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Abstract: Clothing is a social product that represents both individual and collective mani-
festations of identity, functioning as a system of signs. This study examines the relationship
between fashion and resilience as factors driving changes in the traditional folk costume of
Romanian women from Rupea, Brasov County, from the late 19th century to the present.
The research is based on semi-structured interviews with locals and enhanced by photo
elicitation and participant observation, where the authors served as community insiders.
The study first describes the local folk costume’s main distinguishing features, which locals
use as indicators of community status. Next, it analyzes the transformations of the folk
costume and their sources, including fashion, which facilitated the adoption of external
influences based on their association with prestige, and resilient responses to challenges
during the period under investigation. The research also demonstrates how Rupea’s Ro-
manian residents managed to preserve and capitalize on the folk costume and community
traditions after the Communist Party’s rise to power in Romania. These transformations
in folk costume did not diminish its function as a system of signs. The preservation of
its significance and traditions demonstrates cultural resilience in an urban environment
and supports the role of local communities in sustainably managing intangible cultural
heritage resources.

Keywords: intangible cultural heritage; folk costume; resilience; fashion

1. Introduction

Clothing is a social product that serves multiple functions; it protects against weather,
conceals nudity, and adorns the body. Beyond these practical functions, clothing creates
meaning, as Roland Barthes suggests [1]. Like an institution, clothing operates under a
system of rules dictating obligations, prohibitions, and permissible behaviors. Society
transforms ordinary objects into clothing, demonstrating its creative power over itself [1].

As both a tool for socialization and social control, and a means of overcoming cultural
constraints, clothing depicts the wearer’s self-representation [2]. Through their clothing,
individuals communicate their identity to the world and convey social status, prestige,
subcultural membership, emotional state, wealth, age, gender, occupation, affiliations [3],
marital status, professional standing, and personal interests [1].

Clothing expresses both individual and collective identity. Its governing rules and
primary characteristics offer insights into lifestyle, cultural trends, aesthetic standards, and
the values that define a particular era [3]. As Barthes notes, “Dress is essentially part of the
axiological order” [1] (p. 7).
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Throughout history, clothing has functioned as a means of communication [3]. Pierre
Bourdieu observes that clothing contributes to social differentiation, particularly in terms of
social class membership [4]. It both establishes and reinforces power relations [5]. Clothing
can serve as a political or ideological statement [6], a material representation of tradition
and legacy within specific historical and socio-cultural contexts [7], and an expression of
local and religious identity [8]. Furthermore, variations in color and design support ethnic
identity representations [9].

The folk costume serves as an identity symbol, particularly in multi-ethnic areas and
geographical regions marked by tensions arising from the political dimensions of ethnic
affiliation. It is considered the sartorial expression of tradition. In traditional cultures and
contexts where customs are highly valued, novelty is often met with reluctance. The folk
costume is naturally resistant to innovation. In traditional cultures and contexts, it tends to
resist innovation. However, as a marker of prestige within communities, folk costumes can
be modified by influences that are recognized as prestigious. These changes in traditional
clothing represent a narrow domain where fashion can find expression.

Changes in traditional costumes may also stem from resilience strategies, such as the
adoption of new fabrics that become available through industrialization, or as a response
to the declining practice of manufacturing outfits in individual households. Resilience can
also manifest in deliberate efforts to preserve a folk costume despite social and political
changes, sometimes emerging as a subtle form of resistance to these changes, even as
traditional communities align themselves with broader contemporary societal trends.

Rupea is a small town in Brasov County, Transylvania, in the center of Romania. In
Romania, the folk costume is the traditional attire of the rural population. However, in
the small town of Rupea, the interest in preserving the folk costume is greater than in
the surrounding villages. We aimed to identify the reasons behind this somewhat unique
interest in the urban environment, given the contemporary cultural context. This study
examines the relationship between fashion and resilience as factors driving changes in
the Romanian female folk costume in Rupea, Brasov County. We begin by describing the
local folk costume’s distinguishing features, which serve as status indicators within the
community. We then analyze the observable transformations in folk costume from the late
19th century to the present and their sources, whether stemming from external influences
manifested as fashion or representing resilient responses to challenges during this period.
We also show how Rupea’s Romanian residents successfully preserved and leveraged their
folk costume and community traditions following the communist regime’s rise to power.
This cultural preservation in an urban environment exemplifies cultural resilience and
supports the case for engaging local communities in the sustainable management of their
cultural heritage resources. In addition, we suggest that local resilient solutions could
provide solutions to contemporary problems related to sustainable heritage management.

2. Materials and Methods

In order to achieve these objectives, we analyzed data from semi-structured interviews
with Rupea residents. On the one hand, we used the interviews to clarify the components
of the folk costume and its function as a status indicator for the community, and, on the
other hand, to identify the significance the community associated with wearing it, given the
historical context of the last century. Interviews were conducted with locals who are well-
known within the community as good connoisseurs of local traditions, namely well-informed
informants. For sample composition, we used the homogeneous snowball sampling technique.
The dataset includes four interviews from 2010, conducted during previous research [10] and
labeled I1-14, along with eight interviews conducted in 2024, labeled I5-112. For the recent
interviews, we employed photo elicitation techniques using images from both the authors’
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personal collections and the interviewees’ archives. Photo elicitation, a visual sociology
technique, generates research data through images [11] by incorporating photographs during
interviews to stimulate discussion and commentary [12,13]. We considered that it would be
more efficient to discuss clothing, local specifics, details, and social status-related differences
based on images. Correlating the information from the 2010 and 2024 interviews indicated
that theoretical saturation had been reached.

One key interviewee demonstrated particular dedication to promoting the folk cos-
tume and local traditions, having recently published a monograph about Rupea’s inhabi-
tants and two albums documenting the area’s traditional clothing [14-16], drawing from
his extensive photograph collection (hereafter referred to as V.D.).

In addition, we analyzed as social documents photographs from “Junii Cetatii Rupea”
(The Lads of Rupea Fortress) association [17], an organization dedicated to promoting
local cultural heritage, along with photographs from the authors’ personal collections and
information from the specialized literature on Rupea’s folk costume [18-21].

Additionally, we utilized data from participant observation, with the study’s authors
serving as community insiders during various Rupea events over the years. This approach
is considered the most effective variant of observational research [22]. The findings from
this method are denoted by the acronym PO.

During the participant observation, we also determined the first people we inter-
viewed. These were the people with authority regarding the folk costume and its signifi-
cance. They were consulted when needed, and what they decided was strictly respected
and used as an argument in any disputes. Their authority is based on age and the status of
informal leaders of the community, a status acquired/inherited from long intra-community
relations. These people are the ones who suggested the following interviewees.

Our study presents the results obtained through these methods in a unified manner,
aiming for a coherent representation of the folk costume in Rupea within the community.
For clarity purposes, we chose to paraphrase the interviews presenting the folk costumes.
In order to signal the source of the paraphrases, we used 11-112 indicators.

We did not notice any marked differences between the folk costume and its represen-
tations between 2010 and 2024. Therefore, identifying why the locals were interested in
wearing the folk costume was more relevant for approaching the topic of interest compared
to the possible results that a longitudinal approach could have generated.

The research was conducted with the approval of the Ethics Committee of the Univer-
sity of Brasov. For the interviews conducted in 2024, we requested and obtained written
consent from the participants. In the consent form, the participants were assured of confi-
dentiality and the protection of their personal data. For the interviews conducted in 2010,
we only had the implicit consent of the respondents resulting from their participation in
the interviews. The Ethics Committee’s approval also covers the use of the older data to
strengthen the results of the recent research.

