro fashion. In this thesis, I draw on the tandem of 

modernity and preservation of tradition through scholarly and heritage practices (Herzfeld 

2004, Nora 1989, Smith 2006, Trigger 2006). Modernity imagines itself in a temporal 

contradiction with memory practices, ña process which structures identity and prevents 

anomie implied by too much freedom by encouraging localised rediscoveries of heritage 

within a secure sense of cultural space and timeò (Rowlands 1995: 24) and produces 

historical erasures.  

 Since the 19
th
 century, heritage has often been related to political frameworks, 

connoting the identity of the modern state through the legitimising models of ónational 

heritageô or a óbody of folkwaysô (Davison 2008: 31). These essentialist and territory-

based sensibilities have often framed perspectives on heritage and ócultural patrimonyô 

(Basu 2011: 28). In Romania, folklore has served as a means to sustain the modern state. 

Kligmanôs (1988) ethnography of Northern Romania under socialism explored the 

reproduction of the state and nationalist discourse through folklore and cultural heritage. 

Kligman noted that in CeauἨescuôs Romania, 

folklore is viewed as a viable modality through which the specificities of a 

national heritage may be constituted and communicated. Folklore and 

traditions serve as cultural signs of difference that represent nationalist 

ideology and mystify the óotherô. Hence, ósocialist cultureô from the 

perspective of cultural ideologues attempts to articulate various levels of 

identity ï individual, regional, national ï by reifying a complex of concepts 

that constitute a national cultural identity constructed in ófamilialô terms. 

Patrie (fatherland or nation) is the symbolic family of people. Through this 

symbolic construction of an encompassing context, the state legitimises itself 

and, in the process, encourages the transformation of peasants into 

Rumanians (Kligman 1988: 258). 

 Of particular relevance for this study vested in the 1950s is an exploration of the 

relationship between post-war state socialism and folklore in Romania. Bubociu (1966), 
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reviewing the history of Romanian folklore studies, exposed its persistent entanglement 

with politics through the early intermingling with German romantic Volkskunde and of the 

interwar monographic school of Dimitrie Gusti, postulating the idiom of the óscience of 

the nationô. In the 1950s, folklore and ethnography became framed in the idiom of Soviet 

ideas on rural life and its projected futures. Ethnography and ómaterial folkloreô were 

stifled by Marxist interpretations and didacticism (Bubociu 1966: 304) and research was 

conducted under ideological influence. Interdisciplinary fieldwork was not possible, with 

villages in the process of collectivisation, expelled wealthy peasants and researchers 

controlled by the local authorities. In addition, the 1950s was a period of growth of the 

ethnographic expertise in regional production, resembling documentation trips in the spirit 

of Volkskunde (e.g. compiling folk ballads and gathering typologies on the regional 

patterns and ethnographic areas) with little direct interaction between researcher and 

informant (HedeἨan 2008: 26). Following the post-1948 Sovietisation of culture, the 

sociology departments in Romania were closed and scholars of the discipline were forced 

to seek employment in departments of ethnography, art history or folk art (Ionescu-Gura 

2005, Rostas 2000). As ethnography and social research were restricted, other scholars 

became New Folklore specialists, often entangled with political idioms of cultural 

activism and the Soviet idiom of folklore studies, creating ónewô folk poetry and songs ñto 

acknowledge the popularity, among the masses, of the political actions taken by the 

authoritiesò (Eretescu 2008: 47). The combination of modernity, heritage and folkways 

reached its peak, as the experts were set to mediate both the interpretation of the past as 

well as the production of folk futures. 

 The critique of intellectual life in socialist Romania and the practices of its cultural 

elites by Verdery (1991) provided a wide overview of the issues of identity, contested 

images of the nation and their workings in the politics of institutionalised cultural practice. 

This exhaustive historical investigation showed how scholarship in history, ethnography 

and philosophy was implicated in national ideologies, struggles in political legitimation 

and authority. Culture and the idioms of cultural origins were instrumentalised in these 

various political performances framing debates about the peasantry and its role in the 

nation state. Reflecting on cultural production under socialism, Verdery demonstrated that 

intellectuals were at once threatening and desirable,  
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as occupying the space of legitimation, a space of vital concern to 

bureaucracy needing performance and compliance from its subjects. All 

intellectuals work with the symbolic means that form subjectivities; their 

talents are essential to power (ibid.: 88). 

 Symbolic capital, knowledge and cultural production were incorporated into the 

socialist motor accumulating óallocative powerô. Building on this scholarship, I 

investigated the use of Romanian ófolk artô exhibitions as elite-led attempts to legitimise 

modernisation and interfaces of the national and political imageries (Chapter 3).  

Considering Verderyôs (1991) reflection on how cultural practices receive a stamp of 

authentication via the values of interconnected credibility, representativeness of artistic 

excellence, I have investigated the bottom-up practices of self-legitimation amongst the 

contemporary folk potters (Chapter 7).  

 Herzfeldôs studies of Greek folklore proved a useful comparative study, showing a 

parallel example of the ideologies of folk heritage as strategies of the nation-state to gain 

historical legitimation. Herzfeld noted that since the early days of folklore studies, 

nationalist European folklorists claimed ñthe right to edit texts to suit their view of the 

national cultureò (Herzfeld 2004: 198). Folk culture served the political means of building 

national identity and European status of Greek people, constructed by elites on the 

principle of cultural continuity. (Herzfeld 1982). Among Cretan artisans, Herzfeld 

recognised a double-edged phenomenon of nationalisation, globalisation and 

commodification of tradition with an elevation of artisans as carriers of universal, ancient 

values. These practitioners are glorified and marginalised, regarded as an unprofessional 

labour force and valuable repositories of the past (Herzfeld 2004). In Greece, where 

similarly to the case of Romanian potters (Chapter 8 of this thesis), artisans become part of 

museum displays presenting ancient techniques, the act of becoming a living museum is a 

strategy against obliteration and further marginalisation. As the particular enters the global 

stage of local heritage preservation, the idiom of tradition is defined by the ideas of 

modernity and universal value (ibid.: 19). In this hidden logic of interconnected local and 

global, traditional and modern, the global hierarchy of value is manifested through 

reification of culture.  

 Artisans become reified as cultural monuments embodying heritage, excluded from 

ñthe modernist vision and its practical advantagesò (ibid.: 20). This dependency is 

manifested in workshops and through persons, as reproductions of dominant discourses 
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are correlated with the making of óstereotypical selvesô (ibid.: 28). Herzfeld suggested that 

unmarking modernity in the discourses of tradition deserves attention (ibid.: 33) as in the 

global hierarchy of value, inequalities and marginalities are generated through discursive 

and bodily practices, affecting craft practitioners. As, through the commodification and 

rationalisation of folklore, material practices entered books and museums, they became 

disconnected from the everyday embodied materiality (ibid.: 198). Herzfeld further 

suggested that as ideas spread to society, the increasingly educated masses themselves 

learnt to be rational and modern. These reflections were useful in framing the context of 

the loss of value that became part of my research of textiles in ViἨtea. The marginalisation 

of this craft and disembodiment, seen as beneficial for the surviving makers, were 

intermeshed with the notions of modernity and values, as discussed in Chapter 6.   

 In various settings, material culture has been recognised as a site of the nationôs 

performance, materialising its stories and continuities (Anderson 1991, Boswell and Evans 

(eds) 1999, Díaz-Andreu and Champion, 1996, Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983, Lowenthal 

1985, Meskell, 1998, Wright, 1985). The relations of heritage pervade these regionalised 

constructions of history and identity at the same time marking broader global processes of 

managing the material past. The critical heritage scholarship investigated numerous cases 

of such micro-macro connections through studies of global discourses of UNESCO and 

ICOMOS, Western principles of conservation, various conventions and charters as well as 

the connections with another modern phenomenon, international tourism (Boniface and 

Fowler 1993, Butler 2007, Chambers 2009, Eriksen 2003, Joy 2012, Labadi and Long 

2010). The global heritage imagination, aimed at transgressing national boundaries, has 

projected universalistic ideas of value, commonality and shared humanity but also 

extrapolated the constructions of national heritage along with sanitised, safe histories and 

infrastructures regulating the past and future (Harrison and Hitchcock 2005, Hewison 

1987, De Jong and Rowlands 2007, Urry 1995). 

 Traditions and heritage are selective (Williams 1963), far from neutral or uniform, 

and constitute both common spaces and spheres of dispute and discord (Ashworth and 

Tunbridge 1996, Holtorf 2006, Macdonald 2009, Scott 1999). In response to various 

critiques of the reification of culture and its colonial and imperial roots, as well as 

marginalisation of regions devoid of monumental material heritage, new categorisations of 

value have been developed encompassing landscapes, people, oral expressions, 
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ceremonies, crafts and performance. In 2003, following thirty years of debates and using 

Japanese and Korean models of heritage protection (Akagawa and Smith 2009), UNESCO 

developed the Convention for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage.  

 The Convention was designed to embed heritage protection in a more flexible, 

inclusive and holistic framework and formed basis for new heritage programmes and 

instruments of listing and protection of the non-material (Alivizatou 2012). Within the 

growing landscape of intangible heritage, some of the newly arising concerns were issues 

of commodification and metacultural production for economic and tourist purposes, 

political uses of nominations and the reification or even fossilisation of the intangible 

(Brown 2005, Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2004, Nas 2002). Other critiques concerned the 

problems of new salvage agendas, implementation of the nominations, community 

involvement and the politics of authenticity (Agakawa and Smith, 2009, Bendix, Eggert 

and Peselmann 2012, de Jong 2007, Kreps 2003). These debates were a backbone for my 

understanding of Horezu craftsmanship in the changing heritage-scapes of this site and its 

recent nomination as the UNESCO Representative List of the Intangible Heritage of 

Humanity (Chapter 7).  

 Alivitazou (2012), in her recent review of museum articulations of intangible 

heritage, provided a helpful context in the understanding of the various models of practice 

beyond the fixed preservationist and salvage agendas. Of particular relevance to this thesis 

was Alivizatouôs examination of how intangible heritage was framed at the Horniman 

Museum. Exploring the permanent and temporary exhibitions, she noted a problematic 

emptiness in terms of people and cultural practitioners. In the Horniman Museum, 

intangible heritage was interpreted as a new category of museum object acquisition, 

situating this museological perspective within problematically fossilised and fixed 

representations. Another concern stemmed from the museumôs work with source and local 

communities. Alivizatouôs study offers a critical perspective on the ways in which the 

incorporation of intangible heritage is being mediated, pointing to the inequalities 

produced by such enterprise. In this context, 

The combination of curatorial and academically grounded knowledge with 

personal interpretations by community members emerges as a key 

museological discourse of the Horniman, much in line with the current trends 

of inclusion. There is little doubt, however, as to who is ultimately in charge 

of the exhibition content and narrative é intangible heritage is mostly 
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interpreted as something external to the museumôs first point of call 

(Alivizatou 2012: 157). 

 This somewhat polemical point is useful in thinking about the secondary value of 

intangible heritage in relation to the institutionôs key object-based focus. It was a salient 

aspect for the consideration of the perspective of craft practitioners as co-creators of 

meaning in the museum. The objective of the reassessment of this collection stemmed 

from the need to take the voice and the knowledge of the maker seriously and install it 

within the core of museum interpretation (Chapters 6,7,8). 

1.3.4 Museum artefacts, knowledge and expertise 

Museum objects are good to think with, drawing attention to the complex character of 

artefacts as vehicles of meaning, representation and ócultural fragmentsô (Bennet 1995, 

Coombes 1994, Hooper- Greenhill 1992, Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998, Karp and Lavine 

1991, Pearce 1994). Following reflections on cultural heritage as an invention and act of 

faith (Lowenthal 1985), critical museum studies are useful in rethinking the notion of 

museum-based folk patrimony with relation to identity, ideology, knowledge networks, 

performance and the relationship between tradition and change. At the same time, debates 

considered questions about the nature of authenticity in the context of objects and persons 

(Jones 2010, Jones and Yarrow 2013, Kingston 1999, Reisinger and Steiner 2006a, 

Reisinger and Steiner 2006b)       

 This thesis was driven by the contributions of the studies initiated by new museology 

debates (Vergo 1989) that revealed that the museum model, established throughout 

European history, favoured particular identities and carried specific social and political 

concepts, generating institutions embedded in distinct power relations. The archetype of 

the public museum, it was suggested, was a ritual of citizenship, a disciplinary institution 

with encyclopaedic claims for the classification of culture, knowledge, artefacts and social 

groups (Hooper-Greenhill 1992, Bennet 1995, Duncan 1995). Studies of the relationships 

that museum collections are part of, in particular post-colonial critiques (Ames 1994, 

Clifford 1997, Karp and Lavine, 1991, Thomas 1991), brought to light concerns of the 

unequal character of identity representation in museums, highlighting issues of low public 

participation in heritage interpretation, unheard perspectives of the originating community 

and the neglect of shared interpretive authorship. At the same time, indigenous agency in 
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the formation of collections received due recognition in scholarly debates on museums 

(see discussion: Byrne et al 2011).    

 A number of critiques of museological discourses drew attention to the problematic 

character of ethnographic objects as representative fragments of a given culture. For 

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, in museum installations, objects serve as metonyms or indexes 

replacing these broader entities with specific holistic cultural models projected onto them 

(1998: 388). At the same time, museum displays often fail to provide a frame of reference 

for the artefacts, exercising a strong cognitive control over the visitor. As a result, museum 

expositions result in amorphic accumulations of arbitrary, fragmentary narratives, offering 

imagined geographical and historical entities. In order to respond to the critiques of the 

new museum theory, it was essential for museum practitioners to reconsider their public 

role and institutional authority in relation to their audiences and surrounding communities. 

One of such models of reworking these relationships was Cliffordôs (1997) appeal to 

transform museums into contact zones in which collections would be part of an on-going 

historical, political and moral relationship between the culture that produced the objects, 

and the members of another culture who came to view them. The contact zone was 

envisioned as a space of re-contextualisation, collaboration and transculturation, wherein 

members of community groups selectively used museum material to invent new forms of 

interpretation.  

Bell (2003) argued that working with museum material in the places of collectionsô origins  

creates space wherein the host community, researcher and holding institution 

can revisit and rework intersecting histories as they are embodied and 

displayed by their various by-products. In returning photographs taken by our 

anthropological ancestors to their ancestors, both the fieldworker and host 

community can re-engage in dialogues that begun a long time ago: dialogues 

é which have remained unfinished (ibid.: 120). 

 The profusion of visual and digital repatriation projects demonstrates a growing 

interest in revisiting museum collections by returning to the community. These 

undertakings often advocate community empowerment for a museum model 

conceptualised as a dialogic project of knowledge sharing and representation (Basu 2011, 

Bouquet 2012, Brown and Peers 2003, Geismar and Herle 2010, Golding and Modest 

2013). The knowledge gained is frequently a basis for exhibitions or revisions of 

collections.  
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 Recent new critical perspectives on museums and communities, however, have 

pointed out the inequalities of the engagements implied by the plethora of museum 

collaborative projects (Colwell-Chanthaphonh and Ferguson 2008, Waterton and Watson 

2011) as well as the challenges posed by the paradigm of the contact zone (Dibley 2005, 

Onciul 2012). Among the plethora of problematic issues of such initiatives in museum 

ethnography, I will focus on the notion of the relationship between the museum and the 

source communities.  

