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Non gh’è erba che varda in su che non la gabia la sua
virtù
(There is no herb, which looks up, that does not have
its own virtues - Venetian proverb)

Introduction

The ethnobotanical knowledge of migrant communities has
been the focus of a number of studies in recent years aimed
at understanding how Traditional Knowledge (TK) about
plants changes over time. Changes in TK often occur in
response to various sociocultural and/or environmental fac-
tors, which affect the continuum between adaptation (i.e.,

changing, substituting, or eliminating home plant uses
according to the new host environment/culture), and isolation
(i.e., retaining plant uses according to a presumed “original”
plant TK) (Pieroni and Quave 2005; Pieroni et al. 2005,
2011; Pieroni and Vandebroek 2007; Maxia et al. 2008;
Ceuterick et al. 2008 and 2011; Zamudio et al. 2010; de
Medeiros et al. 2012).

While a few scholars (especially in Central and Northern
Europe) are researching archives where unpublished ethno-
graphic records of plant uses can still be found (Łuczaj
2010a, b; Sõukand and Kalle 2011, 2012), others are
using historical sources concerning plant uses (Svanberg
et al. 2011, and references therein) and meta-analysis of
(heterogeneous) ethnobotanical field studies (Leonti et al.
2010; Weckerle et al. 2011). Nevertheless, original field
studies are still urgently needed to document ethnobotan-
ical TK central to preservation of local biocultural heri-
tage, as well as offering important insights into small-
scale business activities involving locally neglected plants
(e.g., herbal medicines, handicrafts, local food products,
and ecotourism). This may be especially important for
the TK of ethnic/cultural minorities, which are often not
only threatened by global processes such as urbanisation
and the disappearance of traditional rural lifestyles, but
also by cultural marginalisation.

In this study, we focused on a very small group of
descendents of migrants who left Friuli and Northern Veneto
in north-eastern Italy at the end of the nineteenth century to
work as stonecutters around Măcin Mountain in Dobruja,
eastern Romania. Our aim was to record the ethnobotanical
knowledge of this diaspora and to compare the data with the
previously published ethnobotanical literature available for
Romanians and Venetians/Friulans in their home regions in
order to learn how practices and beliefs related to plants may
have changed.
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Environmental, Ethnographic, and Historical
Background

Field research was conducted in July and August 2011 in
Greci, a village of approximately 5,500 inhabitants located
at the base of Măcin Mountain (467 m a.s.l.) in Dobruja,
eastern Romania (Fig. 1). The Dobruja is a windy area of
low hills shared by Bulgaria and Romania located between
the lower Danube River and the Black Sea at the eastern end
of the Pontic-Caspian biogeographical region, which
extends from eastern Romania across southern Moldova,
Ukraine, Russia and North-Western Kazakhstan to the Ural
Mountains. It comprises the European part of the steppes
that stretch in a continuous band as far as the Altai Moun-
tains on the borders of Mongolia. The climate is semiarid,
with dry and hot summers and cold winters. Conquered by
the Turks in 1411, the Dobruja remained part of the Ottoman
Empire for five centuries and is still home to a remnant rural
population of Crimean Turks. In the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, the area became a battleground during
the Russo-Turkish wars. In 1878, the Treaty of Berlin
assigned the northern Dobruja to Romania. Today the main
economic activity is agriculture and the landscape is domi-
nated by grassland mainly cultivated with sunflowers and
maize.

For more than a century, together with the village of
Cataloi in the Danube Delta area, whose Italian inhabitants
returned to Italy in 1939–1940 (Gaspari 1988), Greci has
been considered the main centre of Italian culture in Roma-
nia. In 1885, Italians from the hilly/mountainous areas of
Central Friuli and around Belluno, Northern Veneto, north-
eastern Italy, arrived in the region as seasonal workers. The
Italian north-east was at that time extremely poor, and men

sought employment in (at that time) wealthier Eastern Eu-
ropean territories. These first immigrants were joined after
few years by their families and later by more Italian families
from Sicily, Latium, and Lombardy. The men worked as
granite stonecutters, while the women made scarpete, tradi-
tional Friulan home-made slippers. Only a few families were
engaged in small-scale agricultural activities.

In the first decades of the twentieth century Greci was
multi-ethnic (as was the whole Dodruja), with a majority of
Romanians, and minorities of Italians and Turks. After the
Second World War at the beginning of the Communist
regime in Romania, Italians were given the choice of return-
ing to Italy or remaining but with the loss of both their
Italian citizenship and the possibility of education in the
Italian language at the local school. Those who decided to
remain were slowly assimilated into the dominant Roma-
nian culture, a process reinforced through intermarriage.