3. Some Conceptual Clarifications
3.1. Clothing as a System of Signs

According to Roland Barthes [1], clothing is the result of meaning-making activities,
suggesting that every clothing item carries semiotic significance. He draws a parallel
between individual clothing choices and clothing as an institution, similar to Saussure’s dis-
tinction between langue and parole [1]. A garment can signify by its name, manner of wear,
authenticity, and brand [23]. In the semiotic interpretation of clothing, a garment becomes
the significant object, with one component serving as the support for meaning, while the
manner of wearing represents the variant. This immaterial variant operates through binary
oppositions, such as open/closed, presence/absence, transparent/opaque, and comfort-
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able/uncomfortable [23]. Similar to language [6,24], clothing functions as a communication
system based on codes [24] that enables the “decoding” of social groups [4] and contextual
situations—whether ceremonial, festive, or everyday [23]. Through this decoding process,
one can identify the multiple factors influencing clothing choices, including social, cultural,
political, economic, technological, urban, and health-related considerations [25].

3.2. Fashion—Between the Desire to Imitate and the Need for Differentiation

Clothing meanings operate through societal codes that evolve over time [26]. Fashion
emerges as one of the primary drivers of change in garment signification. As Simmel
observes, fashion operates through two opposing forces: “Thus fashion represents nothing
more than one of the many forms of life by the aid of which we seek to combine in uniform
spheres of activity the tendency towards social equalization with the desire for individual
differentiation and change” [27] (p. 543). These dynamics reflect broader societal patterns
in how individuals and groups navigate social adaptation, personal expression, imitation,
and independence [27].

Fashion acts both as a unifying force and a differentiator for social classes and their
neighboring communities. It is initiated by elites and changes when the masses imitate
it, Simmel shows [27]. A clothing item created for differentiation purposes and targeting
higher classes is imitated by lower classes [28]. As Barthes also indicates, fashion is driven
by the desire of those who do not wish to stand out to emulate those who do. Sometimes
fashion interacts with politics, influencing a school or military uniform, while at other
times, it is shaped by religious requirements [23].

Fashion is apparently unpredictable over short periods of time. However, it presents
an obvious regularity when analyzed from a wider temporal perspective [1]. Even though it
has diminished its clarity and innocence as a symbol [23], it remains a dominant organizing
principle in society during capitalism [29].

On the other hand, fashion does not exist in societies lacking social classes, indicates
Simmel [27]. Unlike developed societies where external borrowings are used by groups to
differentiate themselves and showcase exclusivity, traditional cultures function differently.
In these societies, novelties introduced by outsiders are not well received, and changes are
infrequent [27]. According to Barthes, in traditional societies, clothing remains unchanged
and is not influenced by fashion [1].

3.3. Resilience and Cultural Resilience

Resilience, a concept originating in ecology, represents the way an ecosystem adapts
to environmental crises and risks [30]. Resilience is the intrinsic feature of a system that
manages to preserve its internal structure when transitioning from one state of equilibrium
to another [31] under the pressure of internal changes and external shocks [31-33]. It
represents the system’s anti-fragility [31]. While, for eco-systems, the transition may incur
returning to the pre-disturbance state, in the case of resilient human systems, resuming
the initial state is impossible because they are characterized by social learning and social
memory [30,34]. Human system resilience occurs when going through cycles of adaptive
renewal, namely growth, collapse, reorganization, and preservation [35]. It is a complex
process characterized by significant contextual features [36] that unfold in a system that
needs to be capable of preserving its vitality and stability [31]. For such a system, the
continuous generation of community heritage resources is essential [37].

A resilient answer needs to ensure community stability and the development of new
structures and norms that allow adaptation to change [36]. Such an answer capitalizes on
a community’s capacity to adapt while preserving its religious and cultural values [38].
That contributes to the consolidation of the community’s endurance to challenges [39,40]
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while merging resistance and negotiation as part of its survival [41,42]. Cultural heritage
contributes to building more resilient communities [37].

Socio-cultural resilience targets a community’s philosophy, psychology, and practices,
which need to be responsive to economic, social, and political changes [43]. According to
Fleming and Ledogar, cultural resilience is “the capacity of a distinct community or cultural
system to absorb disturbance and reorganize while undergoing change so as to retain key
elements of structure and identity that preserve its distinctness.” [44] (p. 3). It is “the ability
to maintain livelihoods that satisfy both material and moral (normative) needs in the face
of major stresses and shocks: environmental, political, economic, or otherwise” [45] (p. 3).
Cultural resilience is both about absorbing shocks with the help of cultural resources [46,47],
such as oral traditions [46,48], collective acknowledgment of responsibility, authenticity,
and balance, and establishing a coherent link between the past, present, and future [46].
Cultural resilience capitalizes on long-term relations between the identity of a people
and the place where it was shaped, as Rotarangi and Stephenson indicate [49]. In other
words, it is related to the concept of “stylistic matrix”, coined by the Romanian philosopher
Lucian Blaga [50].

Cultural resilience offers an adequate perspective on the mechanisms by which cultural
resources are transmitted among generations, as well as on the relations that maintain
those mechanisms’ functions [37] In this respect, cultural activities lie at the heart of
these processes [51].

3.4. Folk Costume as an Intangible Cultural Heritage Resource

Intangible cultural heritage is defined by the Convention for the Safeguarding of the
Intangible Cultural Heritage, ratified in 2003 at the UNESCO General Conference, as “the
practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills—as well as the instruments, ob-
jects, artefacts and cultural spaces associated therewith—that communities, groups and, in
some cases, individuals recognize as part of their cultural heritage” [52] (p. 5). Cultural her-
itage is dynamic, representing human creativity and a source of community cohesion [53],
an identity resource [53-55], and an instrument supporting local cultural diversity [56]. The
intangible cultural heritage is part of cultural heritage and includes “traditions or living
expressions inherited from our ancestors and passed on to our descendants” [57].

In this study, the term “folk costume” refers to the garment component of the intangible
cultural heritage specific to a region, reflecting unity from an ethnographic perspective.
The research examines aspects related to “social practices, rituals, and festive events”, as
well as “traditional craftsmanship”, both of which align with the Convention’s [52] (p. 5)
definition of intangible cultural heritage.

The folk costume is the traditional garment worn by the inhabitants of rural areas. Its
narrow definition refers to a traditional garment used for celebrations and ceremonies that
can be differentiated from a day-to-day garment by the number and quality of ornaments
and jewelry. Everyday garments, on the other hand, feature fewer decorative elements and
are not intended for preservation or special occasions. Celebration garments are typically
worn by individuals participating in religious and community events. They also serve as
the foundation for ceremonial attire, which is used to identify key participants in significant
community events.

The name “folk costume” was adopted to differentiate it from the garment worn in
urban areas. The development of the textile industry considerably increased the number of
garment options for city dwellers, while traditional rural attire remained dependent upon
textiles mainly produced in households or small factories. That was also the case for the
Romanian dwellers of Rupea until the middle of the 20th century.
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A folk costume, especially one for traditional celebrations, is often acknowledged as a
national asset. Ethnic affiliation is tightly connected to political orientation, and it is often
capitalized on by elites who resort to integrative symbols [58]. National folk costume can
play an integrative function as a result of its association with regional culture and ethnic
identity. It also reflects the enduring features of a region’s dwellers and history, along
with its significant political, socio-economic, and cultural relations, including the cultural
borrowings associated with them [3].

Globalization, which is associated with concepts like universalism, liberalism, and
cultural homogenization, triggers strong and controversial reactions in many countries [59].
Protecting cultural diversity becomes an increasingly significant challenge as the globaliza-
tion process unfolds. Folk costumes, which vary even among neighboring communities,
are valuable expressions of this diversity [60].