Within the principles of new museology, it is frequently argued that museums should 

embrace interpretive capacities of source communities in a way that allows co-ownership 

of knowledge, builds community-based control mechanisms and fosters partnerships, 

empowerment and collaboration (Peers and Brown 2003). Also called óoriginating 

communitiesô, they often framed as historical groups from which the collections were 

acquired and include their contemporary descendants (Peers and Brown 2003:2). Watson 

(2007) defines community as a group with a ósense of belongingô and identity by 

association and participation. That identity is relational and dependent on the sense of self 

and  óothersô, formed with relation to a number of factors from shared historical or cultural 

experiences, specialist knowledge, demographic/socio-economic indicators or factors such 

as age, gender, nation or region. Crooke (2008) reviews a range of definitions of the 

ócommunityô concept, pointing to its processual, contextual and political dimensions and 

the multiplicity of ends and purposes it can be assigned. 

 In the context of this research, the applicability of the notion of source community 

appears limited. Given the composition of the 1957 Romanian collection, it was unclear 

whether such community would be construed as a composition of local groups, gendered 

practitioners of folk art or users of objects in a particular area. Would it be a 

geographically divided peasantry? Do the descendants of the collection donors consist of a 

homogenous, correspondent static group? Who would speak for such a community or 

sequence of communities almost seventy years after the collection acquisition? Facing the 

above, I argue that the framework of ósource communityô does not provide a relevant 

understanding for an ethnographer revisiting this collection.  
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 Firstly, such project presents a risk of reification of the notion of community and 

thus reinforcement of the museum authority as a representational actor speaking for a 

specific communityôs needs, comforts or activities etc. (see Simpson 1996). The assertion 

of communities as bounded, stable anf fixed social bodies underpinning the museum at the 

service of a community underplays the lived experience of complex attachments and 

power relations between people as well as fluid ñencounters in which cultures, identities 

and skills are acquired and usedò (Karp 1992: 4).  Secondly, it would support the notion of 

the ethnographic present of folk art and would continue to frame research participants as 

members of people fixed to an area, situated in their óethnographic zonesô.  

 In the Romanian context, this organicist imagination of a collective, unified subject 

has to be recognized as a deeply problematic political project (MihŁilescu and Naumescu 

2008). For Basu (2013), the simplistic approach to source community is erroneous as it 

reinforces ña static isomorphism between people, place, and (material) cultureò (2013b: 9). 

Although Basuôs critique of the use of the source community is vested in West Africa, it is 

relevant here in its emphasis on fluidity, change, renegotiation and the ongoing reworking 

of identities and boundaries. Thirdly, the assertion of a two way model of museum-

community engagement flattens the ethnographic encounter with multiple research 

participants as representative of the social body of the community, masking the dynamics 

of voices and experiences. Lastly, as this research investigates everyday objects 

considered locally as discarded and irrelevant to the descendants of the óoriginating 

communityô today, it is unclear whose story would these objects narrate. Urdea (2015) 

complicates the idea of source community as applied to this collection through a 

comparative study of Romanian local museums. For Urdea, source communities constitute 

ñunstable entities that maintain connections beyond the localò (Urdea 2015: 297). Rather 

than chasing an abstract source community, we should acknowledge complex claims over 

identity and locality as well as multiple engagements with objects on the ground. 

 Basu (2011) invites us to use migration metaphors to think about ethnographic 

museums and collections as transnational and relational entities. For Basu, collections are 

brought together by complex historical forces and transactions, often resembling diaspora 

communities, ñbelonging neither óhereô nor óthereô, but materialising a kind of ódouble 

consciousnessô in a space betweenò (2011: 5).  Similarly, Thomas (2013) pointed out that 

ñmuseums with ethnographic collections are evidently not products of communities but 
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relationships, biographies and transactions, of networks of remarkably heterogeneous 

kinds, involving people from here and thereò. Thomasô and Basuôs dynamic and relational 

understanding of the museum collections is a basis for more relevant grasp of the nature of 

the Romanian collection. The objectsô rootedness does not occur in a homogenous 

community, but in an assemblage of historical circumstances, relations and movements of 

objects and people. My research aims to account on this multiplicity to rework the static 

paradigm of rural material culture in Romania.  

 At the same time, this project acknowledges that museums are institutions with 

continuous relationships and responsibilities toward those peoples with whom their 

histories are intertwined and whose cultural artefacts populate their stores and displays. 

This notion of curatorial responsibility, stemming from the literature about collaborative 

museum practice was significant for the design of my ethnographic engagement. Within 

recent critiques, museums and their collections were explored as parts of complex social 

and material networks; they were resituated as embedded in a nexus of political and 

historical forces connecting places, people and things (Gosden, Larson and Petch 2007, 

Harrison 2013, Larson, Petch and Zeitlyn 2007, Thomas 1991).  

1.4 How to follow the story told by the collection: thesis outline 

In addressing the research questions stipulated by the project and led by the course of my 

independent research, this thesis falls into three parts. Part I offers a description of the 

historical context of the 1957 Horniman Museum collection (Chapters 2 and 3), Part II is 

concerned with the artefacts from the village of ViἨtea in Southern Transylvania (Chapters 

4, 5 and 6) and Part III presents contemporary perspectives on the collection of Romanian 

ceramics (Chapters 7 and 8).   

 In this introductory Chapter 1, I introduced the collection, the premise of the project 

and the design of this study. Focusing on the methodology and the scope of this thesis, I 

presented the focal issues pertinent to the ethnographic and collection-based study of the 

archives and craftsmanship. I also discussed the literature relevant to the main themes of 

the study focusing on the themes of folklore, heritage and politics, modernity and 

tradition, as well as research on museum artefacts as expressions of crafts practice and 

material culture.  
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 The first part of this thesis provides the insights gained from the historical records of 

the collection. Chapter 2 addresses the history of the 1957 Horniman Museum Romanian 

folk art assemblage in the light of the history of discursive practices and international 

encounters. It looks at the findings of the archival study to investigate how the collection 

material became part of the holdings in a London museum during the Cold War. Chapter 

3 is rooted in the encounter with the Bucharest curator and the object documentation held 

at the Horniman Museum in London. Following the archival and biographical thread, it 

provides a socio-historical perspective on the collection, documentation and exhibition 

process and considers the archives as multi-layered traces of the fragmented and often 

contrasting story of the museum material.  

 The second part of the thesis moves to the description of the insights gained from the 

ethnographic research conducted in 2012. Chapter 4 examines the context of collecting 

objects from ViἨtea, FagaraἨ District, South Transylvania. Based on local responses to the 

images of the museum artefacts, I locate the collecting event in the context of the agrarian 

reform of the 1950s.  

 Chapter 5 follows the ViἨtea collection through the historical role of the artefacts in 

the museum and the domestic environment. Firstly, it outlines how vernacular objects 

were presented in Romanian museums to explore the local representational frames salient 

to this collection. Secondly, it examines how 70 years ago the ViἨteans constructed and 

restructured their immediate surroundings. In the context of historical storms and social 

transformations that affected the area, it outlines modifications that have occurred over the 

century in the household. Exploring change in domestic material culture on the local level, 

it provides insights into the ways in which the household is used to mediate local 

narratives about the past and modernity. It argues that local conceptions of display are in 

contrast with the museological discourses and need to be brought to the fore of 

reinterpretation. 

 Following on from the home environment of the ViἨtea collection artefacts, Chapter 

6 examines the production of textiles used in the household display, exploring the role of 

domestic crafts across time. During fieldwork in ViἨtea, hierarchies of material cultures 

and domesticity became very explicit in discussions about craftsmanship. Focusing on the 

surviving generation of weavers, I describe the changing world of cottage production, skill 
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and consumption of fabrics. I trace the recent decline of weaving in the village, situating 

the Horniman Museum collection in the current local understandings of material culture. 

Exploring the historical dynamics of local representations of value, I argue for the 

significance of material factors in museum interpretation, advocating reassessment of the 

collection within the shifting perceptions on craft practice and personhood in the village.  

 Rather than a unified and timeless phenomenon of rural production, the Horniman 

Museum collection represents various types of craftsmanship that, depending on the 

context, might today be either obsolete or flourishing. In order to provide an account for 

the contrasting afterlives of the collection and craft practice in Romania, the third part of 

the thesis addresses the findings from fieldwork with folk potters. The two chapters, 

vested in various pottery centres, propose to reconsider the ceramic collections through the 

complex histories and relationships in which the craft practice is embedded.  

 Chapter 7 of the thesis investigates the case of the vibrant Horezu pottery centre 

from which the Horniman Museum obtained the tools of the 1950s potter. Tracing the 

Horniman Museum artefacts back to the descendants of the donors and conducting photo 

elicitation with contemporary potters enables nuanced perspectives on the pottery 

collection. In 2012, this pottery centre was inscribed on the UNESCO Representative List 

of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity and is widely seen as one of the 

emblematic sites of traditional craft production. Interpretations of the site by scholarly and 

heritage institutions fail to acknowledge the influence of socialism on the centre, when the 

potteryôs heritage was redefined and brought into practice through the creation of state 

cooperatives, craft fairs and exhibitionary practices. The last part of the chapter situates 

the work of the potter within the wider forces of new heritage infrastructures and practices 

on the ground. Folk pottery production emerges as a heterogeneous taskscape involving 

negotiations of meanings and identities as well as spatial, narrative and material practice.  

 The 1957 Horniman Museum collection consists of over a 100 ceramic objects, 

collected from various folk pottery centres across the country. These artefacts represent a 

multitude of relationships and material and social contexts. Examining the ceramic 

assemblage, Chapter 8 explores the afterlife of the 1950s folk pottery collection through 

an ethnographic encounter with contemporary Romanian makers. In the first part, I trace 

museum artefacts from two locations in northern Romania to explore their story and these 
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folk pottery centres within the transforming political economy of craft knowledge. In the 

second part, I consider the perspectives of practitioners in present-day Romania on the 

artefacts and techniques. The voices of these often overlooked practitioners serve as a 

backdrop for reassessing the museum material.  

 The goal of the concluding Chapter 9 is to synthesise historical and ethnographic 

knowledge about the Horniman Museumôs Romanian collection history and ethnography. 

I impart my fieldwork experience with the makers of the objects and their descendants, as 

well as with contemporary craft practitioners. According to the findings of this study, folk 

art material is reassessed in dialogue with the expertise of contemporary craftspeople. The 

final part looks at the possibilities and limits of such research to enrich debates in the 

Horniman Museum and suggests areas for future development.  
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PART I:  

SITUATING THE COLLECTION  
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Chapter 2: The handsome gift 

 The generous gift from the IRRCS of a collection of examples of Romanian 

 folk art has been received with great pleasure by the Councilôs Horniman 

 Museum.  The collection will form a most valuable addition to the museumôs 

 exhibits and I have been asked to convey to you the Councilôs warm 

 appreciation of this handsome gift 

 Excerpt from a Letter to Prof. Michail RoἨianu, (Chairman of the IRRCS) from O. Hart 

 (Clerk of the LCC), 26 October 1956. 

2.1 Introduction 

Some objects are perfect gifts. This chapter discusses the creation of a gift for the 

Horniman Museum and presents the historical contours of exchanges that activated the 

movement of what became museum objects. In order to explore the constitution and 

deposition of the collection assemblage (Byrne et al 2011, Harrison 2013) in London, I 

trace the context in which the set of museum objects was positioned. The first part of this 

chapter draws a silhouette of the London curator, Otto Samson. It describes his personal 

motivations and the visit to an exhibition that triggered the process of the collectionôs 

acquisition. The second part explores the context of Romanian exhibitions in Britain prior 

to the 1957 Horniman Museum show and unpacks the secret of the generosity of the 

collection-gift. The critical reading of documents, images and displays, allows us to 

explore the original moment that mobilised Samsonôs interest, with an attempt to position 

it within the representational practices and histories of exhibiting Romanian folk art in 

Britain. It is argued that the collection was constituted within the nexus of specifically 

post-war exhibition practices and relationships framing things, ideas and people. 

2.2 Collecting from exhibitions: Otto Samson and the Horniman 

Museum 

 

Dr Samson, who was really rather fond of children, tended to avoid contact with 

them and was regarded é as being a remote and rather an awesome figure, one to be 

avoided at all costs. They realised that he had a position of great importance and a 

title to match, but did not always get the title right. One small lad announced the 
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Doctorôs arrival é óThe Creatorôs comingô. When I told this Dr Samson, he thought 

this was quite funny 

 

Tony Gore, the Horniman Museum teacher-in-charge, 1958 ï 1965. 

 

This section explores how the Horniman Museum collection is partly a product of the 

predilections and preferences of Otto Samson, the London curator and the creator of the 

Horniman Museumôs postwar collecting practice. I present the context of his academic 

background, curatorial practice and passions within which the composition of artefacts can 

be understood.  

 Samsonôs academic career began in the Hamburgôs law faculty. His doctorate, óMax 

Stirner and the stateô, on the radical individualist anarchist philosopher, aptly 

demonstrated Samsonôs autonomous intellectual tendencies. After his doctoral studies, 

Samson entered the museum profession through the Hamburg Museum of Ethnology. 

Under the supervision of Georg Thilenius, Samsonôs activities were rooted in the German 

Volkskunde, the diffusionist tradition and the monographic activities of the Hamburgôs 

Colonial Institute. Thileniusôs team short-term expeditions conducted   

 extensive rather than intensive research; that is, they were to investigate as many 

 places as possible in the time period available, rather than spending long periods of 

 time in a particular region (Buschmann 2009: 80)  

In 1931, Samson set off for his first field expedition to China and collected widely in 

Shanghai, Hangzhou, Nanjing, Beijing and Taishan and in Shandong and Shaanxi 

provinces.  He acquired a unique composition of objects, showing interest in various 

aspects of material culture, including ritual objects, folk art and craft artefacts.
6
 Samsonôs 

broad interests in material culture, technology and museology were demonstrated in a 

discussion on the representation of China in ethnographic museum (Samson 1945). This 

critical piece questioned the prevalent institutional interpretations of Chinese art, 

representing artefacts either as curiosities (or óodditiesô) or archaeological specimens. 

Samson problematised the selectiveness of museum collections and pointed to their 

                                                 
6
 The collection included, among the others, óshadow puppets, two large sets of items associated with 

weddings and funerals and a wide range of artefacts, folk arts and artisans' toolsò (Swallow 1989: 6). 
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limited representativeness.
7
 He proposed that the ethnographic museum should engage in 

óproper ethnographyô, by displaying artefacts telling stories about social life, customs and 

work or focusing on unrepresented regions that too deserved a place in the museum. This 

short but evocative paper pre-empted his emphasis on collection growth and reaching out 

to regions that fell outside the museum frame. 

Although Samsonôs work was anchored in the German academic currents of its time, these 

collections were not merely instrumental products of such theoretical orientations.              

As Gingrich observed,  

 During the 1920s, speculative theorizing by the emerging large schools of cultural 

 morphology and historical diffusionism became so influential that serious 

 professional doubts were raised by many of those who did not support these 

 orientations wholeheartedly. Hamburg anthropologist Thilenius, for instance, 

 complained in a letter to Franz Boas about this ñsomewhat dense theoretical 

 atmosphereò when recommending his student G¿nter Wagnerð as an alternativeð

 for fieldwork training under Boasôs supervision (Gingrich 2005: 108) 

In the context of Thileniusô scepticism over theoretically-led fieldwork and Samsonôs own 

anarchist academic background and reflexive awareness, his research and museum 

acquisitions need to be framed as both expressions of individual fieldwork predilections 

(Shelton 2011) and as a by-product of the anthropologyôs museum period rooted in the 

European ethnographic tradition (Gingrich 2005, Stocking 1985).  

 In 1933, due to the anti-Semitic political climate in Germany, Samson was dismissed 

from the museum on the basis of his Jewish origins and, having to flee the Nazi threat, 

settled in London. He immediately re-entered museum circles through Charles Seligman. 