The local economy today relies partially upon small-scale
agriculture although a number of villagers have low paid
jobs in the nearby centre of Măcin. In the last decade a
significant proportion of the working population has migrat-
ed for wage labour to Western Europe (especially Italy).

In the 2002 Romanian census (Raluca Torre 2007), a few
dozen inhabitants declared themselves to be ethnically Italian.
Today, however, only a few consider themselves “Taliani” and
attend Sunday mass at the Italian Catholic Church for a
weekly social gathering. A few Romanians (mainly women)
who married Italians also belong to this network. Only a
dozen elderly women remain of the generation of Taliani born
in the 1930s who still maintain their Italian-based customs and
language, a variety of Venetian. The Furlan/Friulan language
was apparently only occasionally spoken until the first half of
the twentieth century. Because of the ties these speakers have

Fig. 1 Location of the Dodruja
and Greci in Romania
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to relatives currently living in Italy, they are also able to
understand standard Italian. They are all also bilingual in
Romanian.

Methodology

We conducted in-depth open and semi-structured interviews
with all of the Italian women who were in Greci during our
field study (n012). The participants were selected using the
snowball sampling method and only those who spoke the
original Italian dialect were chosen. We asked about medic-
inal plants and wild food plants (in use until a few decades
ago or still in use today), the local name(s) of each taxon, the
plant part(s) used, and details about preparation and tradi-
tional medicinal or food use(s). Interviews were conducted
in standard Italian and informants generally responded in
Venetian. We also interviewed three Romanian women who
were married to Italian men about their perceptions of the
continuum/differences between Romanian and Italian eth-
nobotanical knowledge. However, we did not incorporate
their responses in the data analysis.

Prior informed consent was verbally obtained prior to con-
ducting interviews and researchers adhered to the ethical guide-
lines of American Anthropological Association (American
Anthropological Associations 1998). Voucher specimens and
digital pictures were taken of all the wild plants mentioned,
when available. Vouchers were deposited at the Herbarium of
the University of Gastronomic Sciences, Pollenzo, Italy. Taxo-
nomic identification was conducted by the first author and plant
nomenclature follows the Flora Europaea (Tutin et al. 1964).
Family assignations follow the Angiosperm Phylogeny Group
taxonomic recommendations (Stevens 2001).

Data were compared with standard works on Romanian
and Venetian folk botanical nomenclature (Pellegrini and
Rossi 1964; Borza 1968; Butura 1979; Pellegrini and
Zamboni 1982). The data on plant uses were compared with
Romanian ethnobotanical reviews (von Czihak and Szabo
1863; Borza and Butura 1938; Butura 1979; Hulubaş 2011,
and personal observations in Eastern Romania) and all eth-
nobotanical studies or reviews conducted in Northern Veneto
and Friuli (Cappelletti et al. 1978, 1982; Appi et al. 1979;
Cappelletti 1979, 1985; Selva 1979; Coassini-Lokar et al.
1983; Scarpa 1993; Paoletti et al. 1995; Coassini Lokar and
Poldini 1998; Dreon and Paoletti 2009; Zuin 2010).1

Results and Discussion

Ninety-one botanical taxa and 135 corresponding food and/
or medicinal preparations were recorded (Table 1). Most of
the phytonyms cited are Romanian, although Venetian/Friu-
lan phytonyms still occur (Fig. 2). More than two-thirds of
plant uses cited were also recorded among Romanians,
while fewer uses are similar to those recorded in north-
eastern Italy (Fig. 3). The large majority of plants with
Romanian phytonyms are used according to Romanian cus-
toms, as are some of with north-eastern Italian phytonyms
(Figs. 4 and 5). Informants reported that most folk remedies
(not derived from plants) have been abandoned.

Wild Hops

Wild hops (Humulus lupulus L., Cannabaceae) have been
used in Central Europe since at least the fifteenth century to
enhance the fermentation process in baking (Maurizio 1927:
383). Both in eastern Romania (personal observation) and
Greci, elderly people remember how the female inflorescen-
ces of wild hops were mixed with maize flour and wine must
to form small balls, which were dried and used for baking. To
the best of our knowledge, this practice is unknown in north-
eastern Italian culinary traditions. Additionally, informants
reported incorporating this plant into the traditional Friulan
soup, pistić, which consists of many wild plants but did not
originally include wild hop shoots (Paoletti et al. 1995).