The folk costume is an expression of the past that resonates in the present, serving
as an integral component of culture as a dynamic process that combines old practices
with new ones [61]. It represents both a heritage resource [62,63] and a marker of national
identity [63]. Its garments and accessories reflect ancient cultural traditions passed down
from one generation to the next [60].

Cultural identity is a synthesis of material and spiritual cultural artifacts, and it meets
the basic needs of well-defined national and socio-cultural areas. In contemporary society,
the problems related to identity, culture, and ethnicity are deemed central [64]. In an
increasingly globalized world under the imperative of transformation, where regional
identities are under greater pressure, promoting identity values and local authenticity
becomes a necessary endeavor [65,66]. Additionally, the European dimension is culturally
tied to the relation between ethnic identity and diversity [64]. In the case of cultural heritage,
the inherent tensions ensuing from the confrontation between European unity and national
identity can be reconciled [55]. Educating new European generations to embrace common
cultural characteristics holds political significance within the EU [67].

But, integration processes do not cancel the diversity nor the cultural complexity of
the nations involved. The latter do not lose their salient features because they interpret
new cultural elements and make them compatible with their own characteristics. Mutual
influence does not lead to cultural standardization [68]. Cosmopolitan nationalism is not
self-contradictory; assumed nationality and citizenship do not clash with world citizenship
(Stankova). The cultural variety of Europe is a heritage and a gift for future generations,
supporting economic and social cohesion [60]. Cultural heritage counters feelings of
instability elicited by the swift changes in the contemporary world. Its preservation ensures
diversity and cultural pluralism [69].

Returning to the community level, the folk costume as a traditional garment indicates
ethnicity, religious affiliation, and the age of the person wearing it—namely age status
represented as an individual journey towards seniority [3]. The jewelry adorning the
garment is one of the main indicators in this respect.

3.5. Female Folk Costume—The Main Artifact Displaying Status Symbols

Georg Simmel considers beautification a social fact whose main stake depends on the
management of its contradictory tendencies: generating joy on the one hand and receiving
acknowledgment and respect on the other hand. Adornment, as a way of beautifying, is
the symbol of individual power [28]. According to Barthes [1], women have begun wearing
their husbands’ symbols of power and wealth quite recently in the history of civilization.
Ever since then, women's attire has been richer in finery compared to men’s. In this respect,
women’s private property has been acknowledged later than in the case of men and initially
consisted of beautifying items [28].
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In the case of women, fashion is a tell-tale sign of opposing tendencies—adaptation
and imitation on the one hand and differentiation on the other hand. It is also a means for
women to become visible in a predominantly masculine culture, as Simmel shows [28].

Regarding the Romanian folk costume, ornaments adorn the pieces of female clothing
in particular. The female folk costume serves as the main symbol of status within kinship
groups and the broader community. The relatively few changes in folk costume generated
by fashion and accepted by the community can be better identified in the female costume,
reflecting women’s appetite for fashion, as discussed by Simmel [28]. Therefore, our
research focuses on the female folk costume from Rupea.

As Barthes points out, clothing functions as a system of signs. Traditional attire
signals the wearers’ ethnic identity, history, and defining political and cultural relationships.
Changes in traditional clothing are rare, and the influence of fashion is almost nonexistent.
That makes the attitudes toward changes in Romanian folk costume, highlighted by our
research, all the more significant. On the one hand, these attitudes reflect old cultural
borrowings influenced by ethnic proximities and political status inequalities in Transylvania.
These borrowings were shaped by fashion and by its equalizing power resulting from elite
imitation, as emphasized by Simmel and Barthes. However, in the case of traditional
clothing, where innovations are difficult to impose, fashion is a challenge that can be
managed at the community level. On the other hand, there is the valorization of the folk
costume as national attire and, later, as a resilient means of navigating communism. These
valorizations were accompanied by resistance to any changes or fashion, which were seen
as threats to preserving ethnic identity.

In relation to that, we highlight a number of features that are related to the history
of the area, since we deem that the changes in the garment are driven by social and
historical factors.

3.6. Romanians in Transylvania

Romanians’ representations of their place and role in the history of Transylvania are
different from the Saxons’ and Magyars’ descriptions. As Katherine Verdery underlines, it
is impossible to gain an objective perspective in relation to Transylvania’s history [70].

Since the Middle Ages, when the intra-Carpathian territories came under the authority
of the Hungarian royal court, common Romanian people were politically and economically
subordinated to the Hungarian nobility and to the Saxons and Szekelys who had benefitted
from royal privileges for centuries. Romanians’ access to the high nobiliary dignities of
Transylvania or of the Kingdom of Hungary [71] and Romanians’ priests” access to privi-
leges were conditioned by their conversion to Catholicism. The Romanian Church United
with Rome was established in Transylvania the early 18th century and was perceived dif-
ferently in the various areas of the province and disturbed the community life of Romanian
villages, dividing them and generating resistance movements [72].

Close to the end of the 19th century, the wider European phenomenon of migration to
America, resulting from labor opportunities arising from the USA’s economic development,
reached Transylvania as well. For the Romanians living in Transylvania, that was an
opportunity to overcome poverty [73]. Most of the Romanian migrants came from territories
that, until WWI, had been under the Austro-Hungarian Empire, namely Transylvania,
Banat, and Bucovina [74].

Most of them traveled to America two or three times, and they declared themselves
happy with the “one thousand and the journey”, namely with the fact that, at the end of
their journey, they could pay for it and also save one thousand dollars [75]. Some took their
families across the ocean and settled in America. Nonetheless, most Romanians returned
home, built houses, and bought plots of land.
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Only after WWI, when Transylvania united with the Romanian Kingdom, could
Romanians be on an equal footing with the Saxons, economically speaking. The previous
ethnic privileges were removed by the Romanian state under a program that provided for
equal rights for all nationalities. Against the backdrop of the installation of the Romanian
administration and the prolonged manifestations of satisfaction by the Romanians, the
interwar period was experienced by the Saxons, who were deprived of their privileges, as
one of maximum inter-ethnic tensions [70]. During communism, inter-ethnic relations were
no longer strained, given the general dissatisfaction with nationalization, cooperativization
of agriculture, and the overthrow of the value system [70]. Relief in inter-ethnic relations
came only after centuries, during which the Saxons and Magyars enjoyed privileges at the
expense of the Romanians. For the Romanians in Transylvania, these privileged nations,
with whom they coexisted throughout history, were seen both as adversaries and as sources
of inspiration [70].

At first, the communist regime that came to power in Romania after WWII discouraged
traditional culture. Its manifestation was considered dangerous since it disseminated
religious content, brought community members together, and, for well-established periods
of time, empowered young people, such as those in caroling groups, to take decision-
making roles within the community. For a regime that was programmatically atheist and
lacking genuine support among the people, such features raised justified concern.

However, things changed when the communist regime consolidated its power in
Romania and when the country leader, Nicolae Ceausescu, discovered the ideological
and propaganda advantages of associating nationalism with communism. From an anti-
national (internationalist) movement, communism in Romania became ultranationalist [76],
despite the ideological mismatch between nationalism and Marxism-Leninism [77]. Thus,
traditional cultural practices, void of their religious and community significance and
removed from the calendar of rituals, were repurposed in folklore performances designed
to promote national pride and portray the country’s leader as a national hero. In this context,
preserving the authenticity of folk costumes—and even discussing authenticity—became
really challenging.