Seligman and Morant suggested that Samson retrained in physical anthropology and, 

consequently, Samsonôs first job in England was in a research project on human remains 

from Sudan, conducted at the University College Londonôs Galton Laboratory. During this 

post, he co-authored an article on racial classifications and Franz Boasô anthropomorphic 

measurements of Jewish migrants in New York, an ironic project for a Jewish refugee in 

the 1930s (Barkan 1994: 161).                   

                                                 
7
 Writing about these exhibitions, he argued that they neither órepresented China nor Chinese culture 

in its entirety. One realises that this is not their aimô. He concluded with a rhetorical question - Where 

shall it be represented?ô (Samson 1945: 67) 
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In 1935, Samson became a recipient of the Tweedie Fellowship in Edinburgh. 

Samson's field research in Punjab and Darjeeling resulted in an extensive acquisitifon trip 

across Tibet, India and Burma. Between 1935 and 1937, he worked in field collecting for 

the Cambridge Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology in Burma and Orissa (Shelton 

2001: 214). Travelling across India, he acquired miscellaneous material in Upper Burma, 

investigating Chinese influences in the region. This diffusionist study framed the village 

as a place of contact and a market location, and constituted a pioneering departure from 

previous monographs of the area that largely focused on local communities as discrete 

social units (Swallow 1989: 20). A unique collection of domestic, agricultural and 

harvesting items,
8
 and artefacts relating to local crafts, resulted from this approach.

9
   

On returning to London, Samson worked in the British museumôs Department of 

Oriental Antiquities and Ethnography, the Wellcome Historical Medical Museum and the 

Royal Anthropological Institute library. In September 1947, he was appointed as the 

curator of the Horniman Museum. 

       

Fig. 2.1 'Surrey House Museum: Oriental Saloon', 1891 (left) Courtesy of the Horniman Museum.                   

Fig. 2.2 Opening ceremony in Forest Hill, 1901 (right) Courtesy of the Horniman Museum. 

The Horniman Museum originated in 1890 when Frederic Horniman, the Victorian 

tea trader, opened his house-based collection to the public. Following the collectorôs 

bequest, in 1901 the Horniman Museum was established in a new location in Forest Hill, 

becoming a public institution under the administration of the London County Council 

(hereafter LCC). The first advisory curator, Alfred Haddon, curated the collections in the 

line of Victorian anthropology (Shelton 2001: 209), resulting in comparative exhibitions 

presenting stages in the development of material cultures. In the Haddonôs period (1902 ï 

                                                 
8
 He collected ploughs, yokes, cattle handling bells, ornaments, harnesses, horns, baskets, containers, 

kitchen tools, ropes, weapons, traps etc. 
9
 Items such as rope, hat, cloth and shoemaking, carpentry, basketry, silversmithsô and pottersô tools 
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1905) and those of his successors, H.S. Harrison (the first resident curator, 1904 ï 1937) 

and L.W. G. Malcolm (1937ï1947), the museum was curated by natural scientists linked 

to the Cambridge evolutionary anthropology school, with an intention to create an 

educational institution focused on the evolution of the animal and plant kingdoms, 

including ethnography and archaeology of the human race (2001: 211). These 

anthropologogists negotiated popular and scientific notions of culture and race in order to 

provide óeducation for allô (Coombes 1994). Within this imperialist framework, 

ethnographic collections denoted óthe evolutionary status of different societies and 

provided a tantalizing glimpse into Western societyôs own ñprehistoricò pastô (Basu 

2013b: 372). This progressivist interpretative framework for ethnographic collections was 

key to the early twentieth century anthropological project until its post-Malinowskian 

functionalist turn. According to Basu,  

óthe definitive closure of the era of museum anthropology came with the 

 functionalist revolution of Bronisğaw Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown in the 1920s, 

 and its associated emphases on social structure and the method of participant-

 observation é Malinowski was keen to distance himself and his new school of 

 social anthropology from what he (1930: 408) characterized as ñantiquarian 

 anthropology,ò with its institutional base in the museum. He (1935: 460) inveighed 

 against what he regarded as the ñpurely technical enthusiasmò of the museum 

 ethnologists, dismissing their ñfetishistic reverenceò for material culture as 

 ñscientifically sterile.òô (2013b: 373) 

Despite anthropologyôs abandonment of evolutionary paradigm, óHaddon and his 

evolutionary followersô (Shelton 2003: 183) continued a 19
th
 century antiquarian approach 

at the Horniman Museum until the Second World War. During the war, the museum was 

used as a store and finally closed during the bombing of London.  

Upon joining in 1947, Otto Samson brought new elements to the practice of the 

institution, dividing the departments of ethnography and musical instruments (ibid.: 206), 

encouraging systematic curatorial fieldwork and focusing on material culture and art 

(ibid.: 210). Known for his encyclopaedic knowledge,
10

 Samson developed European 

collections,
11

 pioneered recreational activities in the museum and promoted public 

                                                 
10

 According to Robin Place, the first museum assistant teacher in the post-war period (1949 ï 1952), 

óDr Otto Samson was a man of personal charm who could be quite terrifying if crossed. He had an 

enormously wide knowledge of anthropological material. In: Horniman Teachers 1949 ï 1978, 

Horniman Museum and Gardens Archives. 
11

 In the 1950s and 1960s, these personal connections led to acquisitions from Albania, Bulgaria, 

Czechoslovakia, Denmark, Germany, Greece, Holland, Hungary, France, Scandinavia, Switzerland, 
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accessibility. Importantly, under Samsonôs directorship between the late 1940s and 1965, 

the Horniman Museum established a number of institutional networks and personal 

contacts with museums across Europe and overseas.
12

  

Samson transformed himself from a fieldwork-based collector in the 1930s, into a 

museum ethnographer, making acquisitions on the basis of personal interests motivated by 

exhibition visits. Samsonôs passion for museums, personal taste and anthropological 

knowledge was mirrored in a collecting practice inspired by exhibitions rather than 

fieldwork. This passionate interest is well illustrated by Samsonôs own impressions, such 

as one from a walk around the State Ethnographical Museum in Amsterdam during the 

1956 International Council of Museums (ICOM) Conference:  

[T]here is a rich and interesting collection which proved so fascinating that we 

overstayed our allotted time, so we were told by a busload of irate colleagues, 

waiting, unknown to us, outside (Samson 1956: 148). 

Samsonôs directorship over the Horniman Museum was a unique phenomenon 

within the British museum practice of the time. This injection of European ethnology, 

fieldwork dynamism and collection growth significantly transformed the institution and its 

international reputation. As Shelton suggested,  

his influence on the Horniman, despite sometimes tense relations with its governing 

 body, was enormous; again reorienting and revitalising its established networks and 

 its sources of acquisition, to say nothing of its focus, which now turned away from 

 evolution to material culture to art (Shelton 2001: 213). 

This refocusing of the material was also evident in the physical arrangement of the 

museum artifacts. Below are examples of Horniman Museum displays under Samsonôs 

curatorship from 1956, directly before the Romanian exhibition. These museum cases 

illustrate a curatorial interest in domestic tools and crafts, abandoning the paradigm of 

evolutionist typologies.  

                                                                                                                                          
Czechoslovakia, Holland, Hungary, Malta, Poland, Portugal, Spain and Yugoslavia (Swallow 1989). 
12

 By the 1950s, Samson had already established links with the Department of the University of 

Zurich (1951), Museum fur Volkeskunde in Basle (1953), National Folk Art Museum in Bucharest 

(1954), Polish Cultural Institute in London (1956), Musee de lôHomme in Paris (1968) (Shelton 2001: 

214).  
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Fig. 2.3 The loom and textile-making tools, 1956 (right). Courtesy of the Horniman Museum.     

 

Fig. 2.4 Pottery display in 1956, Horniman Museum (left). Courtesy of the Horniman Museum. 

As Shelton sugested, Samsonôs work was characterised by a unique ability to 

reorient institutional networks and generate acquisition opportunities. In the 1950s, for 

example, following the exhibition visits at the Commonwealth Institute and Polish 

Cultural Institute, Samson initiated various institutional connections. He made acquisitions 

of masks from Switzerland (1953) and Cyprus (1959) and created a collection of Polish 

material through diplomatic networks. The Romanian collection was an outcome of a 

similar interest derived from a museum visit, followed up through the Romanian Institute 

for Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries (hereafter IRRCS). In the introduction to the 

óFolk Art in Romaniaô exhibition catalogue, we read about Samsonôs original interest in 

Romanian material culture: 
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A colourful exhibition of Rumanian
13

 Folk Art was held in London in 1954. At the 

time there was no possibility of obtaining any specimens there displayed for the 

Museum, as this was a travelling exhibition. However, the request for specimens was 

not forgotten, and in 1955 an invitation came from the Romanian Institute for 

Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries for me to visit their country to see the 

museums there and to see the folk-art in its own setting. In the Museum of Folk Art 

in Bucharest an interesting collection of material had already been assembled for 

presentation to the Horniman Museum (Samson 1957: 2). 

The Romanian folk art collection was unique in terms of size, content and value, 

becoming a turning point within the context on the museumôs focus on regional specificity 

and celebration of craftsmanship of a European country, generally neglected by the West 

(Rodriguez 2001: 93). Samson, aware of the significance of this material, included 

suggestions for the acquisition according his own curatorial interest. In the catalogue, we 

read that he was ñinvited to indicate lacunae in this collection and suggest additionsò 

(Samson 1957: 2).  

I hope that this short context of Samsonôs biography and museum practice 

demonstrated the significant impact of the individual curator on the patterns of museum 

acquisition and collection growth. In this light, the 1957 Romanian collection has to be 

understood, to some extent, as an outcome of the curatorôs personal curatorial interests as 

well as the interpretative frameworks and wider relations in which Samson operated.   

                                                 
13

 In the 1950s sources ĂRomaniaò was usually spelled ĂRumaniaò, at times appearing as 

ñRoumaniaò. The author uses spelling as it appeared in the original form. It is interesting to note that 

spelling had a political connotation. Whereas ñRomaniaò implied connections with Rome (and 

therefore, the West), ñRumaniaò linked the country to Byzantium (the East) (see: Wixman 1988: 167, 

White 2000:124). 
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Fig. 2.5 The ñFolk Art in Rumaniaò exhibition opening held on 2nd May 1957. Otto Samson (right) 

with the representatives of the LCC and the Romanian legation (left). 

2.3 The collection as cultural diplomacy: Romanian folk art displays in 

the 1950s  

Otto Samsonôs interest was only part of the story in the nexus of persons, institutions 

and events that led to the construction of this set of museum objects. The following section 

explores the scene of the collection-making process (OôHanlon 2000: 8), counterbalancing 

the individual focus by a stress on the wider relationships that made this collection 

possible. 

In a photograph taken during the opening of the Horniman Museum óFolk Art in 

Rumaniaô exhibition, we can see three men on a bench; Otto Samson and the 

representatives of the LCC and the Romanian diplomatic mission. They are shown in a 

semi-relaxed conversation, surrounded by artefacts representing a cottage interior. These 

institutional actors seem to occupy the staged, rural setting at ease, in an almost theatrical 

pose. The photograph expresses an ambivalent intersection between the rural and the 
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elitist, the vernacular and the institutional. The image shows the main agents in the 

network facilitating the donation of the collection ï the Romanian and British authorities 

and the curator of the Horniman Museum. It represents a moment of opening and captures 

an event embedded within the process of intersecting histories of contacts. I will now 

consider the historical setting in which such interactions took place. 

In the aftermath of the Second World War, the Iron Curtain, as Winston Churchill 

called it in 1946, descended across the continent. In 1947, when Otto Samson became the 

curator of the Horniman Museum, Romania was in the aftermath of Soviet occupation, in 

the midst of events that entirely transformed the country. Under the new regime, the 

country turned eastwards culturally and politically. (Deletant 2000: 8, also see: Ionescu-

Gura 2005, Tismaneanu 2003, Vasile 2011)  

The newly installed socialist government meant that the state joined the Eastern side 

of the Iron Curtain and engaged in a Cold War with the West with a cultural aspect. The 

Romanian socialist state engaged in various activities of delegalising óanti-Soviet 

propagandaô, withdrawing Western publications from circulation, organising purges on 

pro-Western intellectuals, reforming the higher education system in the spirit of Marxist-

Leninist doctrine and introducing Russian as a compulsory language in secondary 

schooling, amongst others. In 1948 the Communist Party abolished the structures of the 

pre-war Romanian Academy, expelled or prosecuted óbourgeoisô professors, banned books 

and started extensive control of publishing activities.  

On the 1
st
 March 1950, it was decided that all western cultural institutes, defined as 

óinformation officesô and ósites of propagandaô would be closed, followed by arrests of 

their attendants (Deletant 2000). During the Cold War, contacts between London and 

Bucharest shifted in their form and political context. Romanian-organised International 

events and related cultural diplomacy were run by the Institute for Universal Culture, from 

1951 transformed into the IRRCS
14

 under the auspices of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

Cultural policy and foreign relations became part of the centralised planned economy.
15

 

                                                 
14

 The Institute for Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries (IRRCS) was modelled on the Soviet 

institution VOKS (All Union Society for Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries). 
15

 Recent research suggested that in this setting, ñeach cultural project and invitation of Western 

intellectuals and scientists had to be approved beforehand by the party leadership. In the same way the 

economy was planned, cultural relations with the foreign countries were also coordinatedò (Vasile 

2009: 137). 



 

 

73 

Becoming a tool in political propaganda, IRRCS activities followed the Soviet agenda, 

dividing its activities into separate actions targeting socialist and capitalist states. Between 

1949 and 1956, the IRRCS forged partnerships with 58 countries, both from the socialist 

and capitalist world (ѿari capitaliste). As institutions in Romania promoted  ñintense 

cultural contacts with Western ñprogressiveò, communist-oriented intellectualsò (Vasile 

2009: 138), a number of pro-socialist friendship societies emerged in support of cultural 

and political links with various countries on both sides of the Iron Curtain. The IRRCS has 

organised its cultural and scientific actions through a vast network of satellite associations; 

developing organisations in 44 countries in 1954.
16

 All IRRCS operations were divided 

into language-based subsections: English, German, Spanish, French etc., with subunits 

related to the type of cultural programme.   

Exhibitions were part of the óvisual propagandaô actions (propaganda vizuala) and 

formed a significant part of the agenda.
17

 Other tasks of the Institute included the 

coordination and organisation of the traffic of guests between the countries, creation and 

dissemination of visual and written material for the friendship societies (photography files, 

policy information, press, brochures, socialist literature) and ócultural actionsô at home and 

organisation of international visits. The Institute also carefully managed the exchanges of 

ómen of science and cultureô visiting the country. For instance, Romanian guests paying a 

visit to a Western country had separate files in the IRRCS with their résumé indicating 

their political stance and family history. Each journey abroad had to have written 

permission from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
18

  

The IRRCS coordinated cultural diplomacy on British soil through the partnership 

with the British Rumanian Friendship Association (hereafter BRFA). In 1950, following 

the first visit to Bucharest commemorating the anniversary of the Great October Socialist 

                                                 
16

 The list represents the vast extent of activities and networks: USRR, Hungary, Poland, 

Czechoslovakia, China, Korea, Mongolia, Vietnam, Belgium, France, Italy, Austria, the Netherlands, 

Switzerland, Denmark, Luxembourg, Sweden, Norway, Finland, Great Britain, USA, Iceland, 

Canada, India, Indonesia, Ceylon, Japan, Israel, Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, Turkey, Argentina, Chile, 

Brazil, Uruguay, Mexico, Bolivia, Madagascar and Australia. 
17

 For instance, in the annual report of 1955 in the capitalist countries, there are five spheres of the 

Instituteôs activity related to visual propaganda which took the form of an art exhibition in France, a 

folk art exhibition in Denmark, a theatre exhibition in Luxembourg, a book exhibition in England and 

a philatelist exhibition in Austria and Argentina. 
18

 Rejections were frequent and politically motivated, foe example in the 1954 reports found a case of 

rejection of a medical doctor planning to go on a conference. The rationale was based on his 

bourgeois family member.   
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Revolution, Glynn Evans, the secretary of the BRFA, wrote to the Institute of Universal 

Culture in Bucharest:  

I echo your remarks regarding closer cooperation and we can only pledge ourselves 

to do our utmost to cement that friendship between our two peoples and strengthen 

our fight to maintain peace in the world confident in the fact that the leadership in 

the struggle for peace is in the hands of the Soviet Union. 
19

 

According to the annual report of the BRFA, in 1954 the organisation admitted over 

600 members with around 450 in London. Established in 1948, it cooperated with the 

Daily Worker magazine and had its own publication, the BRFA bulletin. Examining the 

contents of the bulletins from the 1950s, they emerged as propaganda tools, focusing on 

the social revolution in Romania, development of the countryôs Five-Year Plan, 

Stakhanovism
20

 among Romanian workers and presenting reports on membersô óeye-

openingô visits to the Romanian Peopleôs Republic.                   