“Our Basil and their Basil”: The Dimorphic Cultural
Perception of Basil

In this cultural hybrid context, it is very interesting to
analyse the representation of basil (Ocimum basilicum L.,
Lamiaceae) and its presumed “double” identity. Italians in
Greci believe, in fact, that there are two kinds of basil: one
which grows in the pot and is to be used in the local cuisine
(as Italians do); and another – which grows “wild” in the
home garden/fields, without having been planted. This
“wild” form of basil can only be used in ritual ceremonies,
as Romanians do. According to our informants, in the Or-
thodox Church the holy water is prepared with basil, and
basil is brought home from church at Epiphany, or after
baptisms and funerals when it is placed around the body.
Traditionally, the village Orthodox priest gives girls seeking
a husband a bunch of blessed basil to put under their pillows
while dreaming of their future husbands. According to inform-
ants, Romanians only recently began using basil in their
cuisine, initially as a seasoning for cooked beans and saus-
ages. Italians, on the other hand, use basil grown in pots as a
seasoning in many of their recipes. They would have bought
“wild” basil from Gypsy women.

1 We did not consider a recent medical-botanical inventory of the
Oltenia region of Romania (Tiţa et al. 2009) since the field methods
used were unclear, nor the medico-botanical literature concerning
Hungarians living in Transylvania (Szabo and Péntek 1976; Papp et
al. 2011).
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Romanian
58%

Venetian/Friulan
35%

cannot be assigned
7%

Fig. 2 Origin of the phytonyms used by the “Taliani” of Greci

plant uses also recorded 
among Romanians

26%

plant uses also recorded 
among North-Eastern 

Italians
15%

plant uses also recorded 
both among Romanians 

and North-Eastern Italians
40%

"original" plant uses
19%

Fig. 3 Folk medicinal/food
plant uses recorded among the
“Taliani” of Greci and their
relation to ethnobotanical
studies previously conducted
among Romanians and North-
Eastern Italians

same uses among 
Romanians

62%

same uses in North-Eastern 
Italy
32%

"original" uses
6%

Fig. 4 Similarity between the
recorded plant uses and the
Romanian and North-Eastern
Italian ethnobotanies for those
folk taxa, which have been
named by the “Taliane” of
Greci with Romanian
phytonyms
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Retaining Traditions: The Resilience of Pistić

Our informants still recall gathering wild plants for pistić
in the spring. In Friuli, this soup was prepared with a
wide variety of wild herbs (Paoletti et al. 1995; Dreon

and Paoletti 2009). In Greci women used to gather the
most tender aerial parts of nettle (Urtica dioica L., Urti-
caceae), fat hen (Chenopodium album L., Amarantha-
ceae), white campion (Silene alba (Mill.) E.H.L.
Krause, Caryophyllaceae), dandelion (Taraxacum

same uses among 
Romanians

37%

same uses in North-
Eastern Italy

44%

"original" uses
19%

Fig. 5 Similarity between the recorded plant uses and the Romanian and North-Eastern Italian ethnobotanies for those folk taxa, which have been
named by the “Taliane” of Greci with Venetian phytonyms

Fig. 6 The transformation of pistic in Romania (the asterisks indicate taxa only occurring in Italy, but not in Dobruja [data according to Oprea
2005, and Ciocârlan 2009])
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officinale F.H. Wigg., Asteraceae), and sorrel (Rumex
acetosa L., Polygonaceae). In addition, they used some
plants not used in Friuli, such us the shoots of wild hops
(Humulus lupulus L.), an important ingredient Romanian
cuisine. However, today only two informants still prepare
pistić, and they typically collect only sorrel, also impor-
tant in Romanian cuisine (Butura 1979) (Fig. 6).

Conclusion

The case studies of pistić clearly demonstrate that the Italian
community in Greci have reduced the use of wild plants
originally used north-eastern Italy. This can be explained
partially by their new natural environment and partially by
their contact with the local population, resulting in an in-
creasingly restricted pool of known plants. Moreover, they
began to substitute a few plants with others, which were and
continue to be culturally salient among the Romanians.

According to Wolff and Medin (2001), language terms
(e.g., pistić defined as a soup made from dozens of wild
plants) may survive while knowledge of specific details of
the underlying concepts (e.g., the ingredients of pistić) dis-
appears. Thus, the term pistić remains even although it is
now prepared from only one species – sorrel.

Traditional plant knowledge among the Italians of Greci
is significantly eroded, as is the case of many rural areas in
Europe and elsewhere. This loss of TK of wild edible and
medicinal plants is closely linked with their gradual assim-
ilation into the local Romanian community and resultant
language loss (Maffi 2001). Nevertheless, this part of their
cultural heritage may represent an important tool for foster-
ing local projects based on sustainable use of local natural
resources. Moreover, studies of the TK among migrant
communities provide crucial insights for understanding
how ethnobotanical beliefs and practices change over time,
and how different environmental and social factors affect
maintenance or loss of ethnobotanical knowledge.
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