3.7. Some Historical Landmarks About the Town of Rupea

Rupea is a small town in Transylvania, Romania. It is situated in the southeastern
part of the province and in the center of the country (Figure 1). From an ethnographic
perspective, Rupea is at the center of a subzone that is called by the same name and which
is part of the Tarnave region. Between the Eastern Carpathians and the Rupea zone, there
is an area predominantly inhabited by ethnic Magyars (the Harghita—Covasna region). To
the west of the Rupea area lies the Hartibaciu Plateau (ethnographically known as the
Hartibaciu Valley region), while the southeast borders the Barsa Land. Numerous Saxon
villages have developed along the Hartibaciu Valley and Barsa Land. The southwestern
part of the Rupea area borders Fagaras Land (ethnographically known as the Olt Land). The
latter is an area with Romanian villages and its history is tied to the ethnic composition of
Transylvania [78,79]. The Tarnave Plateau (ethnographically comprising the other subzones
of the Tarnave region) lies in the northwest and north of Rupea and is predominantly
inhabited by Romanians.

Rupea is a confluence area, characterized by the historical coexistence of Romanians
along with the Saxons and Magyars. An increasing number of Roma population contributes
to the ethnic mix.

Archeological discoveries show that the Rupea area has been inhabited since the
Paleolithic period [80]. Evidence of human settlement spans multiple prehistoric periods:
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the Neolithic period [81-83], the Eneolithic period [81,84-89], the Bronze Age [81], and the
Iron Age [90].

Figure 1. Brasov County and its position in the Center Region of Romania, along with the town
of Rupea, situated in the north of Brasov. The territorial administrative units in the Rupea area
are highlighted in blue. The stars in the figure indicate the positioning of the towns that are the
centers of the three areas of Brasov County. Source: https://addjb.ro/ (accessed on 20 June 2024),
author’s adaptation.

In the 13th century, the Hungarian monarchy brought German colonists from Lux-
embourg, the Moselle Valley, and the territories east of the Rhine to Transylvania for
political, economic, and strategic reasons. They would be known by the name of “Saxons”
even though only a few of them came from Saxony. Upon their arrival in Transylva-
nia, the Saxons were granted the right to settle and self-organize from an economic and
religious perspective.

Once the Saxons managed to self-organize and consolidate their settlements, their
power and influence increased. Rupea (Reps) was one of the first seven Saxon adminis-
trative seats in Transylvania (Siebenbiirgen) and a significant center in the administrative
history of the Saxons throughout the entire medieval period [91].

The Saxons fortified the fortress of refuge for the locals, which already existed on
the basalt cliff above the settlement when they arrived, and added two more buildings
with living areas that could be used in case of need. They drained the marshy area that
would later become the central district of the settlement, located at the base of the fortress,
building their dwellings on both sides of a broad street. The Romanians lived on the hill, at
the periphery of this area. In the 15th century, the settlement acquired the status of a fair,
and the Saxons built a Gothic hall-type church, which was surrounded by fortified walls.

In 1921, the “St.O.Iosif” high school, named after a national poet born in the area, was
established. In 1951, Rupea acquired the status of a town. To this day, it is the only town in
the northern area of Brasov County and is the economic, cultural, and legal center for the
people in the neighboring villages. It is a small town and the number of its inhabitants has
never been much higher than 6000.

After WWII, following the communist takeover in Romania and the nationalization of
businesses and land, the Saxons in Rupea began to repatriate to Germany. The repatriation
process for the Saxons was slow during the communist regime because of its political and
diplomatic connotations. Its pace increased after 1989. Currently, the percentage of the
Saxon population in the Rupea area is 1.2% [92] and 1.1% in the town [93].

The Szekelys’ origin is disputed to this day. They had the reputation of warriors and
accompanied the Hungarians in Pannonia. In the 12th century, they were dispatched to
protect the inter-Carpathian border of the kingdom and consolidate its power in the region.
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As areward, they were granted privileges and administrative rights for the territories near
the border. After long and complicated relations with the royal and imperial authorities,
the Szekelys began to acknowledge themselves as Magyars starting in 1900.

The Szekely craftsmen gradually settled in the areas administered by the Saxons
in search of better markets for their products. Before the 18th century, there were very
few Magyars in Rupea. Afterward, a large number of Szekelys from neighboring areas
settled in Rupea and initially lived along with Romanians on the outskirts of the fair. Cur-
rently, Magyars represent 23.1% of the population in the Rupea area [92] and 14.4% of the
town’s population [93].

Concerning the Roma population, which nowadays is present in a significant number
in the area—34.0% in the Rupea area [92] and 9.9% in town [93]—there is little information.
In the 1800s, some Saxon and Romanian families had Roma servants or helpers for various
household chores [91]. The number of Roma people increased in the town around the
20th century.

In the 1960s, after the completion of the collectivization process in agriculture, the
population of Rupea town grew, following the broader trend of rural residents moving
to urbanized areas in search of employment [91]. The establishment of the Binders and
Asbestos Cement Plant near Hoghiz, with its workers housed in apartment blocks built on
land previously owned by the Saxons, also contributed to the population increase.

In the background of the housing dynamics lies the constant presence of the Romanians
in the area. Their current number amounts to 41.7% in the area [92] and 63.9% in the town
of Rupea [93].

For several centuries, the Romanians would be divided by their faiths: Orthodox
and Greek Catholic. In 1750, the Greek Catholics were in the majority, but the number
of Orthodox kept increasing. Initially, that was due to the financial and cultural support
provided by the Orthodox priest [94] and, then, as a result of the union of Transylvania with
Romania, whose population was mainly Orthodox. The Romanian Church United with
Rome was forbidden in 1948 and was legally reinstated in 1989 after the fall of communism.
In Rupea, the attempts to reactivate the Greek Catholic parish failed since the Romanians
in the town chose to keep their faith after four decades, when Orthodoxy had been their
only religious option.

4. Results
4.1. Female Folk Costume from Rupea Significant Differences

Until the middle of the last century, the traditional folk costume was the standard
festive attire, worn on Sundays and during other celebrations in the Romanian villages
in the Rupea area and within the Romanian community in the town (I1, 12, 1I5). The
folk costume was also worn at weddings, either by the regular guests or with additional
accessories, thereby becoming the ceremonial costume of the main participants. Today,
the folk costume is still worn by young people—girls and boys—during winter holidays,
when the groups of lads go caroling and organize the traditional Christmas dance/ball, as
well as on Pentecost when young people gather to dance (PO). Nowadays, adults wear the
folk costume at the Married Couple’s Ball before Lent and, occasionally, at various cultural
events. Traditional weddings, with the bride, groom, godparents, and close relatives
dressed in ceremonial attire, have not been organized for the past fifty years, except as part
of traditional festivals (I1, 12, I4) or documentary film productions (I5, I10). However, for
the Married Couple’s Ball, when the opportunity arises (such as right after marriage, when
celebrating a year of marriage, the birth of a child, or becoming godparents within a year
after getting married), women complete their costumes with the appropriate ceremonial
accessories (I3, I5, PO).
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The differences in garments are more visible in the case of the female folk costume and
are symbols of marital status [10,95]. These differences in attire convey a lot of information
about the person wearing it to community members.

In Rupea, on the first Christmas day, the girls to be visited by the caroling lads are
dressed as in Figure 2. They wear black boots, a wide skirt made of black fabric (called
a rocher in the Romanian language), a black silk apron on top of the skirt, a short white
woolen coat (clicin) over the traditional blouse (ie), and over the black embroidered vest
(laibar), and a light-colored headscarf (cream, beige, or even pale green) made of thick silk

and adorned with fringes (carpa de muslin) (I3, I5).

Figure 2. The girls from Rupea at Craciun in the churchyard in 1993 (left) and in 2017 (right). Source:
authors’ collection.