The association strived to popularise the achievements of the Romanian state,
21

 

foster peaceful cooperation between nations and fight the hostility towards the Peopleôs 

Republic through activism and the recruitment of new members. In the 1955 IRRCS 

ñReport on the Activities of the BRFAò, written for the Romanian Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs, it is stated that the association was based on the members and affiliates of the 

British Communist Party or the trade unions. In the same year, the organisation 

established a committee for the organisation of cultural events. With frozen diplomatic 

relations, the exchange networks between Britain and Romania became possible 

exclusively through the combination of satellite organisations in the Western world. 

Heritage and cultural activities were managed, produced and circulated within the new 

political economy of ópeaceful exchangesô.  

The opening of the 1957 Rumanian Folk Art exhibition has to be understood in the 

context of the isolationist climate of early 1950s. In the aftermath of the Cold War, the 

image in Fig. 2.5 acts as a visual document of the encounters between the competing 

dream worlds, separated by the Iron Curtain (Buck-Morss 2000, Romijn, Scott-Smith and 

Segal 2012). This photograph was taken in the period when contacts between the East and 

                                                 
19

 Arhivele Nationale Istorice Centrale [hereinafter ANIC], Fond  IRRCS 1774, Structura 2, file no. 

342/1950, doc. 310.   
20

 Named after the Soviet miner, Stakhanov, it was a system of industrial shock-work, emphasising 

over-achievement in the factory and output beyond production norms. 
21

 ANIC, Fond IRRCS 1774, Structura 2, file no. 338/41. 
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West were limited to elites and ócultural exchangesô, sustaining the peaceful coexistence 

of conflicting worlds. The next part aims at providing a glimpse on the genealogy of these 

operations in the early 1950s, as well as the historically contingent relations that made the 

Horniman Museum encounter of the 1957 collection and exhibition possible. 

2.3.1 First contact: folk art bazaars  

Since the establishment of the BRFA, heritage and folk artefacts were used to seal new 

relationships. The IRRCS sent folk art alongside propaganda material as foreign gifts for 

festivities and bazaars organised for the members of the friendsô associations. Material 

from rural Romania was initially presented alongside industrially produced artefacts. 

Bazaar inventories consisted of idiosyncratic combinations of objects. For example, in 

1952 there were 37 items sent, including a set of traditional carpets, ceramic objects and 

baskets, alongside cigarette boxes, national flags, paper knifes, calendars, smoking sets 

and drawings with socialist iconography and national symbols. The BRFA also organised 

a number of displays in membersô houses and short-term exhibitions in its headquarters in 

London.  

The growing interest in heritage artefacts was soon noted by the IRRCS and, slowly, 

boxes sent to BRFA were filled with more typological collections: embroideries, 

costumes, folk art
22

 or ócraft-folk-artô objects. In the report from 1952-1953
23

, there is a 

mention of three cases of ócraft-folk-artô material received from Bucharestô presented at 

the Secretaryôs house for friends and neighbours. Another IRRCS loan, a set of 

embroideries and dolls, was shown in a house in Croydon and on two-day shows at the 

Blind Headquarters, the Indian Mejlis Mela organisation hall and at a Daily Workerôs 

bazaar. There were also numerous ad hoc display events in meeting halls and the 

households of organisation members in London, Leeds and Newcastle. Yet in most cases, 

they were dispatched to Britain to celebrate state occasions
24

 and BRFA community 

events. 

                                                 
22

 The first mention of ófolk artefactô exchange between the organisations was included in a letter 

from January 1953, from Mihail Macavei, (IRRCS director) to the BRFA:  

 we would like to know if we can send you Rumanian popular art things for bazaars 

 and if it was possible for you to open an exhibition in London or in other city this year. 
23

 ANIC Fond IRRCS 1774, Structura 2, file no. 345. 
24

 The largest collections were sent for the Liberation Day (23 August 1944, commemorating the 

entry of Red Army) and the proclamation of Romania Peopleôs Republic (30 December 1947). 
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Fig. 2.6 Socialist historiography and ritual time ï Romanian commemorations in the BRFA bulletin 

Fig. 2.7 The importance of delegations of ómen of science and cultureô ï exchanges of British 

intellectuals, scientists, artists, politicians and presentation of their changing perceptions on Romania 

during public events, BRFA bulletin, 1951  (right) 

Building an activist community in Britain by celebrating Soviet commemorations 

and international visits were important emphases of the IRRCSô propaganda. For example, 

23 August and 30 December were pivotal occasions for the Romanian Peopleôs Republicôs 

state building rituals, staged as mass events in the country and exported to several 

friendship societies. These events served as markers of the successful process of the new 

society in the making. Those BRFA members who attended these celebrations in 

Bucharest were to report back to the BRFA as peace delegates to share the discovery of 

the realities of the other side of the Iron Curtain.  

The socialist celebrations generated a cycle of events for a new community. As Lane 

suggested, Soviet rituals deployed a range of symbolic devices, including ñobjects, 

activities, body movements, persons, relationships, events, spatial units, words and 

soundsò (Lane 1981: 192). In the London context, exporting the fragments of a new ritual 

temporality to the other side of the Iron Curtain was mediated through exhibitions and 

bazaars. The combinations of artefacts, were considered representative of óthe peopleô, 

illustrating the communalist theme and the new vision of society. In this field of reference, 
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Hammer and Sickle, Tricolour Banner, peasant blouse or pot, illustrated several óaspects 

of the Romanian Peopleôs Republicô.
25

  

Material culture displayed in bazaars was a showcase of socialist Romania, objects 

of ócraft-folk-artsô serving as collective signs with a connection to significant socialist 

historical events and the labouring masses. The rhythm of socialist temporality constructed 

a new frame of reference and alliances between objects, integrating the sets in the context 

of material manifestations of this successful history. In the next section, I will trace the 

changing frame of reference concerning folk art in the 1952 exhibition, in order to 

illustrate how objects were exported to make claims about the Romanian history and 

modernity.   

2.3.2 A new world in the making   

The first major exhibition organised by the BRFA and IRRCS was entitled óRumanian 

Exhibition. Achievements of the Rumanian Peopleôs Republicô and took place in 1952 in 

London and Leeds.
26

 It was part of the wider exhibition-making activities of the Institute 

and a series of displays on the diplomatic agenda to popularise the ñrealisations of the 

Romanian Peopleôs Republic in the capitalist countriesò. That year, IRRCS adopted a 

ñnew method of propagandaò by setting ñvitrines of photomontage with folk art objectsò 

and ñorganising documentary, art and folk art exhibitionsò.
27

 The main theme of the 

exhibitions was the Five-Year-Plan and the process of building socialism with folk 

artefacts illustrating the modernisation projects.  

                                                 
25

 ANIC, Fond IRRCS 1774, Structura 2, file no. 67. 
26

 It took place between 29
th
 December and 19

th
 January 1952 in R. W. S. Galleries, 26 Conduit Street 

in London and then moved to Leeds. The travelling show, exhibited in Leeds in February 1952, 

followed directly an exhibition of folk art in Stockholm that took place between 13
th
 and 27

th
 

November that year (ANIC, Fond IRRCS 1774, Structura 1, file no. 15), exemplifying a unified 

óvisual propagandaô strategy of the Institute. 
27

 In the Annual Plan for the Propaganda Section we read that the main aims of the department was 

setting up new Friendship Associations, exhibitions and intensifying the activities of the existing 

groups (ANIC, Fond IRRCS 1774, Structura 2, file no. 7 pp. 35). That year, there was series of ten 

exhibitions located in Austria, Belgium, Great Britain, France, Holland, Italy and Sweden (ANIC, 

Fond IRRCS 1774, Structura 2, file no. 15 pp. 365). At the same time, fifteen ócapitalist countriesô 

received sets of artefacts for the bazaars of 23
rd
 of August and 30

th
 December. 
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Fig. 2.8 A poster of the 1952 Exhibition in the BRFA bulletin 

For a visitor to the 1952 exhibition, the first panel to be seen would have been an 

image of political figures
28

 with the following inscription: ñThe Rumanian Peopleôs 

Republic is the fatherland of all who work by hand and brainò. The show proceeded with a 

panel entitled: ñThe Past Full of Miseryò, that laid out the conditions of life under the 

óbourgeois-feudal regimeô and a short history of the pre-war struggle against class 

exploitation, using examples of mining and railway workersô strikes. The historical 

framework for the show was initiated by the events of the Soviet entry into Romania (23 

August 1944) represented as liberation from fascism. The historical thread continued 

through the installation of the Romanian Peopleôs Republic and the successful removal of 

ñthe monarchy, the pillar of the exploiting classes and of imperialismò. The overthrow of 

the king was represented as a dawn of the new Romania. 

The new era of planned economy was illustrated through panels on nationalisation, 

electrification, the collectivisation of agriculture, the construction of the Danube Black 

Sea Canal and the óSoviet helpô in the setting up of Sovroms, the Romanian-Soviet 

enterprises. This panel was illustrated by an example of Sovromtractor and Stakhanovite 
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 Petru Groza, the prime minister and C. I. Parhon, the President of the National Assembly. 
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factory workers. As the new era continued, the visitor would move through a set of 

displays representing new social services and cultural development of the socialist state, 

including education, medical care, worker holiday schemes, the development of the 

cinema industry, sports and the rise of living standards. A separate panel on the cultural 

revolution and peace was accompanied by images of workers signing appeals against 

American imperialist aggression in Korea.  

 

Fig. 2.9 The 1952 exhibition panel, quoting the prime minister Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej:                    

For the first time in history, following the historic victory of world importance won by the 

Soviet Union in the Second World War, the Rumanian People obtained its freedom and 

became the master of its destiny. The sentiment of deep gratitude towards our great liberator 

ï the Soviet Union ï permeated the conscience of every Rumanian patriot.  

The state plan was scientifically proven. The exhibition was abundant in visual 

evidence of development, displaying graphics, statistics, architectural sketches and 

construction plans and photographs of masses working and building socialism. In the 

Stalinist visual framework, the temporality of Five-Year Plans, Buck-Morss (2000) noted, 

was one of acceleration: it was a race against time in order to catch up and overtake the 

West. The Stalinist, modern future was represented by a series of prognoses on the 

realisation of the plan in 1955 (Fig. 2.11 and Fig. 2.12). The óElectrificationô panel 

epitomised the future-oriented framework:   
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The plan for the electrification and the utilisation of the water resources will lead to 

the great prosperity of the Romanian Peopleôs Republic. It is therefore the cause of 

the working class, the cause of the men of science and the progressive intelligentsia, 

the cause of all who love this country. 

 

Fig. 2.10 Exhibition panel on Cultural Revolution exemplifying the development of cultural activities 

in the country: houses of culture, libraries, artistic teams, dances, theatres and choirs. 

   

Fig. 2.11 Statistical prognosis of the success of the state planned economy, BRFA bulletin (left)  

Fig. 2.12 Peasants in a traditional interior enjoying the benefits of electrification, BRFA bulletin 

(right) 
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The panel represented the scientific credentials of this forthcoming success: 

By the end of 1955 the installed electric power will be 1.700.000 kW. In 1955, the 

consumption of electric energy will increase by 200% per inhabitant. By the end of 

1955, the total production in the electrotechnical industry will increase by 385% 

compared to 1950.  

Let us take an imaginary walk in the exhibition space with the BRFA reviewer: 

The rest of the exhibition, which consists of examples of peasant folk art,   

 attractively shown in glass-covered cases, is the most colourful section of the  

 whole show. Here we can see the wonderful national costumes, the richly 

 embroidered blouses and woven skirts, the decorated leather belts and sheepskin 

 jerkins, and the colourful aprons, which are still worn today in Rumanian villages. 

 These and the decorated pottery in traditional designs and the examples of 

 woodcarving are examples of what is rightly claimed to be the richest folk tradition 

 in Europe. This popular art is immensely alive and it rounds off the whole exhibition 

 in a way which clearly shows that the Rumanian people have a tradition of culture 

 which they have preserved through years of oppression and which now, in the new 

 inspiring conditions of Socialism, will continue its development into the future                     

 (Carpenter 1952:4). 

As illustrated in the above description, visitors were presented with the modernity 

and the future of the Romanian state before moving on to the folk art section. In this 

spatial arrangement, folk art acted in harmony with modernity, as an emblem of peopleôs 

creativity present throughout history and in the progressive Peopleôs Republic. In this 

unitary narrative, the rural artefacts were representative of both the peasantry exploited by 

feudalism (old era) and the emancipated peasant-workers enjoying the new material world. 

    

Fig. 2.13 Wooden stands with images of ópeasant workersô, 1952 (right)                                                    

Fig.  2.14 Peasant costumes display in 1952. In comparison to the previous section of the exhibition, 

the folk art space had little text (left) 
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2.3.3 Too few things, too much future - reading the visitor book  

The 1952 display was a showcase of the way Romania wanted itself to be seen, premised 

on the concept of socialist progress in the Stalinist spirit. This mass ócultural actionô was 

an opportunity to demonstrate the development of the Five Year Plan and was intended to 

act as óvisual propagandaô.  

In a report on the London and Leeds exhibitions by the president of the BRFA, it 

was pointed out that there was general agreement that the exhibitions were well arranged 

and designed and, as one visitor pointed out, constituted a revealing ñpleasure to look 

behind the Iron Curtainò. Visitorsô responses were recorded in the commentsô book and 

included in a self-critical review by the British Romanian Friendship Association sent to 

IRRCS headquarters in Bucharest.
29

  

Studying commentsô books as archival records poses limitations regarding 

representativeness (Reid 2008). Archival materials on public responses cannot by any 

means, be seen as a representative reflection of viewersô opinions, neither can one assess 

their sincerity, examine what type of visitors wrote them or how they engaged with the 

artefacts on display. The evidence given by the visitorsô comments tells a fragmented story 

of public response, including agendas, visit motivations, or the particularities of the 

exhibitionôs effect on specific categories of viewers.  At the same time, this limited 

resource can offer insights concerning public perceptions of the opposite side of the Iron 

Curtain, showing the contrast between the intentions of the exhibition makers and the 

visitorsô interpretations. Tracking the visitorsô attitudes, we can evaluate the exhibitionôs 

impact and ñsuccessò in conveying the intended message.  

While several viewers wrote that the displays were attractive and aesthetic, there 

were numerous negative comments about the lack of information on the historical context 

of Romania prior to 1944. The London audience recognised the lack of contextualisation 

beyond the unitary theme as a pivotal drawback of the exhibition. It was emphasised that 

the exhibition represented an example of ñcrude propaganda in faulty Englishò carrying 

ñmeagreò content.  Visitors noted that incorrectly written captions made the photographs 

appear absurd. One example was an image with children enjoying state-sponsored summer 
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 ANIC, Fond IRRCS 1774, Structura 2, file no. 338, pp.198-202. 
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camps described as: ñchildren are sent to the coloniesò. However, most critics expressed 

concerns that there were too few artefacts on display. There were several comments about 

insufficient material and: 

ñToo little of the products of Rumania shown ï just a few vases, a few dresses 

(costumes), a little folk art. There should have been more of the lovely embroidery 

work, and there should have been displayed products such as the food, wine, 

tobacco, musical instruments ï something shown about the road and rail transport. 

Of the actual display there was no indication what district the vases, dresses, carpets 

came from and what district the costumes are worn.ò 

Typically, the visitor felt a need for more craft objects on display but also looked for 

more detailed information about the local specificity of the material presented. Another 

visitor stated: ñShow us more next timeò as this was ña fine exhibition but too simple, too 

many photos and not enough things like the beautiful carpetsò. This common sentiment 

about the scarcity of artefacts was often related to the problem of the progressive theme 

framing the exhibition:  

ñThe growth should have been shown not only by photographs but real things. Even 

if only a sculpture or painting by the moderns, more craft work and folk art. A few 

musical instruments, a model of the diesel or other engines now being made in 

Rumania, even if some ball bearings on a tray. These things are being produced now 

for the first time. This could then be stressed.ò 

The concern for and need for more óreal thingsô was emphasised in the BRFA report 

sent to Bucharest: 

ñThe criticism made above, I agree with to a large extent, especially that there is not 

enough things and the contrast between the past and the present. The statistics show 

too much of the future. Rumania can show enough of what it has achieved in the 

very short period the Republic has been in being.ò 

In this context, viewersô comments alongside the BRFA report carried a strong 

critical message for the exhibition designers in Bucharest. These negative evaluations 

demonstrated that the exhibition provoked strong reactions and constituted a site of 

friction. Visitorsô feedback subverted the storyline of the exhibition, revealing how the 

show performed outside its intended representation of socialism (Ssorin-Chaikov 2013: 

168).  

The lack of propaganda ósuccessô and Western criticism were only a part of the 

problems faced by the 1952 exhibition organisers. Another more tangible concern was the 
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lack of permission to exhibit. For example, despite several attempts to show the exhibition 

in Manchester and Liverpool, the BRFA did not manage to secure space for displays. 

Similarly, in Italy an exhibition was closed down because of its politically radical 

character.  

Public opinion was a key site of the Cold Warôs cultural front.  In the context of the 

public reception, the exhibition became a contested site of the Cold War óothersô, 

illustrating the Western reactions on the projections of utopian socialist modernity. It was 

pointed out that the Cold War was a struggle of representations (Crowley and Pavitt 2008) 

and 

a confrontation, but also a negotiation and accommodation between competing 

images of modernity and the good life, which were propagated by the ótwo campsô of 

socialism and capitalism. (Reid 2010: 4). 

Modernity imagined by this exhibition was linked to the temporal scale of history-

as-progress (Buck-Morss 2000). The viewersô responses revealed that it was not a 

convincing frame for the London public who misread the educational purpose and looked 

for real things, stating that óstatistics show too much of the futureô. Somehow, the 

vanguard socialist temporality, displayed in panels with numerous spelling mistakes, 

became a caricature of itself outside its ideological context, leaving the public to focus on 

the section containing ótraditional artefactsô. 

Studying visitors was part of standard practice in the Soviet context, in order to 

improve the effectiveness of propaganda efforts (Reid 2010: 40). The voices collected for 

the visitor book revealed both the lack of agreement with what was seen as propaganda 

and British expectations of what an exhibition should be of and look like. As these 

visitorsô reactions were collected and reported back to Bucharest, the misreading of the 

exhibition became apparent to the IRRCS and informed the constructions of the following 

shows, affecting their spatial arrangement, installation within specific settings, selection of 

artefacts and display scenarios.                                         

By focusing on the different curatorial strategies of the 1954 exhibition, my next 

section reveals the dynamism and performativity of the folk art displays in Britain. 

Through the comparison of the 1952 and 1954 exhibitions, I will illustrate how folk art 
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material was reimagined in the continuing struggle of Romanian self-representations in 

1950s Britain.  

2.3.4 Modern folk art  

As noted previously, walking through the rooms of the exhibition organised by the IRRCS 

and BRFA in 1954 triggered Otto Samsonôs interest and consequently led to the 

acquisition of the Romanian folk art collection for the Horniman Museum. Let us follow 

Otto Samsonôs steps in the space by revisiting the IRRCSôs archival documentation. We 

start by looking at the opening panel, accompanied by images of rural and industrial 

workers and images of political leaders.
30

  

ñIn the Rumanian Peopleôs Republic the treasures of popular art are turned into 

account on an unprecedented scale thanks to the support granted by the State of 

Peopleôs Democracy. Continuing the tradition handed down from generation to 

generation, the popular men of art continuously enrich the artistic creation of the 

people.ò 

Looking through the display plans and photographs, just as in 1952, there was a 

strong emphasis on the presentation of socialist modernity.
31

 New to the 1954 show, 

compared with 1952, was a template presenting these modernising technologies as 

beneficial for the peasantry and workers, such as panels emphasising the ómaterial plentyô 

of the socialist state. A further modification was bringing into context historical elements, 

including the unique creative legacy of peasantry and the richness of pre-socialist material 

culture and rural craftsmanship. For example, Otto Samson could admire the 

ñAppreciation of Popular Artò panel that demonstrated the stateôs efforts in promoting folk 

art and ópeopleôs cultureô by building museums, houses of culture and state cooperatives 

for the production of folk art. He could be interested in the costumes on display, divided 

by ethnographic areas (zone etnografice) and emphasising the aesthetic qualities of the 

objects. The exhibition cases with traditional clothing were accompanied by lively images 

of dance ensembles and ñgrand artistic mass manifestationsò.  

                                                 
30

 Petru Groza, the head of the Romanian Workers Party, and Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej, the prime 

minister. 
31

 The 1954 Exhibition displayed the mechanisation of agriculture through emphasis on productivity 

in a panel entitled óPlentyô. The success of the socialist model was illustrated by sections on óRising 

Living Standardsô exemplified by electrification of the countryside, rational redistribution of goods 

and provision of social and medical services. 
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Fig. 2.15 Romanian fabrics with images of the phases of textile production, 1954 exhibition, London 

(left) 

Fig. 2.16 Displays of peasant dress, London 1954(right) 

 

       

Fig. 2.17 Agricultural tools shown alongside photographs of modern farming technologies, London 

1954 (left)  

Fig. 2.18  Glass cases representing the main centres of Romanian folk pottery, London 1954 (right) 

Walking to the next part of the exhibition he would be presented with the óartistic 

aspectô of peasant vernacular architecture. The panel stated: 

ñThe elements of architecture and decoration utilised in building a peasantôs 

house attest to the richness and variety of the artistic forms created by 

popular masters in wood, brick and stone.ò 

He would perhaps admire the photographs of traditional architectonic detail such as 

carved gates and cottage interiors. One such image showed a room from ViἨtea de Sus, a 

village key to the Horniman Museum collection. Throughout the exhibition, built heritage 

was represented by displays of historical architecture, described as carrying ñharmonious 

proportions and beautiful details that attest to the mastery of the popular builders, creators 

of these artistic valuesò. Historical buildings, including churches and monasteries of the 

Bucovina region, were framed as architectural treasures and presented as inspiration for 
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new designs. Demonstrating this correspondence of forms, the visitor was presented with 

plans of emblematic projects of Socialist Neo-classicism and constructivism, with peak 

realisations in the form of the 1950s socialist realist Spark House, the opera building in 

Bucharest or the Romanian pavilion at the Moscow Exhibition of Architecture. The last 

parts of the exhibition featured pottery and woodcraft. Craft production was explored by 

highlighting the progressive framework where ñornamental patterns é made by craftsmen 

cooperatives and of the works of plastic artists draw their inspiration of the priceless art of 

the peopleò. The final panel presented a message of peace delivered by the General 

Secretary of the Romanian Communist Party, Gheorghe Gheorghiu-Dej. 

From this reconstructed visit to the exhibition, it is interesting to explore the 

differences between the 1952 and 1954 exhibitions. Although the emphasis was still 

placed on the modernisation project, the propaganda of Romanian progress was reduced to 

four panels, a significant limitation in comparison to the 1952 show. Responding to 

previous concerns, there were more things on display. Rather than illustrating the future of 

the country through traditional artefacts, folk art was presented as a separate category. 

Firstly, it was arranged typologically, dividing the artefacts into costume, architecture, 

ceramics and woodcraft and presenting regional variations of forms and decoration. 

Secondly, the display acknowledged the regional diversity of material expressions with 

labels indicating the provenance of the objects and ethnographic areas represented. The 

information provided offered greater detail and displays emphasised master craftsmanship, 

the creativity of óthe popular men of artô and the aesthetic values of artefacts.  

In contrast to the 1952 exhibition rejecting the feudal past, the 1954 show 

exemplified an extended historical perspective, visually acknowledging the pre-war past 

and material culture as valuable and relevant to the understanding of contemporary 

Romania. The incorporation of history through the manifestations of the past (including 

religious artefacts) marked a significant shift in the IRRCSôs propaganda and exhibition-

making practices. In contrast to the 1952 exhibition, with its defined historical starting 

point of liberation by the Red Army in 1944, in the 1954 exhibition we get a sense of pre-

socialist prehistory and heritage as privileged sites of inspiration for modernity. By 

including these materialities, the interpretation emphasised harmony, continuity and 

support for creativity, painting a self-portrait of the progressive state as the inclusive 

patron of all folk art. In 1954, the template shifted from the former triumphalist view of 
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the Peopleôs Republic to a presentation of the material culture created by the popular men 

of arts. The sub-narrative of modernity was displayed through new themes of quality of 

life and socialist consumerism (óPlentyô and óRising Living Standardsô panels) 

foreshadowing broader rhetoric of the de-Stalinisation period with the Khrushchev-era 

visions of universal abundance and comfort  (Crowley and Reid 2000: 12).  

     

Fig. 2.19 Cover page of the exhibition catalogue, 1954 (left) 

Fig. 2.20 Images of interiors, exhibition catalogue, 1954 (right) 

This holistic composition of old and new was embedded in longer traditions of 

Romanian representational practices. Popescu (2010) demonstrated the Romanian drive to 

become modern had been embedded in a longer trope with roots in the 19
th
 and 20

th
 

century cultural policy and state-building practices. In the first half of the 20
th
 century, 

Romanian modernity under construction was a ópolymorphous conceptô on the countryôs 

cultural map (Popescu 2010: 12), a joined territory combining drives toward 

westernisation and strong relationship with national tradition and óthe Romanian soulô.  

This double-sided discourse was driving intellectual debates of the period and 

penetrating different spheres of cultural production including architecture, literature, fine 

art and exhibition design. The overlapping ideas of ónational identityô, órural traditionô and 

ómodern livingô were exemplified by museum-making practices. The material culture of 
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the Romanian órural civilizationô became core to the emblematic national museum in 

Bucharest (Demetrescu 2010, Badica and Nicolescu 2007) and was exported abroad 

through the Romanian pavilions for World Fairs in the 1920s and 1930s  (Demetrescu 

2010: 162). Romaniaôs participation in the international exhibitions has been, since 1867, 

an occasion to represent these faces of modernity,  

progress, which they promoted by means of the most advanced experiments and 

tradition, often in pastiche form, reduced to décor capable of throwing into sharper 

relief the discourse of modernity (Popescu 2011: 160). 

When, in 1947, the country turned to the Soviet east, its modern project was pushed 

in the socialist direction, accelerating in a Stalinist spirit. Even though this political 

imagery announced a radical break with the past, even in the 1950s fragments of 

ótraditional-modern-nationalô frameworks of modernity started to resurface and be used 

for export in the form of óvisual propagandaô exhibitions. In 1954, against the grain of 

Marxist historiography, there is a strong return of the narrative of interrelated 

temporalities, where authentic, specifically Romanian traditions and innovations benefit 

the nation é or, in the 1950s the working people. The 1954 exhibition carried a fragment 

of that trope, combining international spheres of modernisation (here, in the Stalinist 

frame) with the representational tradition of the interwar. The 1954 exhibition was a 

manifestation of recycled ideas and undercurrent continuities within the vanguard socialist 

state cultural policy.  

At the same time, the 1954 exhibition embodied a specifically post-war figure of 

materiality. In the conditions of building socialism, the idiom of ópeasant creativityô was 

appropriated by the state. Folk art traditions and craftsmanship became ña national 

question for the socialist Romanian societyò (HorἨia  and Petrescu 1972: 69). As we read 

in the 1954 exhibition catalogue, creative peasant workers 

are people of prestige now, and their arts are honoured, as they never were before. 

The tenacious conservatism of the past is being transformed into a flood of new folk 

creation and experiment, with new forms being born, and old taking on new content 

(Folk Art in Rumania 1956: 7). 

The state encouraged current craft practice and secured its future by creating new 

means of production ï a centrally run system of craft cooperatives to salvage this cultural 

activity:  
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The making of peasant clothes was declining fast. At present, however, thanks in 

part to the formation of village garment ï making cooperatives in the Rumanian 

Peopleôs Republic, there has been a considerable revival in the use of traditional 

costume styles, and in the creation of new decorative patterns. (ibid.: 11). 

Folk art was increasingly mediated by the state, overlooked by experts, turning it 

into a hybrid between tradition and modernity. In this context, the progressive state was to 

transform folk art into design. Design was one of the most significant aspects of the Cold 

War rhetoric, carrying ideological visions and manifesting materialised modernity on both 

sides of the Curtain.  (Crowley and Pavitt 2008: 14). In the 1954 exhibition context, design 

served as a link between temporalities, mediating between the past and the coming 

socialist future and allowing ócatching up with the Westô in harmony with Romaniaôs 

national historical legacy. The discourse of scientific design allowed the modern building 

to be linked to historical wooden sacral architecture. For example, one of the panels in the 

1954 exhibition provides the following caption:  

ñThe new architecture of the Romanian Peopleôs Republic, which draws its 

inspiration from the treasures of the national architecture, is achieving buildings 

designed to cope with the ever growing and living demands of the working people.ò 

In a similar harmony, we read from the exhibition panels, the craftsmen employed by 

state cooperatives could draw from peasant folk creativity. The state was a master designer 

and a specialist overlooking the process and enabling the makers to embrace the new 

notion of creativity, using traditional design prototypes with new machinery. 

As the BRFA engaged with the British public attending the 1952 exhibition, 

interpretative themes were made and remade in the act of international encounter, leading 

to modification of the means of conveying their message. The 1954 exhibition, compared 

to the 1952 show, demonstrated a shift in the curatorial practice of the IRRCS, actively 

responding to unexpected readings of the British public and proposing a modified visual 

rendering of history and materiality. It was a testing ground for exchanging ideas and 

forms of representation, echoing a particular moment in the Cold Warôs visual history. At 

the same time, the 1952 and 1954 exhibitions were acts of propaganda with a strong 

Soviet imprint. They were modelled on similar practices of exhibition making across the 

Soviet Union and its satellites, with the typical rendering of temporality (Ssorin-Chaikov 

2006: 356).  
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Analysing the 1949 Stalin Birthday Gifts Exhibition, Ssorin-Chaikov showed how 

exhibitions projected a particular ñteleology of socialism, which reads the present from the 

point of view of the future.ò  (2006: 358). This notion of Stalinist timelessness is useful in 

understanding the 1954 exhibition and its incorporation of historical content. In this light, 

the inclusion of a new repertoire of objects, historical artefacts and sites could be 

interpreted as reinforcing the idiom of the timeless modernity of the socialist state and the 

models of life and materiality it had set out to promote. It was a totalising vision, a 

temporal framework of past and present harmonised for its imagery in creating a socialist 

future for all people. All types of material culture, all elements of history could be 

incorporated in this narrative of ñtime that eclipses present into its historical endò (2006: 

371), in the 1954 display with folk art and modern objects side by side.  