Starting from the second day of Christmas, the girls dress differently for the dance.
Initially, that would be held outdoors and, later, in the community’s event hall, built during
the interwar period and called the “Plowmen’s Hall”. The youngest—aged 14-16—wear
black skirts and aprons, a black woolen coat instead of a white one, and a brown or
yellow headscarf, while those who are about to be married “tie their headscarves” (carpele)
(I2, I3). This phrase refers to the attire depicted in Figure 3 (left). It consists of boots; a
blouse with pleated edges over which two overlapping aprons are tied in the front and are
held at the waist by a beaded belt; an embellished white vest made of sheepskin, worn over
the blouse; and long ribbons (topchi) hanging from the back of the neck down to the edge
of the skirt. On their heads, they wear two overlapping headscarves with floral prints or
embroidery, one red and one black. The red headscarf (called carpa de calarasi, meaning
horseman’s headscarf, as it is worn by the bridegroom’s horsemen at the wedding) is worn
with only one corner visible, over the girl’s left ear, and a narrow strip across her forehead.
The black headscarf is tied above with a corner over the girl’s right ear and another corner
at the back, with the decorative elements clearly visible (12, I3, I5). The black cloth aprons
are adorned along the edges with golden thread and sequins and have rosettes made of red
and green silk (ruji) at the bottom.

The apron beneath is tied so that the decorative part is visible below the edge of
the outer apron. Around their necks, the girls wear red or burgundy glass beads (called
cioplite), either simple or, in the case of the costume with aprons, interspersed with silver
coins and forming a necklace. The quality of the jewelry is an indicator of the wearer’s
economic status (14).

This garment, which can include or not a vest depending on the season, is worn
by the girls to be married, on the occasion of important religious holidays, and at the
weddings of those akin (I5). Nowadays, on the occasion of the Christmas dance, which was
transformed into a ball for young people and is organized on the third day of Christmas in
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the Plowmen’s Hall, girls rarely wear the headscarves and the aprons with silk rosettes.
The rare exceptions are dancing events organized on the occasion of Pentecost in a clearing
in the proximity of the town, community events, or cultural events requiring a performance
element (I5, 110, I11).

Figure 3. (from left to right) Girls wearing headscarves and aprons (1970s), cratinte (2015), and fote
(2004). Source: V.D. collections and the collection of The Lads of Rupea Fortress Association.

During the Christmas ball, girls wear light folk costumes, which are more appropriate
for indoor events. They would wear these costumes on the occasion of the St. John's ball
organized at the end of winter holidays (January 7th), a ball no longer held nowadays,
and during other celebrations throughout the year (I1, 12, I5). These costumes, still most
commonly worn today, are also differentiated according to the ages of the girls. The
youngest girls wear a white cloth skirt covered by two rectangular pieces of red handwoven
wool (called cratinte)—one at the front and one at the back—secured with a beaded belt,
as well as a white blouse with lace along the length of the sleeve (Figure 3, central).
The girls to be married also wear a white cloth skirt. However, the rectangular pieces
over the latter are of black wool (they are called fote). The sleeve of the white blouse is
adorned with black ornaments along its length, and they also wear a black woolen vest
(Figure 3, right) (I3, PO).

In the case of married women, the differences in clothing primarily mark events
within the woman’s extended family (kinship) and less the annual cycle of community
holidays. This is due to the fact that, in the context of community perpetuation, holidays
are opportunities for young people to start relationships, and the girls must demonstrate
that they and their families are ready for this and that they belong to the group (I3, I5). The
attire of married women is meant to enhance the prestige of the extended family into which
the woman has entered by marriage and, secondarily, the prestige of the extended family
from which she comes.

Married women also tie their headscarves during important community events. Some
women from Rupea wear their headscarves and aprons with rosettes at the Married Cou-
ple’s Ball. Unlike the girls, women do not display the corner of the red headscarf under the
black headscarf; only the narrow band across the forehead remains visible (Figure 4, left).
However, unlike girls, women wear the red woolen rectangular piece (cratinta) at the back
over the pleated edges of the blouse (Figure 4, right) (I2). The aprons with rosettes are also
worn together with other head adornments. In fact, they represent the basis of ceremonial
wedding attire (I3, PO).
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Figure 4. Married women wearing aprons with rosettes and cratinta at the back. Source: authors’
collection and collection of The Lads of Rupea Fortress Association.

A bride wears a wide woven belt with stripes over these aprons, and on each side,
two horsemen’s headscarves are left to hang along the entire length of their diagonals.
On her head, the bride wears two overlapping rows of ornamental metal prisms placed
transversely above her forehead (borte), a string of coins at the bottom of these and across
her forehead, and red floral ornaments (vraste) on the sides. At the back of her neck, the
bride wears a high ornament made of peacock feathers (peunii) (Figure 5) (11, 12, I3).

Figure 5. Bride and groom (from left to right) in 1910, during the inter-war period, and in 2015.
Source: V.D. collections and collection of The Lads of Rupea Fortress Association.

The newly married woman wears the head adornment displayed in Figure 6 (I1, I5) for
one year after the wedding when attending other weddings. The newlywed’s godmother
wears the same adornment at traditional weddings (I5). Nowadays, the newly wedded
women wear this adornment at the Married Couple’s Ball (PO). The adornment (called conci)
contains the same type of metal prisms, as well as a long strip of thin cloth passing under the
chin (called fachel) (Figure 7), but it is no longer accompanied by the peacock feathers.
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Figure 6. Newly wedded woman adorned with the head decoration for the Married Couple’s Ball
(left) and women wearing various folk costumes at the ball (right). Source: authors’ collection.

Figure 7. Newly wedded young women during their first year after the wedding (the inter-war
period) and godmothers, in 1974 and 2011. Source: V.D. collections and collection of The Lads of
Rupea Fortress Association.

Another garment piece meant to adorn the head is the headdress made of thick white
fabric (called wilitoare) rolled on a rigid base, with a decorated end left to hang at the back.
At the front, silver pins adorned with precious or semi-precious stones are inserted. The
number of these ornaments decreases as the woman bears children (I3, I5). The headdress
can be worn in various ways and is an indicator of the woman'’s degree of kinship with the
bride and groom or, on other occasions, her age (I1, I3). Thus, close relatives of the bride
and groom, aunts or goddaughters of the family, and women who were godmothers in
the past year wore the headdress covered with a horseman’s headscarf and, over it, the
strip of white fabric characteristic of a young bride and her godmother. Younger, more
distant relatives could wear the headdress only with the red headscarf tied over it at the
top of the head or tied at the back beneath the headdress (Figure 8). Older women wear the
headdress without any additional adornments (I3).

If they are not related to the bride and groom, or, as it is the case nowadays, women
who view themselves as too old to wear the aprons embellished with rosettes (I5), they put
on a black vest, a black skirt and a simple apron of black silk. In such cases, women can tie
their colored headscarves, or they can wear simple headscarves made of silk tied under the
chin (Figure 9). This outfit is lighter and more comfortable and is mainly worn by women
at the pre-Lenten ball.
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Figure 8. Women wearing the headdress in various ways. Source: V.D. collection.

For a community member, all of these differences in clothing are significant and convey
information about the girls and women wearing the folk costume, their extended family,
and the calendar of religious holidays and community events.

Locals are interested in preserving and wearing traditional clothing precisely because
they have knowledge of its significance. That strengthens their sense of community belonging.

Figure 9. Women with colored headscarves or simple headscarves. Source: V.D. collection.

4.2. Discernible Transformations in the Traditional Female Folk Costume from Rupea
4.2.1. Influences of Coexisting Ethnic Groups on the Romanian Folk Costume

As already highlighted, the Saxons used to be privileged dwellers of the Rupea area
and of the center of Rupea town. They were wealthier than the Romanians living on the
outskirts and had a strong tradition in manufacturing supported by the guilds and tight
relations with the important cities in Transylvania and across the empire. All of the above
granted prestige. As a result, the Romanian women in Rupea intently borrowed elements
from Saxon women'’s outfits.

It is the case of the two flowery headscarves tied in the lateral of the bride’s belt
and hanging over the apron. This type of headscarf comes in various colors but, in the
same style of wearing, can be found as components of the garment worn by the girls to be
married, the brides, and the newlywed Saxon women in the area [18,19]. Concerning the
Romanian women in Rupea, the headscarves can only be found in bridal garment. That is
a clue that Romanian women borrowed this particular element, signaling prestige from
the Saxons. In Homorod, a village neighboring Rupea where an important community of
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Saxons used to live, the Romanian girls wear flowery headscarves tied laterally at their
belts at Christmas when they go caroling (I5).

The long ribbons hanging at the back up to the lower margins of the skirt when girls
and women wear their aprons with rosettes could also be considered a borrowing. The
ribbons can also be found in the Magyar and Saxon costumes worn in the area. These
ribbons are monochrome in the case of the Romanian women’s garment. Their color
is burgundy, and their geometric decorations are woven into the fabric (12, I3, I5). The
ones worn by the Magyar and Saxon girls and women have rich floral ornaments [18,19].
The newer versions woven mechanically have replaced the older embroidered versions.
The differences in the textiles used for these ribbons relativize the direction of borrowing.
The fact that the Romanian folk costume worn in Transylvania contains such ribbons
only in areas of ethnic intersection and not in those areas predominantly inhabited by
the Romanians suggests that the Romanian girls and women borrowed the ribbons from
coexisting ethnic groups, probably from the Saxon girls and women. The latter had been
living there for a longer period of time than the Magyars, in proximity to Romanians in
Rupea. The name of the ribbons, topchi, also has a Saxon resonance.

The same origin of borrowing is confirmed by the way the ribbons are tied. In the case
of the Saxon and Magyar garments worn in the area, the ribbons are directly tied to the
head adornment of the girls, brides, and newlywed women [18,19], or, as in the case of the
Magyar girls from Rupea, they are braided into plaits and left to hang along the length of
the braids (I7). In Romanian costume, the bride and godmother wear the ribbons of the
ceremonial costume directly on the head adornment, but for girls wearing the apron with
rosettes or the black skirt with a vest, the ribbons are tied around the neck margin of the
blouse. The same is true in the village of Bogata, where some ribbons have floral motifs
(Figure 10). This technical solution suggests an addition that is not part of the original logic
of the outfit and, therefore, a borrowing. But in the ethnographic area of Rupea, for example
in the village of Mateias (16, I12), in addition to the rectangular red woolen items, girls wear
ribbons with flowery patterns fastened to the blouse margin with a brooch. So do the girls
from Daisoara, another village near Rupea, in the direction of Fagaras Land. The Romanian
villages of Bogata and Mateias neighbor several Magyar villages. The Romanian village of
Daisoara is on the edge of the Saxon settlement area. These neighborhoods support the
borrowing hypothesis, but the wearing of ribbons on the Romanian costume in so many
variants suggests that it may be more than a simple borrowing aimed at enhancing the
wearer’s prestige.

The white woolen coat worn by the girls from Rupea at church and when they carol at
Christmas can also be considered a Saxon borrowing (I5).

All of the old borrowings from the Saxons indicate Romanians’ acknowledgment of
the former’s superior status in Transylvania, a status that was politically supported for a
long time. The Saxon influences on the clothing of Romanian women show the tendency
to imitate the elites. Sensitivity to fashion as an external influence, which was atypical
in traditional communities, is justified and subordinated in this case to the interest of
increasing social prestige. Clothing borrowings from the Saxons were integrated into the
folk costume as a sign of belonging to the elites.



Heritage 2025, 8, 86

17 of 34

Figure 10. Ribbons tied to the Magyar, Saxon, and Romanian (from Bofata) folk costumes (from left
to right). Sources: authors’ collection and V.D. collection.

4.2.2. Possible Boyar Influences on the Romanian Folk Costume

The Fagaras Land, which borders the ethnographic region of Rupea, is an ancient
medieval Romanian state formation. It is believed to be the place where the founder of
Wallachia, the Romanian principality situated in the south of the Carpathians, crossed
the mountains. The Fagaras Land was under the domination of Hungarian royalty for
many centuries. It was a territory granted or taken back from the Wallachian voivodes
depending on the interests of the King of Hungary in relation to them [96-98]. Throughout
this period, the relations between the boyars of Wallachia and Fagaras Land remained tight.
The voivodes and boyars from across the mountains owned lands and castles/manors in
Fagaras Land.

The complex head adornment characteristic of women’s folk costume in the Olt Land—
namely the ethnographic area situated in the Fagaras Land, between the Olt River and
the Fagaras Mountains (which are part of the Southern Carpathians)—and in the neigh-
boring area is viewed as having been influenced by the outfit of the boyar women from
Wallachia [18]. In this case, Rupea is one of the neighboring areas. The cloth headdress,
in its numerous variants, continues the line of evolution of the head coverings worn
by wealthy women in Wallachia. That is validated by available paintings from the me-
dieval period [18] (p. 55). Similar to Fagaras Land, the wealthier women in Rupea were
called “boreasa”, an archaic word derived from the word “boiereasa”, used to refer to a
boyar’s wife.

Wearing goat leather boots along with the costume with rosettes on a larger scale is
also viewed to be the result of the boyars’ influence. In the case of these boots, an identical
last was employed for both feet. Their bootleg was filled with various textiles so that the
leather remained stretched (I3, 19), and the boot revealed its elegance. Such boots would
be worn only along with the aprons, and they would only accompany a costume that was
viewed as valuable and the basis for a ceremonial garment (I3, I5).

The costume in black and white with its two black woolen rectangular items of clothing
tied to the belt in front and at the back can also be viewed as the indirect result of the
boyars’ influence. Its widespread presence in Transylvania was due to two factors. Maria
Peligrad, a young woman from Saliste, a locality in Marginimea Sibiului, Transylvania,
won the first beauty contest organized by the Romanian Kingdom in 1906. She was wearing
a folk costume similar to the one described above, namely the costume worn in Séliste
that she had manufactured by herself. She gave the future Queen Mary of Romania a
similar costume as a gift. The latter wore the costume to show her appreciation for the
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winner and for her area of origin, which, at that time, was under the rule of the Austro-
Hungarian Empire. The example of the future Queen of Romania was followed by the
ladies in her entourage, and after Transylvania united with the Kingdom of Romania, the
Romanian women from other parts of Transylvania also began wearing the garment. Thus,
the costume began to be worn far beyond its area of origin [99].

Another factor contributing to the success of the costume is tightly linked to the first.
The Romanian intellectuals belonging to ASTRA, namely the Transylvanian Association for
Romanian Literature and Culture, attempted to make the costume a symbol for the entirety
of Transylvania during the inter-war period. The ASTRA members, supported by the
women’s organizations working with this association, promoted the adoption of the white
and black garment as representative for all Romanians in Transylvania and encouraged the
girls and women from the villages’ choirs who participated in the competitions organized
by ASTRA to wear it [99]. As a result of such endeavors, the costume was worn in parallel
with the local garment characteristic of each area. Thus, it found its place within the
complex system of signs characterizing traditional attire, but it did not become relevant
from a ceremonial perspective.

The boyar influences, like the Saxon influences highlighted above, are expressions
of the need to increase one’s own prestige through the imitation of those whose prestige
is recognized. The source of the boyars’ prestige lies in their economic status and social
standing. For the Romanians in Transylvania, who were not among the privileged nations,
coming from a country where Romanians were naturally part of the elite was, for a long
time, prestigious in itself.