In the 1954 exhibition this holistic message was intended at those who, if convinced 

by this vision, could pass it to other sections of society. The exhibition was an opportunity 

to showcase the potential of the socialist gift of modernity (Ssorin-Chaikov 2013: 183) for 

the Western elites. This strategy had been inspired by the model Soviet institution of 

cultural diplomacy, the All-Union Society for Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries in 

the Soviet Union (VOKS) that provided structural and operational contours for the 

IRRCS. In 1926, Olga Kameneva, the driving force behind VOKS, wrote: ñthe 

intelligentsia in bourgeois countries plays a dominant roleò (David-Fox 2012: 37). It is 

within this context that we can better understand Otto Samsonôs presence at the exhibition 

and its significance in terms of diplomatic relations and IRRCS actions of gift-giving.  

2.3.5 Serious attention  

Otto Samsonôs visit to the exhibition held at the Royal Hotel was not a coincidence. On 15
 

March 1954, the BRFA sent a letter inviting the curator to be involved in the Sponsorship 

Committee of leading anthropologists, folklorists, archaeologists and public figures related 

to the folk art exhibition of a ñserious and important compilationò
32

 shown previously in 

Paris, Helsinki and Vienna. The exchange of correspondence between Glyn Evans 

(BRFA) and the curator illustrated the significance of Samsonôs expertise for the 

organisation of the exhibition. As the Horniman Museum curatorôs response to the call 
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 Letter from Glyn Evans to Otto Samson, Horniman Museum Archives, 15th March 1954 

Arc/Hmg/Exh/1957/001. 
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came quite late, the BRFA proposed that Otto Samson would assist in the opening. Otto 

Samson was also offered the possibility of a loan of material to the Horniman Museum. 

He was sent photographs of the forthcoming exhibition setup and was invited to examine 

the artefacts before their display as,  

it is quite understood that no one can act in the dark in a matter of this sort é we had 

no clear idea as to the scope and importance of the Exhibition. Since these now 

appear to make it something quite special in its field, we are most anxious for it to 

receive serious attention.
33

 

Around 3,000 people, mostly students and academics, viewed the London exhibition 

at the Royal Hotel in Woburn Place between 24
 
April and 20 May 1954.

34
 The catalogue, 

written by Albert L. Lloyd and Henry G. A. Hughes, was sold in 1,000 copies. The text of 

the catalogue adopted a scholarly style and divided the artefacts into typological examples 

of costume, architecture, textiles and embroidery and musical instruments. There was no 

mention of the political setting in post-war Romania. By creating a catalogue for the 1954 

exhibition in Britain, the BRFA overcame the problem of the IRRCSôs inadequate 

English, which had been heavily criticised in the context of the 1952 exhibition.  

The BRFA also acknowledged the significance of a new type of visitor, the expert 

viewer. One example of the focus on attracting an educated audience is a letter from the 

BRFA to Bucharest, regarding a review of the 1954 exhibition in the British journal 

ñPottery Quaterlyò. In this correspondence, dated the 13
th
 of May 1954, the secretary of 

the BRFA appealed to the Institute: 

We most urgently require serious factual and scholarly answers to the enclosed 

questionnaire on the Romanian folk ceramics é A detailed criticism of the lack of 

documentary material of sufficient detail and scholarship on all sections of the 

Exhibition will follow in due course. Meanwhile, we hope you will learn from the 

enclosed questionnaire the extent of professional and specialist interest in the 

Exhibition, and also realise that, unless better informed by you, we are totally unable 

to turn this interest into good account.
35

 

Reporting on the London exhibition, the BRFA praised its scientific, specialist 

character, appreciated by ñcompetent personalitiesò.
36

 The success of the exhibition, the 
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 Letter from Glyn Evans to Otto Samson, Horniman Museum Archives, 8th April 1954 

Arc/Hmg/Exh/1957/001. 
34

 The BRFA reports Oct. 1953 ï Sept. 1954.  
35

  ANIC, Fond IRRCS 1774, Structura 2, file no. 351, p. 138. 
36

 ANIC, Fond IRRCS 1774, Structura 2, file no. 342, p. 203. 
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BRFA report suggests, illustrated the potential of extending the scope of cultural actions 

amongst specialist and academic circles.
37

 Serious attention to their voices and provision 

of ósufficient detail and scholarshipô were key to these audiences. Their feedback 

influenced modifications in the exhibitions prepared for other audiences. For example, in a 

letter to the BRFA, Mihail RoἨianu, the IRRCS chairman, advised the 1954 exhibition 

material to be sent back to Bucharest for amendments before its redisplay in Denmark.
38

 

The involvement of Otto Samson marked the success of the BRFA strategy. In October 

1955, Samson visited Romania with a group of ómen of culture and scienceô, suggesting a 

ómajor exhibitionô of Romanian material in London.
39

 

The historical background of the Horniman Museum collection of Romanian folk art 

revealed much about exhibition practice of the period. In the 1950s, Romanian exhibitions 

emerged in a nexus of representational transactions. The story of the 1952 and 1954 

Romanian exhibitions in the UK shows that these preceding exhibits can be 

conceptualised as a sequence of encounters, leading to visual rearrangements. Compared 

to the 1952 exhibition, the 1954 display represented a conceptual return to the early 20
th
 

century models of framing peasantry, tradition and rural life as prime resources for 

modernity. Reading through the 1954 panels, displayed photographs and the exhibition 

catalogue, devoid of explicit political messages, it is clear that cultural practice abroad 

turned back in time and looked for ócompetentô and óscholarlyô role models for 

representation in the interwar period. At the same time, folk art became framed as a 

progressive, state-sponsored form of creation, a notion linking the traditional artefact with 

the contemporary needs of a modern society and transforming the rural material object 

into an object of design.  

Folk art was a legitimate fragment of material culture to perform that function ï in 

the past made by the labouring collective, quintessentially non-bourgeois, linked to the 

nationalist sensitivity and óthe Romanian soulô. As we read in the catalogue, it participated 

in an all-encompassing project of appropriation by:  
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 ANIC, Fond IRRCS 1774, Structura 2, file no. 342, p. 216. 
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 ANIC, Fond IRRCS 1774, Structura 2, file no. 351, p. 56. 
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 ANIC, Fond IRRCS 1774, Structura 2, file no. 342, p. 117.   

Samsonôs proposal was recorded in the minutes of a meeting with the president of IRRCS, 

19.10.1955.   
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promoting, directing and developing the assets of folk art, rightfully considering 

them the original and authentic expression of the peopleôs force of creation. The 

large towns of the Rumanian Peopleôs Republic, richly endowed museums have been 

opened and organised according to the most up-to-date methods, offering to the 

public the possibility of becoming aquatinted with large part of our inheritance of 

peasant art. Numerous exhibitions organised at home and abroad popularise the 

treasures of Rumanian art. 

Showcasing Romanian folk art was a medium through which the newly established 

socialist state aimed to display its past and future on the opposite side of the Iron Curtain. 

Following the story of the 1952 and 1954 exhibitions, the Horniman Museum collection 

was an outcome of the relationships of diplomacy and exchange created by the cultural 

politics of its time. 

2.4 Interpreting the generous gift 

The particularity of the 1957 collection stems from its character as a gift, the first of its 

kind in the context of post-war British-Romanian relationships.
40

 It resulted from 

exchange practices designed to enchant, embedded within a political mosaic of aesthetic 

fragments playing a role in the spectacle of the Cold War.  

The problem of reciprocity has captivated the attention of anthropologists, who have 

outlined the role of exchange in generating and maintaining social relations. In my 

discussion, I will focus on the political relationships embedded in gift-giving
41

. Several 

studies focused on the notion of tension, asymmetry and temporality of exchange 

(Bourdieu 1990, Gregory 1982, for detailed discussion about exchange see: Graeber 2001, 

Mauss 1990 [1925], Sahlins 1972, Weiner 1992). Thomas (1991) points out that exchange 

is a political process,  

one in which wider relationships are expressed and negotiated in a personal 

encounter. Hence the particular characteristics of transactions at once reflect and 

constitute social relationships between both groups and individuals (ibid.: 7). 

                                                 
40

 Following the Horniman Museum collection, in 1957, the IRRCS presented a smaller collection to 

a museum in Brighton. (ANIC, Fond IRRCS 1774, Structura 2, file no. 365). The IRRCS directorôs 

letter to the curator exemplifies the institutionôs altruism: ñwe learned that you are interested in 

receiving a gift consisting mainly of Rumanian folk art for your museum. In the case you are likely to 

receive this gift for showing it in a permanent stall, we can send you some Rumanian stuff of folk 

art.ò 
41

 For a discussion on gift and commodity related to this collection, see Urdea 2015. 
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For Sahlins (1972), exchange creates relationships of solidarity and acts as social 

glue, at the same time generating tensions or making ñthe social fact of sidesò apparent. It 

is an in-between relation where material flows express various positions on the spectrum 

of social distance, ranging from generalised reciprocity (altruistic, sharing-oriented and 

free) to negative reciprocity, a type of exchange based on the principle of maximising 

oneôs assets at the expense of the other party in haggling, theft, war etc. at the same time, 

gift exchange plays a significant role in the process of peace-keeping, settling conflicts 

and minimising hostilities (Sahlins 1972: 221).  

Thomasô and Sahlinsô insights allow us to use the practices of exchange as a lens 

through which we can interrogate the nature of political relationships between the sides. 

Graeber examines the moral logic of such exchange, arguing that 

What is at stake is not an exact equivalenceðeven if there were some way to 

 measure itðbut a back- and-forth process tending towards equivalence. Each side 

 tries to outdo the other, but itôs easier to break the thing off when both consider 

 the outcome more or less even. A similar tension exists with the exchange of 

 material goods. Often there is an element of competition; but both sides keep 

 accounts (Graeber 2010: 8)  

Exchange can be convivial, playful or competitive. It constitutes a complex 

relationship, a political process of ongoing practices and moving things back and forth.  

This discussion of gift-giving and politics brings a valuable insight into the initiating 

moment of giving away the 1957 collection and its ongoing political nature. The generous 

act of offering was a political act of securing a representation of Romania in Britain. The 

Maussian observation that things exchanged maintain something of the giver is of a 

particular relevance here. In 1957, the gift was designed to be a mirror image of Romania, 

a self-representation state and its people. It was embedded in the political visual 

propaganda and created a debt ï the museum was obligated to show the Romanian 

collection to the public. At the moment of acceptance by the museum, the gift was a 

political victory in the game of Cold War cultural diplomacy.  

The Romanian material was not deposited in the Horniman Museum store by 

accident. Rather, the body of this collection was born into a particular milieu, typical for 

international exchanges of its time. It was a product of transnational museological 
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relationality (Basu 2011) and an apogee of the contingent relationships and exchanges of 

the 1950s.                  

Ssorin-Chaikovôs (2006) study of gifts to Stalin provides a context for 

interpreting reciprocity in the 1950s socialist contexts and related idioms of widespread 

international altruism. Gifts assembled for Stalin were embedded in the models of public 

gift economy and global diplomatic culture of the Cold War (ibid.: 357). According to 

Ssorin-Chaikov, in the socialist visions of modernity, time collapses to present a órealisedô 

vision of the future. The past and the future are represented as one. At the same time, this 

temporality of the órushed leap forwardô is often characterised by a óhouse-of-cards 

effectô. As Ssorin-Chaikov suggested, 

in relation to modernity, this public gift economy constitutes a mirror in 

which the totality of relationships are é simultaneously represented, 

contested, and inverted (ibid.). 

 Looking at an exhibition of gifts to Stalin in 1949, Ssorin-Chaikov evoked several 

cases of perishable or decomposed gifts. Through the vulnerability of objects, the 

metaphor of projected timelessness proved fragile (ibid.: 371). One of the symptomatic 

metaphors of that fragility was the story of Valerii Agranovskiiôs childhood visit to the 

Moscow confectionery factory in the 1930s. Walking along the corridor, one of the 

children in his group knocked down a chocolate Stalin bust in front of the factory 

directorôs office. When the director rushed out and noticed the damage, he reacted with 

horror and ordered the children to eat the remains immediately. All of the pieces of 

crushed Stalin were eagerly consumed, leaving no crumb remaining as evidence of the 

blasphemy (ibid.: 358). This metaphor of disintegration provides a context for 

understanding of the interpretative vulnerability that characterised the Romanian folk art 

displays in Britain in 1952. The totalised meaning of the exhibitions, combining the past 

with the future, when confronted with visitors abroad, proved just as perishable and 

consternation-causing as the broken chocolate bust of Stalin. Objects, once put in motion 

and into interaction with the Cold War óotherô, started to gain unexpected meanings, 

overgrowing the neat and contained message designed by the IRRCS. Following the 1952 

visitorôs book, by crossing the Iron Curtain, the emblematic representation came to be 

exposed to multiple viewpoints beyond the initial script, becoming a thing-less caricature.  
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In the case of the Horniman Museum collection, the interpretative power was 

handed over to the British expertise to avoid this house-of-cards effect. The decision of the 

Romanian authorities to present the material to the London museum was a gesture within a 

knowledge economy and the politics of location. Holding a permanent place in a reputable 

British heritage institution gave the presence of Romanian artefacts legitimacy and 

secured stable fixed space in a physical sense within the scientifically authoritative 

institutional space and amongst the specialists and audiences the Institute intended to 

appeal to. By giving the collection away, the IRRCS received a guarantee of an ongoing 

óseriousô interest in Romania.  

2.5 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I presented the historical context in which the 1957 Horniman Museum 

collection of folk art emerged. It was argued that the collectionôs coming into being was 

an outcome of the interest and predilections of the London curator. At the same time, it 

has to be understood in the spaces, imageries and visual economies of the Cold War era. 

Ethnographic collections constitute a significant means by which knowledge of other 

places and people is constructed and codified. As we have seen, the presence of the 

collection gift in the Horniman Museum was embedded in a specific diplomatic project 

aiming to export a representational image of Romania to the West. The historical analysis 

demonstrated that the collection was both an ideological tool of the time and a site of 

negotiations between the partners of the East-West cultural exchanges.   

Buck-Morss (2000) imagined the end of the Cold War as a moment of a crumbling 

dreamworld and a catastrophic breakdown of history, producing a landscape of scattered 

images. In the post-Cold War world, the rush for modernity and the thread of constant 

progress is broken and the utopia turns into ruins. In navigating through this landscape:  

only partial interpretations of these images are possible... But they may be helpful if 

they illuminate patches of the past that seem to have a charge of energy about them 

precisely because the dominant narrative does not connect them seamlessly to the 

present. The historical particulars might then be free to enter into different 

constellations of meaning  (Buck-Morss 2000: 68). 

Working our way through the rubble of representations and bringing the traces up 

close, provides us new opportunities for interpretation. Such rearrangement of historical 
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traces and seemingly out-dated images and objects is concerned with how things ñappear 

in retrospectò in order to destabilise the set-in-stone meanings and to make a critical space 

for re-appropriation (ibid.: 97).  

Whilst in the space of the 1950s museum, the folk art collection appeared as a 

unified composition, seventy years later the assemblage seems less intact. In the next 

chapter, I examine the elements of the historical records of the collection, arguing that in 

the post-Cold War context, the gift of the Horniman Museum collection loses its 

homogenous nature, becoming a multifarious assemblage and illuminative rubble of 

traces. 
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Chapter 3: The making of the Romanian fragment   

 

 

Fragmentation is vital to the production of the museum both as a space of posited 

meaning and as a space for abstraction é exhibitions do for the life world what the 

life world cannot do for itself. They bring together specimens and artifacts never 

found in the same place at the same time and show relationships that cannot 

otherwise be seen  

Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1998: 2. 