4.2.3. Urban Influences on the Romanian Folk Costume

The fair of Rupea was connected to the other towns and fairs in Transylvania and the
Empire through the Saxons. Several urban influences can be identified in the Romanian
folk costume that are possibly/probably the result of Saxon influence. It is the case of the
black skirt adopted in the girls’ and women’s outfits for Christmas. It is about women
who (no longer) wear aprons with rosettes. The skirt worn along with a simple apron of
silk with flowery patterns is an outfit whose ceremonial importance is reduced and, hence,
considered less valuable (I3). Therefore, the pressure to preserve it intact is lower than the
one related to ceremonial costumes. The colors of the skirt and vest can be other than black,
namely blue, brown, etc. The ornaments of the clothing items (embroidery, lace, velvet
bands, cords, etc.) are more diverse, even when such a costume worn with a vest is the
attire of a bride at a religious wedding ceremony (I5).

The relation between the costume with the black skirt and the vest on the one hand,
and the costume with the aprons embellished with rosettes, metal prisms, and peacock
feathers, on the other hand, is complex. First, the ceremonial costume had to be worn
in a wider ceremonial context, namely as part of the “wedding with horsemen”. During
such a wedding, young horsemen accompanied the groom and were ritually presented
the bride’s dowry by her relatives. Thereafter, the dowry was uploaded into a carriage
and taken from the bride’s house to the groom’s household. Such a context required that
the two extended families held a certain economic status. Not all of the weddings in a
community were like that. After the communists assumed power, despite the will of the
Romanian population [95,100], the newly instated authorities discouraged the gathering of
young men in order to protect the new regime against possible rebellion. In the absence of
horsemen, the bride could not wear the ceremonial costume.

The research conducted on the V.D. collection of photographs validates the information
provided in the I5 interview. The bride and the groom would go to the church accompanied
by their godparents, with no retinue, and the wedding ceremony involving the horsemen
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would start only after the religious event. The bride would wear a veil with a black
skirt and vest at the church, while at the event conducted afterward, she would put on
the ceremonial costume. The differences between the religious event and the ceremony
organized afterward could entail new research focused on the relation between Christianity
and the pre-Christian traditions characteristic of the Romanian cultural areas, as well as of
the wider Eastern European space.

Concerning the bride’s garment, the aforementioned aspects indicate that the costume
with a skirt and vest, which is of urban influence, was an alternative to the ceremonial
garment. The bride’s entire decision to wear the skirt, the vest, and the veil for her
wedding could be related to her desire to align with urban attire. In Fantana, Palos,
and Mateias, Romanian villages situated south, north, and east of Rupea in the same
ethnographical area, the bride wore the veil tied at the back to the head adornment with
peacock feathers (Figure 11) [18], (16, I8). The adoption of the veil can be viewed as a way to
limit/customize the urban influence. On the other hand, at the beginning of the 20th century,
the brides from Rupea who attended the religious wedding ceremony and wore peacock
feather head adornments would also wear a white cloth strip—used to cover the head
of married women—over the metal prisms or over the headdress [19]. The veil of urban
influence could be a replacement for the cloth strip. Its absence in the wedding photographs
from Rupea might be due to the fact that those photos were taken after the religious
wedding ceremony when the white cloth embellished with ornaments on its margins was

completely removed.

Figure 11. Brides wearing the veil in association with costume consisting of a black skirt and vest
(left and central), along with the peacock feather head adornments in the village of Fantana (right).
Source: V.D. collection.

The boots with heels and laces worn in association with the different alternatives of
the folk costume and most often accompanied by black socks are also of urban influence.
The pink and blue ribbons that partially replaced traditional red ribbons worn on each side
of the neck and tied to the string of beads (PO) can be considered urban-influenced as well.

The town is the place where fashion is born and represents its point of dissemination.
The girls and women from the Saxon community in the small town of Rupea dressed—or
tried to dress—as similarly as possible to the women from the larger cities of Transylvania
and the Empire. The Saxons were skilled merchants, and their trade networks connected
them to Vienna. From Vienna, directly or indirectly—through the larger cities—fashion
trends in the urban environment of Transylvania emerged. The Romanians on the outskirts
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borrowed elements of urban fashion from the Saxons who lived in the central area of
Rupea and eventually incorporated them into their folk costumes. The urban influences
on the Romanian traditional costume also resulted from the desire to increase prestige. By
adopting garments or accessories they saw on Saxon women, Romanian women implicitly
aligned themselves with the fashion of the time.

4.2.4. Valorization of Imported Clothing Accessories

Another source of innovation in folk costume is represented by imported clothing
accessories. In the case of the folk costume from Rupea, the light-colored silk head scarves
with floral patterns in the fabric worn by girls at Christmas and then by more senior women
at various festivities or community events are one such example. These scarves are called
“Bohemian cloths”, and their name indicates their origin. They were brought for sale by
itinerant merchants and replaced the older, home-woven headscarves associated with the
folk costume.

The headscarves with a floral print on a red or black background, used as head
adornment and in the bride’s ceremonial costume, were also imported. Data from the
interviews (I1, I3) link the inclusion of these headscarves in the folk costume of the Rupea
area to the return of men from America. The headscarves used to initially be presents for
their wives and daughters. Then, in order to meet the growing demand, headscarves began
to be sold at the local fairs.

It is also about prestige and fashion in the case of imported accessories adopted
in the folk costume. The headscarves from Bohemia reflected the economic power of
the families where they were worn. They were initially fashionable and then became
integrated as mandatory pieces into the folk costume. Romanians who traveled to Amer-
ica had an aura of heroes; their journeys held an initiatory dimension in the collective
mindset. It was a matter of prestige to belong to the family of one such hero. The floral
headscarves were included in the attire as symbols of this prestige and later evolved into
fashionable accessories.

4.2.5. The Influence of Romanians on the Roma Garment

Concerning the Roma population, they would make costumes that imitate those of
the Romanians. In Rupea, the wealthiest of the former were called “silk Romas”, which
most likely referred to their initial and profitable occupation as itinerant merchants. The
differences between the Romanian women’s costumes with rosettes and the Roma women’s
attire are hard to notice, especially for those who are not locals. The Roma’s outfit has
more ornaments (brighter colors and wider and shinier decorative strips). As a result of
this salient feature, Romanian women try to avoid adding extra ornaments. And such an
attitude is not related only to the costume with rosettes, which is the basis for ceremonial
garments. For example, in the case of Romanian women, the petticoat under the black
fabric skirt cannot have lace at the bottom because the Roma girls and women have already
added lace to the lower part of the underskirt (I3).

4.2.6. Textile Substitution on Account of Industrialization

Concerning the imported headscarves that replaced the cloth scarves woven in the
household, several more innovative substitutions can be identified in the folk costume from
Rupea. However, they are not the result of the prestige associated by the community to
the place of origin of the clothing item, as was the case for the headscarves. That is rather
due to the alternate constraints/opportunities resulting from the evolution of the textile
industry and market.

First, the substitution concerned the aprons with rosettes. The photos in the collections
employed by our research that date back to the middle of the 19th century show aprons
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decorated with a shining thread and rosettes made of ribbon along the margins. Sometimes,
before those photos were taken, the decorative option of rosettes made from industrially
woven ribbon must have been an innovative decision replacing the older ornaments made
from the colored thread woven directly into the fabric used for aprons. The substitution
occurred when ribbons became available on the market.

The thin cloth woven in the household was finished either by intentional polishing
with an iron [19] or by waxing in the Saxon workshops in town (I5). Even such techniques
used to be innovative at the time when they were first introduced.