 

 

3.1 Introduction  

The previous chapter explored the context of Cold War gift-giving in which the collection 

came into being. In this chapter I move on to discuss the content of that gift. What sort of 

gift was it? Of what objects and under what logic was it composed? What stories can it tell 

if we read between the lines of official archives, examine what happened in the Romanian 

museum at the time and speak to those involved in the acquisition of the collection?  

In the following sections, I will explore the fragments that constituted the 

gift. These scattered things and images provide insights on the complex material histories 

(Stahl 2010) beyond the unitary ódreamworldô of representations. Firstly, I investigate the 

backstage of the 1957 Horniman Museum via the Folk Art Museum in Bucharest, evoking 

the context of the exhibition practices and the memories of the surviving collector. 

Secondly, I provide a critical account of a selection of visual and written records of the 

óFolk Art in Romaniaô exhibition at the Horniman Museum. Bringing these fragments 

together into a new constellation demonstrates the unique character of the set of objects 

that were deposited in London. At the same time, it represents tensions within and 

between different institutional frameworks and personal agendas. These are stories that 

require going beyond the objectsô front stage and their classificatory labels. 
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3.2 A particular collection 

In August 1956, the folk art collection reached British customs. The cargo consisted of 31 

cases of objects and several boxes of documentation. A year after Otto Samsonôs visit to 

Bucharest, a letter from the clerk of the London County Council, dated 26
 
October 1956, 

confirming that the collection had arrived safely in Britain and would be ñdisplayed as a 

coherent whole to enable visitors to appreciate it fullyò.
42

Reading through the 

correspondence, it becomes apparent that, during his visit in Bucharest, it was Otto 

Samson who had proposed a permanent display of the Romanian material.
43

  On 26
 
July 

1956, during a meeting of the LCC Education committee, it was decided that the 

collection would be displayed in the newly renovated South Hall for three months. The 

opening night, 2
 
May 1957, was attended by a number of ambassadors from the Soviet 

bloc and institutional guests, mostly from the heritage sector. With an opening speech by 

the Romanian minister, M. Nicolae Corcinschi, the collection was officially presented as 

gift to the museum. Initially scheduled for twelve weeks, due to its success, the exhibition 

was extended till the end of December 1957. The Romanian diplomatic mission showed 

continuing interest in the project till the end of the show. On a January Saturday morning, 

the Romanian Minister and the First Secretary of the Legation arrived unexpectedly at the 

closed museum and walked through the displays as they were packed away.
44

 

The correspondence between Otto Samson, the LCC and the IRRCS 

suggested that the curator was not informed about the exact content of the boxes before 

their arrival in Britain and mainly used the documentation sent with it as to structure the 

1957 exhibition.
45

 The exhibition combined artefacts with images and folk music 

recordings sent by the Institute. These were brought together by Samson without the direct 

involvement of Romanian museum specialists and assembled with the help of the LCC 

architect and the use of BRFA, who provided image-holding stands.  

The themes of the Horniman Museum Romanian exhibition were envisioned 

through displays with minimum written content in modern geometrical compositions on 
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 ANIC, Fond IRRCS 1774, Structura 2, file no. 359, pp. 86. 
43

 ANIC, Fond IRRCS 1774, Structura 2, file no. 342, pp. 103. 
44

 A note from the Education Officer, 7th January 1954 Arc/Hmg/Exh/1957/001. 
45

 In a letter, dated 22. August 1956, Samson suggested opening date for December 1956 and 

appreciated IRRCSôs suggestion to have somebody sent from Romania to assist in the display of the 

exhibition. 



 

 

101 

white or black backgrounds. Reading from the brochure, exhibition plans and photographs 

of displays, the exhibition was divided into sections on ceramics, textiles, woodcraft, 

Easter eggs, musical instruments, and religious icons. Detailed information was provided 

on the tools, techniques of making, regional specificities, as well as ethnic and historical 

variation. Most artefacts were presented in display cases in typological sets, bringing 

together cooking utensils, carpentersô tools, a potterôs wheel and pots, carrying bags, 

distaffs, spindles, pieces of peasant furnishings, barrels, panpipes, flutes, bagpipes, lutes, 

embroidered shirts and sheepskin jackets etc. Some larger objects, such as the loom or the 

potterôs wheel were presented in the middle of the hall. Lastly, there were two 

reconstructions of cottage interiors and an open space displaying regional costumes. 

    

Fig. 3.1. The óFolk Art in Rumaniaô exhibition entrance (left)                                                          

Fig. 3.2. The loom and South Transylvania interior display, Horniman Museum, 1957 (right) 

As we can see, the display of the Horniman Museum collection constituted a 

clear departure from earlier 1950s forms of presenting Romanian folk art in Britain. Visual 

and written interpretation of the Horniman Museum collection represented a significant 

curatorial and institutional transformation within the practices of the IRRCS cultural 

exchange programs. There was a clear shift from the overt propaganda presented during 

the 1952 and 1954 exhibitions. Instead, the narrative focused on typological assemblages 

of ethnographic regions and folk art. For example, there were two dioramas of peasant 

interiors and an extended textile display with a set of mannequins representing costumes 

from various regions, including ethnic minorities. Alongside the changed visual means of 

representation, there was a shift in the curatorial process and project management. Rather 

than being filtered through the BRFA or the IRRCS, this exhibition developed as a direct 

partnership between two museums. In this movement away from cultural diplomacy, 

knowledge about the collection was built within a specialist environment of museum 
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curators, without the direct interpretative interventions of cultural agencies. Instead, the 

curatorial framework and layouts can be traced to the ways of collecting and displaying 

objects in the Romanian museum context. 

3.3 Bucharest origins: exhibiting progressive tradition  

The objects of the Horniman Museum collection are in part phantoms of their origins in 

the Museum of Folk Art in Bucharest. In 1955, Otto Samson visited the museum, an 

encounter that left him:  

impressed by the tasteful arrangement, the instructive labelling and the many 

photographs showing the processes of craftsmen. In Rumania folk art is still 

very much alive and contemporary artists are given space in the museum 

(Samson 1960: 131). 

 Samsonôs visit took place just a year after a major refurbishment and significant 

reorganisation of the institution. In 1954, the former building of the Museum of Folk Art 

was transformed into the Lenin-Stalin Museum and all folk art collections were moved to 

the neo-Classical ἧtirbei Palace, nationalised in 1948. The Folk Art Museum catalogue 

described the new principles of exhibition practice based on óscientific rigourô with 

historical and typological representations based on materialist historiography (BanaĪeanu 

1957:5). The museumôs mission statement was focused on its cultural and educational role 

of valorising popular creativity (creaĪie), based on its holdings of 25,000 ethnographic 

objects ówith artistic characterô (ibid.: 8). The museum was conceptualised as a óliving 

organismô, facilitating the flourishing of folk art through research and public presentation 

ófrom advanced scientific positionsô. For this purpose, the museum maintained 

relationships with experts, specialist museums and institutions in the country and abroad, 

exchanging objects, publications and images. 

                                                                              

Fig. 3.3. Museum of Folk Art display, museum catalogue, 1957 
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 In ἧtirbei Palace, the displays were designed to illustrate the richness, creativity and 

importance of folk art in the history and life of the people. Archaeological material 

represented the artistic creativity and techniques characteristic of the era of ñprimitive 

slavery and pre-feudalismò (ibid.: 5). According to the catalogue, the feudal period was 

illustrated by the emergence of the new means of production, an increase in trade and 

specialisation that enabled folk creativity. Here, qualitative changes and evolutionary 

developments were represented through the examples of specialised settlements and craft 

centres, introducing the ethnographic regions concept discussed in the first chapter.  

 This focus on regional specificity became the theme of the following eight rooms, 

based on typological presentations of textiles, ceramics, metal, leather and wood. The 

historical theme presented the capitalist social order as an era when folk art became 

commercialised, nationalist, and óreactionaryô. These traits degraded its character, leading 

to ñhybrid forms of productionò (ibid.: 7). The last parts of the permanent exhibition 

illustrated how ñsocialism under constructionò facilitated good conditions for the 

development of folk art to ñcontinue in new ways, superior to the old artistic traditions of 

our countryò (ibid.). The displays presented the intersection of traditional folk art and 

design through objects made by state cooperatives. They demonstrated the new function of 

folk art as one of the most important areas of ópopularô creative expression. Finally, the 

display aimed to present the significance of folk art in the building of socialism, 

highlighting the potential directions of artistic practice to ñcapitalise on people's creative 

geniusò in order to ñbuild progressive traditions.ò (ibid.). Reading from the catalogue, the 

museum told stories of folk art through the idiom of emblematic centres, aesthetic 

examples and techniques of folk creativity, in relationship with the historiographical line 

of interpretation required by the political climate of sovietised Romania.  

 In the Bucharest museum, scientific history was a backdrop for a standardised 

exhibition model representing social transformation and cultural evolution. This was based 

on the Morgan and Engels-derived tripartite model aimed at educating peasants into 

workers (Nicolescu 2014b). In fact, the curators (muzeografi) often did not carry forward 

the scientific message and the materialised display departed from the dogmatic historicism 

outlined in the catalogue. For example, the rooms exemplifying the ancient past and the 

socialist future were transformed into spaces for temporary exhibitions (Nicolescu 2014b: 

43). Whereas the fixed tripartite temporal frame was ñfearedò and ñavoidedò by the 
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muzeografi, the artefacts were ótrustworthyô, ñready to be assembled and re-assembled 

anytimeò (ibid.: 44). The actually existing interpretive framework focused on materials 

and labour, serving the purpose of socialist didacticism. Thus, 

the material consistency of objects on display as well as the means of 

constructing exhibitions (glass cases, labels, panoplies, rooms) was believed 

to facilitate learning and understanding. é the message was believed to be 

transmitted more effectively because of this immersion in the museumôs 

space/discourse, which by force was spatial and consequently material. This 

is another reason to understand and explain the role of neat displays, clean 

glass cases, white walls in rectangular spaces, what can be labelled as 

constructivist aesthetics of the display (ibid.: 47). 

 The impression made by the tasteful constructivist arrangement of the Folk Art 

Museum on Otto Samson influenced the creation of the Horniman Museum display. The 

modernist atmosphere of the Horniman Museum exhibition ñFolk Art in Rumaniaò bears a 

resemblance to the Bucharest exhibition practices. Although devoid of the didactic content 

that framed folk artefacts in Bucharest, the Horniman Museum exhibition retained its 

interpretative context through the narrative of ethnographic areas and the division of 

artefacts into forms of production (pottery, textiles, woodcraft etc.).   

3.4 Feverish things ï on the collecting rush and limitless resources 

Following Otto Samsonôs visit to Bucharest, the IRRCS commissioned the Museum of 

Folk Art to acquire a representative collection of folk art and a six-person team was sent to 

the countryside to purchase the artefacts. Collecting, documenting and exhibiting folk art 

for export were key activities of the museum at that time. Between 1949 and 1957, the 

institution contributed to fifty international exhibitions (BanaἪeanu 1957: 9). In Romanian 

socialist ethnographic practice:   

campaigns of scientific researches aimed at turning to account folk art are 

initiated, contests and exhibitions are being organised, specialist journals, 

albums and monographic studies are being published, folk art objects are 

intensely collected for museums (HorĦia  and Petrescu 1972: 69). 

 In 2012, Jadwiga Formagiu was the last surviving curator of the Folk Art Museum 

team commissioned to gather objects for the Horniman Museum acquisition. During a 

series of interviews, she reminisced about the complex relationships between the 

Romanian museum, the IRRCS and the central authorities. Her narrative uncovers the 



 

 

105 

tensions within and between different institutional frameworks and personal agendas. At 

the same time, the voice of the curator provides an alternative perspective on the 

museumôs practice. During our first meetings, it was interesting to learn about Jadwigaôs 

opposition to the prevailing view that museum work under socialism was entirely 

politicised. In contrast, she explained, there was some room to manoeuver, as folk art was 

relatively apolitical and aesthetically powerful:   

ñFolk art was very good for international exhibitions because there was no 

need for propaganda. These objects themselves, woodwork, ceramics, dress 

were admired; it was sufficient.ò 

 During the interviews in 2012, Jadwiga mentioned that her 1950s work was 

dependent on ministerial funding. The curatorial diary was often created ad hoc as a 

product of constant demands from the government. As Jadwiga reminisced: 

ñThe ministry always needed something, for example through establishing 

relationships with a museum abroad that was interested in exchange. We had 

to respond to that invitation and these activities defined our scheduleò. 

Typically, she explained, collecting was based on group field trips, each 

curator working within their expertise in textiles, ceramics, traditional architecture 

etc. Collections were commissioned by state authorities who would allocate funds 

for international exhibitions and cultural exchanges. The museum team embarked on 

several journeys following repetitive requests from the central authorities. The 

curator pointed out that due to the urgent character of these field trips the wider 

context of the collected material culture was often neglected (HedeἨan 2008: 25). 

She made a clear distinction between acquisition trips for exchanges and 

ethnological fieldwork. In her words: 

Our museum did not conduct research but we received funding for 

acquisitions for other museums. On that occasion, while visiting a village for 

the purpose of óshoppingô we conducted studies but research in itself was not 

funded. 

MB: So you did not have the chance to stay longer in one place? 

Jadwiga: It was difficult under the circumstances. Rarely were we able to 

establish a good rapport with the mayor to get good accommodationé  

MB: For those foreign exhibitions, were you only focused on collecting or 

were you also responsible for what the exhibition looked like? 
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Jadwiga: The director encouraged us to create thematic collections. When we 

brought objects back from the field, we organised exhibitions about the new 

acquisitions in Bucharest é Often, prior to the Party dignitariesô 

international travels, we were sent abroad with a ógeneralô folk exhibition 

related to the venue given for use. Sometimes a member of the museum staff 

visited the site prior to the exhibition in order to think about the show in a 

specific location. 

Mostly, however, exhibitions were created without plan and with short 

notice. The curator was successful in the rushed mounting of exhibitions in such locations 

and took part in several international projects. Often our conversations turned to Jadwigaôs 

foreign work, revealing the mechanisms of political monitoring that accompanied 

exhibition making across the Romanian border. In her words: 

ñI was told to pay close attention while being abroad. The museum securist
46

 

advised me: óIf you are told to make a statement, please write it down in two 

or three copies, including one for me. He said that those who were very 

Party-oriented in the embassies could é that it was easy to change a coma 

here and there [and alter the meaning of a statement]. He trusted us é 

everything depended on who you dealt with.ò 

Any member of staff with connections abroad, especially in the West, was 

seen as a potential threat and their correspondence was closely monitored, as the curator 

asserted:  

ñThe securist knew that I was writing letters to Poland and Germany and the 

contents of what I was writing. I never included anything offensive to 

anybody é but they did read everything.ò 

 The political pressures of international work were best exemplified through the story 

of the folk art exhibition in Athens. During the preparatory process, a Greek official 

approached Jadwiga, informing her that the Soviet ambassador was interested in viewing 

the exhibition. Although she clearly stated that the displays were not ready for viewing, 

the ambassador walked into the exhibition room. She remembered that he was concerned 

about the potential anti-Russian content:  

ñThe ambassador told me he would leave Greece that day. To my surprise, he 

was the first one who appeared on the opening! é I informed the consulate 

about that Soviet man, asking what does this ambassador wish; he visited the 

day before and was meant to leave the same evening é I then realised what 

                                                 
46

 Referring to the Securitate officer, member of the secret police reporting on the activities of the 

institution. 
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the reasoning behind the ambassadorôs concern was ï at the entrance of the 

exhibition, we placed regional maps from the period prior to the 

establishment of the Soviet Union. The maps demonstrated Soviet territories 

as part of Greater Romania. The ambassador was unsure about these 

representations even though it was outside the scope of my exhibition!ò 

 Thinking about her professional practice during socialism, the curator recalled 

several challenges of working with the socialist authorities and political pressures 

encountered throughout the exhibition-making process.  

 The problematic, unequal relationship between the Museum of Folk Art and the 

state, presented in the curatorôs narrative, also becomes apparent in relation to the 

museumôs holdings. In the correspondence between the museum director and the IRRCS, 

dated 18 January 1957, we learn about the museum directorôs frustration related to the 

repetitive loss of collections, used in exchanges and cultural diplomacy. The director 

wrote about the museumôs inability to fulfil the Instituteôs demand for órepresentative 

objectsô for folk art exhibitions in Germany, Italy and Sweden as a number of artefacts 

were lost and damaged during the organisation of the exhibition in Austria. He pointed out 

that this was a recurring issue, leading to a significant loss of the most important pieces 

from the museumôs holdings. Although the museum acknowledged the significance of the 

IRRCS mission, the director appealed for the use of the Instituteôs own collections or for 

the improvement of collection management. The letter concluded with an urgent call for 

return of artefacts from collections sent to Bulgaria, Italy, China and Vietnam. The 

museum should not be treated as a limitless resource. 

 In the context of the institutional conflict between the museum and the IRRCS, the 

Horniman Museum collection had little detrimental effect for the museum compared to the 

collections in the travelling exhibitions. Most of the composition was specifically 

collected (or óshoppedô) in the field on the IRRCS request, with a view to forming a 

permanent loan. At the same time, according to the documentation, an additional number 

of objects were sourced from the museumôs and the IRRCSôs deposits. Scattered and 

fragmentary museum archives indicate that these objects became part of the IRRCS 

holdings without information on the criteria of their selection or transactional 

arrangements related to these transfers. In the 1950s, the museum was subject to 

transformation, state pressures and increasing demands from the IRRCS that affected 

museum collections and the working patterns of the curators. At the same time, the 1950s 
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curator observed in one of the interviews, it created an opportunity structure for other 

acquisitions. Often, during these field trips for the IRRCS, the museum experts would buy 

objects for the Bucharest museum óon the sideô, economising on the spending for 

international collections.  

 The IRRCS, as the sole agent in cultural diplomacy and management of Romanian 

heritage for export, used a variety of almost limitless resources in the construction of the 

event programme. As shown in the previous sections, it operated through friendship 

societies deploying a wide scope of activities of cultural action ï private displays, 

publications, international visits, exhibitions, concerts and performing dance ensembles. In 

this centralised model of cultural policy, institutions within the country served as 

repositories of artefacts and human resources used for activities managed by the Institute, 

often subject to top-down pressures of participating in the IRRCS programme. Museums 

were collecting and exhibiting under the conditions of the socialist culture of rush (Ssorin-

Chaikov 2006: 359). This tempo of constant foreign projects created a milieu that 

ñallowed the gift giving to be as if spontaneousò, even if it was actually forced and 

obligatory (Ssorin-Chaikov 2006: 363). The Folk Art Museum was locked in these 

relationships of obligation and played a supplementary role in the organisation of 

diplomatic activity. 

 Artefacts were often sources of frictions and disputes within these transfers. These 

conflicts reflect the often-complex inter-institutional negotiations of the 1950s political 

milieu. The Folk Art Museum employees were required to operate in a highly politicised 

climate. The level of collecting urgency for international exhibitions was beyond the 

curatorsô control, their mission as keepers of objects or their own perspectives on museum 

practice. The Horniman Museum collection is an example of these ad hoc commissions 

and hierarchical relationships between the Museum of Folk Art and the IRRCS. It 

illustrates the conditions of work of those who navigated these circumstances, carrying out 

the labour of representative collecting and carving out small selections for the holdings of 

the museum. 

 In some contexts, reciprocity is a balancing act of giving, taking and keeping things 

out of circulation. According to Weiner (1992), the pressure to give away is embedded in 

the desire to keep certain artefacts. Such things removed out of reciprocal relationships are 
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inalienable possessions, artefacts ñimbued with the intrinsic and ineffable identities of 

their owners which are not easy to give awayò (ibid: 6). Thinking through the notion of 

keeping-while-giving and the related classification of alienable and inalienable 

possessions allows us to explore the curatorial strategies of collection management 

prevalent in the 1950s the Museumôs of Folk Art. For the curators, museum collections 

were seen as inalienable possessions that were to be protected from circulation in the 

international exhibitions. Facing external pressure from the IRRCS, the museum 

professionals engaged in feverish acquisitions for the cultural exchanges. Firstly, acquiring 

new material allowed the museumôs holdings to be protected from international 

redistribution. Secondly, the acquisition trips constituted an opportunity for keeping some 

of the collected artefacts to enrich the museumôs holdings. Through the strategy of 

collecting and sending away, the curators fulfilled their political commitments and 

remained ókeepersô of objects, true to their sense of professional conduct.  

3.5 Things in encounter: the curatorôs story  

Weiner noted that artefacts considered as inalienable carry an aspect of the personôs 

identity and thus become more difficult to be given away. In this section, I will consider 

whether objects acquired through rushed óshopping tripsô carried traces of their collectorsô 

journeys, intentions and biographies. The Horniman Museum collection documented an 

encounter and material flows between rural Romania and the museum collectors, 

transforming the point of contact into a tangible archived material. Although my initial 

intention behind contacting the surviving curator was to explore the story of collecting for 

the Horniman Museum in 1956, soon our conversations moved on to interesting 

biographical areas. Discussions anchored in the collectionôs photographs evolved into a 

complex narrative, unravelling the role of personal parameters in framing professional 

practice and contextualising artefacts. In bringing this backstage to light, I seek to 

highlight some of the often-overlooked contexts significant for the collectionôs genealogy.      

 During conversations with Jadwiga, we often made imaginary journeys to CernauἪi, 

the lost land of her childhood. When she was born in 1923, northern Bucovina, then in 

Moldova province, was part of the Romanian state. During the Second World War it was 

annexed by the Soviet Union, a territorial transformation authorised by the 1947 Paris 

peace treaty. Shifting borders in the post-war period resulted in mass movements of the 
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population. In 1945, Jadwigaôs family was ordered to leave their house within 24 hours. 

She often described her homeland, the family house with its opulent garden of colourful 

flowers for which Bucovina was renowned and which were lost when she and her mother 

were placed on day the last train south to territories that remained Romanian. She evoked 

the moment of reaching Bucharest railway station where Jadwiga and her mother were 

met by their uncle. He looked with horror at the two small pieces of luggage they had 

brought with them and asked what had happened to their property. Her mother replied: 

ñThis is all that we have nowò.  

 This dramatic loss of valuables was a formative experience for Jadwiga, an event to 

which she returned several times during our conversations:  

ñIf you have to leave the house within 24 hours, what do you take with you? 

We took the documentsé If I had to abandon the house now, would I take 

my flowers?ò 

 It was interesting to discover that her sense of displacement and recurring nostalgia 

for lush Bucovina was reflected in Jadwigaôs career route in museum curatorship. Unable 

to return to her homeland, she made several journeys to northwestern Romania for field 

collecting and assisting in the establishment of the open-air museums in Sighetu 

MarmaἪiei, the MaramureἨ Region and the city of Suceava in southern Bucovina, the 

fragment of the region that remained on the Romanian side of the border. The memory of 

loss and her diasporan identity framed her perspective on the artefacts brought from the 

field in significant ways. This approach was welcomed by the director, who himself was 

part of this diaspora and published a monograph about the ethnographic area of the 

Bucovina region (BanaἪeanu 1975). His work, too, carried aspects of nostalgic 

reengagement with homeland.  

 Jadwigaôs work can be seen as related to a symbolic process of re-acquiring lost 

possessions and remaking connections with the region. Her professional dedication 

suggests a personal investment in rescuing folk artefacts from obscurity and the 

consequences of change in the countryside. She compensated for the loss of her personal 

heritage through establishing collective national collections and making permanent all that 

had been wiped out. These intimate interactions with objects according to personal 

preferences were also related to Jadwigaôs educational background. In 1953, she 

graduated from the Bucharest art school, which gave her a particular aesthetic approach to 



 

 

111 

folk art. For example, she could vividly remember specific objects collected many 

decades ago, being able to describe in great detail their colour shades, structures of lines, 

combinations of the ócounted threadô or óthe play of light on the patternsô. Based on 

aesthetic typologies, Jadwiga worked inductively, she claimed, from the object to theory:  

ñMy conclusions are é based on the objects é When you have a piece of 

textile in front of you, you can talk separately about the embroidery on the 

shoulder, on the sleeve, the cut ... this is a true source of classification within 

which it is possible to make other descriptions.ò 

Jadwigaôs book on dress, with her own drawings of shirt patterns, is widely 

used by Romanian ethnographers as an authoritative source of knowledge on folk dress.                    

Her memories of writing the book on shirt classifications revealed the process of 

constructing typologies as a product of the museum rush: 

ñWe didnôt have time to work on publications é we were busy cataloguing, 

describing and sorting out artefacts.ò 

The personal approach to the museum profession emerged not only through 

Jadwigaôs responses to her encounters with collections but also in her memories of 

relationships with other museum professionals. Under socialism, networking and 

negotiation skills were a necessity, required both in affiliations with colleagues and with 

institutional partners. According to Jadwiga, Elena SecoἨan, the curator coordinating the 

acquisition of the Horniman Museum material, mastered these tactics in the most profound 

manner. Following her career at the Museum of Folk Art, she moved from the museum to 

work exclusively with international exhibitions for the IRRCS. As Jadwiga recalled:  

ñElena had relationships with people in the field that we, the younger 

museum employees, did not have é She knew several rural locations very 

well and kept in touch with the peasants who were her acquaintances. She 

promised them things, gave them presents and this way, they looked for 

objects on her behalf.ò 

For the museum professionals, these ins and outs and personal tactics were 

essential for maintaining a degree of independence. For Jadwiga, several day-to-day 

negotiations were related to her life story and her fatherôs politically incorrect past [during 

the Second World War he had been imprisoned in a Russian gulag]. For example, Party 

membership was often the basis for career progression. She claimed that she was never 

able to join the Communist Party as in order to be accepted one needed a guarantor. She 
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had nobody to provide that reference, as she did not have Party members in her social 

circle. She also recalled the difficulties in negotiating and contesting the political climate 

of the period:  

ñSometimes, I was impolite to these people because it could not be constantly 

done their way. Once I was warned: óThings that are being said, can be also 

heard by someô to which I replied: óI would prefer you listened to what I say, 

rather than extracting rumours!ô Afterwards, I had difficulty in obtaining 

permission for my publication.ò 

Jadwigaôs narrative about field collecting and exhibition-making centred on the 

interdependence of the personal, professional and political dimensions of work in a folk 

art museum under socialism. Her memories showed that the creation of museum 

collections and exhibitions in 1950s Romania was not one of following the grand narrative 

of the state cultural programme. On the contrary, it was often through personal 

circumstances and preferences, that the collection acquisitions and displays could be 

understood. 

 This exploration of museum practice reveals the understudied agendas of the 

collectors (OôHanlon and Welsch 2000), demonstrating that objects acquired by the Folk 

Art Museum team were closely connected to those who purchased them in the villages. It 

is evident that the collecting rush of the Bucharest museum shopping trips for international 

exhibitions was both an outcome of the external conditions of the Cold War cultural 

exchanges and the curatorsô individual approaches to museum work, their educational 

background, preferences for particular locations and established networks. This collection 

was constructed against the backdrop of international politics, rushed rhythms of socialist 

acquisitions and personal meaning-making strategies. The Bucharest side of the encounter 

represented a range of ways museum collections reflected the interplay of the idiosyncratic 

forces that constituted the limitations and opportunities provided for the museum 

professionals. The compositions of objects acquired for international museums were 

fragments of these forces and the intentionalities of the collectors. 
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3.6 Curious records: rereading the archive, re-visioning the display  

Once objects are classified, they are reduced to stiffened categories, erasing the nuances of 

their social entanglements. The neat rubrics of ethnographic museum records and 

documentation files often removed the lived contexts of things. I argue that by looking 

deeper into the construction of the files, it is possible to dig into traces of such contexts. 

Between classificatory categories, the records of the Horniman Museum collection emerge 

as a complex assemblage that could be broken down into fragments of intentionality and 

differentiated meanings (Edwards 2001:29). 

Archives and museums are technologies of preservation, reflecting certain 

ways of ordering material culture, history and knowledge. They are collections of 

incomplete facts and ways of remembering and forgetting, often posing questions 

regarding the control, access and coherence of knowledge. The travelling records of the 

Horniman Museum collection spoke of the relational qualities of this archive. 

Documentation was integral to cultural exchanges generally and the Horniman Museum 

collection gift specifically; as much a participant as the objects themselves. As the objects 

left the eastern side of the Iron Curtain, information was erased from the Romanian 

museum register, translated into English and transferred to the London museum. These 

files were the official records of the collecting process and the basis of Otto Samsonôs 

interpretation of the artefacts for the Horniman Museum exhibition. At the same time, 

linking museums on the two sides of the Iron Curtain, they constituted a third space 

between different museological traditions, delineating spheres of knowledge and reflecting 

the ways objects were conceptualised in various institutional settings.        

From the outset of this research, I was informed that the field collectors and 

employees of the Folk Art Museum in Bucharest, who coordinated the composition of the 

set, provided the Horniman Museum with extraordinary levels of interpretative material 

and scientific documentation. With impressive attention to detail, most files provide the 

Romanian museumôs evidence number and the name of the person who collected the 

object or authored the piece of documentation. According to the documents, the majority 

of objects were acquired through field collecting (often the date of collection ï 1955 or 
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1956 ï is specified) with some objects obtained from the Bucharestôs Folk Art Museum or 

the IRRCS permanent collections. The contents of these records represented the different 

notions of object classification held by the curators in Bucharest and in London.
47

 In the 

Romanian museum, the standard practice of cataloguing was the creation of individual 

files on particular artefacts. The files were divided into numerous sections covering the 

origin, physical and functional descriptions, and the process of production of the artefact 

in question. An example of the level of detail of information is the file describing the 

potterôs comb (Object file 1957. 40): ñwhen the pot is almost ready, the potter gently 

presses the sides with the comb to give the finishing touches. Used especially for bigger, 

rougher potsò.  

Specific information was provided about the names of makers and sellers of 

the object, as well as the time required to produce the artefacts or the frequency of use. 

Other details concerned materials and techniques of production, well exemplified by the 

file on the wall textile from the village of ViĦtea (Object 1957.179), described as made by 

Maria Sandru with ñmulti-coloured geometrical designs on a red background arranged in a 

sequence of symmetrical lines, covering two thirds of the napkinò. According to the file, 

the textile was used for interior decoration; it required four days of weaving and was made 

with a combination of homespun white hemp and commercially obtained cotton thread. 

Finally, we learn from the file, the object was hand-woven in a two-thread pattern with 

designs finger-picked in the loom. There is a wealth of technical information on several 

artefacts. These files speak about the Bucharestôs curatorsô multifarious focus on various 

technological, functional and aesthetic aspects of material culture, taking into account the 

materiality of the artefacts, the context of production, individual authorship and local  

provenance. 

                                                 
47

 In the 1950s, objects in the Horniman Museum were classified using the typological system of the 

Pitt Rivers Museum in Oxford. (Teague 2001: 122).  
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Fig. 3.4 Table documentation file, ViἨtea. Courtesy of the Horniman Muse 
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Fig. 3.5 Pillow case documentation file, ViἨtea. Courtesy of the Horniman Museum. 