The availability of industrially woven cotton cloth made the latter an option for
making traditional blouses with black ornaments along the length of their sleeves (12, I3).
Women reduced the amount of cloth manually woven as a result of labor division principles
imposed by the Communist Party, and that made it scarce. Hence, the industrially woven
cloth became the main option for making traditional clothing (12, I3). When the economy of
communist Romania got worse, even that type of cloth was hard to purchase, and making
new blouses became a challenge.

Later, also as a result of cotton scarcity, the new blouses worn by the young girls, along
with the rectangular clothing items woven from red wool, would be made from a synthetic
fabric similar to a thicker voile (19, I10). After 1989, the custom of making new blouses from
cotton cloth resumed. The white cloth strip worn over the metal prisms and headdresses
was also replaced in the second half of the 20th century with a thicker white voile (I3).

Innovative changes occurred even in the case of the ornaments on the blouses. Thus,
the handmade lace that merged the two parts of a sleeve lengthwise was replaced with
commercially available lace. The latter was first made of cotton, but later, in the case of the
blouses made from synthetic material, it was made with embroidery on voile. Also, the
rows of ornaments hand-sewn with black thread along the sleeves, on either side of the lace,
on blouses worn with black skirts and vests were replaced with narrow black embroidery
applied to the white fabric of the sleeve (12, 13, I9).

The most recent changes signaled by the interviews we conducted date back to the
second half of the 20th century, more precisely to the 1970s. It was a period when tradi-
tional cultural events were revitalized after the establishment of the communist regime in
Romania. In the first decades following the changes in the political regime, such events
were discouraged on account of symbolizing the old ways and a Weltanschauung that no
longer aligned with the new proletarian and internationalist order.

Later, the communist authorities realized the propaganda advantages of promoting
traditional culture and nationalist sentiments. As a result, various traditional customs and
practices were revived through festivals and folkloric events. Members of local communities
were invited to showcase their traditions as amateur artistic ensembles. Additionally, folk
costumes were used as official attire for locals during the visits of the country’s leader and
his entourage across the country. In Palos, a village with an impressive identity tradition
located in the Rupea area, during one of those visits, an entire wedding with horsemen was
staged (I8) (Figure 12).

In the same context, the lads reorganized into groups after almost a quarter of a
century of interruption following the political regime change in Romania after World
War II. They also resumed organizing youth gatherings for dancing after caroling. After
so many years of interruption, preparing appropriate attire for caroling, dancing, and
the revival of customs as performances proved to be a challenge for the women in the
community. Commercially available fabric and lace became a quick and accessible solution.
The attire was not specifically made for the stage. The new garments were used both
during performances and at community events. The latter, mainly caroling, the youth ball
organized after caroling, and the Married Couple’s Ball, suggestively renamed as the Folk
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Costume Ball, would be allowed to unfold again (12, I3, I5). The new clothing supplemented
wardrobes that had not been refreshed for nearly a generation due to the lack of sufficient
opportunities to wear traditional costumes.

The use of new materials of industrial origin instead of traditional ones was no longer
a fashionable option. It was not motivated by a desire to increase the prestige of those
wearing the traditional costume. Instead, it was a resilient choice made by the women
of Rupea, who used what they had at hand to dress their children or grandchildren for

special occasions.

Figure 12. A wedding organized as a performance in the village of Palos in 1974. Source:
authors’ collection.

4.2.7. The Challenge to Preserve Local Traditions in the Urban Environment During
Communist Times in Romania

The revival of the lads” group caroling in the community at Christmas was a challenge
in many ways. The lads were responsible for organizing the ball, where they would
participate along with the girls, all dressed in folk costumes. Hence, the garment was just
one of the difficulties raised by the period of interdiction. The men in the community, in
the absence of a natural direct initiation of each of the lads into their responsibilities when
joining the group by a senior lad, had to teach the former what to do. Additionally, the men
and the lads from the community sought ways to reconcile the religious practice of caroling
with the programmatically atheistic orientation of the political regime in Romania at the
time. The solution was a combination of the “say what you need to say and do whatever
you want” on behalf of the lads” group and the local authorities’ tacit agreement/goodwill.
“The lady mayor used to attend the youth ball, because she had to, it was her duty, but she
made sure to leave before the ceremonial part, at midnight, when the leader of the young
men had to recite his poem and make wishes for the community... that was a religious
part which was not to the taste of communists” (I5). “In fact, they liked it too because they
were honored by the young men, for that was the custom in the past that the mayor had to
be among the first to be caroled” (19), the respondents say. The lads prepared an official
repertoire of patriotic songs, which they submitted for approval along with the request
to authorize the group’s activities during the winter holidays. Once the official repertoire
was endorsed, it was only partially sung during the caroling, and the lads would also sing
religious carols. Some of those patriotic songs that used to be included in the officially
approved repertoire are sung even nowadays by the lads’ group from Rupea: “They sang
many soldiers’ songs, the old songs about World War I, when the Romanian army liberated
Transylvania... And there were also the military songs, because most of the young men had
served in the army” (I112).
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Traditionally, the lads” group was at the core of community life during the winter
holidays. The community would organize its schedule based on the schedule of the
group [101]. However, when caroling resumed in the 1970s, things changed.

The number of caroling lads during communist times was larger compared to the
time period following the war. The reason was that after the collectivization of agriculture,
many people in the neighboring villages of Rupea moved to town in search of jobs. At
Christmas, people would not be granted free days. Hence, the lads” group had to schedule
its activities in accordance with the working people’s availability to welcome them and to
participate in their activities. “It was difficult, because in the morning the carolers had to
go to work... poor things, they did their job, finished caroling all over the town, but they
could hardly go through the next day... Some would arrange for a day off, depending on
where they worked, but not everyone could have a day off, because it wasn’t allowed!”
(I4). “People would wait for them, because it was a great joy... but the next day everyone
would go about their chores... there wasn’t really time to sleep during Christmas” (I5).
As a result, the traditional dance that used to be organized on the second and third day
of Christmas, which during the communist regime were workdays, was replaced by the
youth’s ball organized on the first Saturday after Christmas in the Plowmen’s Hall. This
ball also replaced the dance (and the ball) that used to be organized on the occasion of
St. John the Baptist’s Day, a day that, according to the Orthodox calendar, marks the end of
winter holidays. St. John the Baptist’s Day is always celebrated on January 7th, according
to the Byzantine rite. Consequently, during communism, it could not be celebrated as its
religious importance would have required (I5, I11). Winter vacations were over before St.
John the Baptist’s Day, and many of the young people for whom the ball was organized
would have already gone back to school. It is worth mentioning that keeping children in
school for a longer period (that is, high school, post-secondary school, and college) ensured
a better future for them, given the programmatic disavowal of wealth-based hierarchies
under the new regime. “There was this rule once that the leader of the young men should
not be away at school, but should be home for all the holidays... students didn’t have much
chance to be chosen” (I5), one of the respondents says. “That’s how we chose, from those
who had finished their military service and lived in Rupea... because there was a lot to do,
the one who was selected had to have authority, be able to control the young men... and
know everyone because we would visit them all”, recalls one of the former carolers (I11).

The way the group of young men was supported by the locals and found (again) its
place within the ceremonies conducted during the winter holidays in communist Roma-
nia shows the resilience of the community from Rupea. They leveraged the ideological
relaxation in the 1970s to revive the custom of the caroling group of young men and
restore its importance. The community found its own way of connecting to its cultural
heritage resources.

5. Discussion
5.1. Borrowings Integrated into Folk Costumes

The folk costume of Romanian women from Rupea is known in the Romanian lan-

<

guage as “catrinta” [102]. Its name is coined by the woven rectangular clothing items tied
to the belt and covering the lower part of the body. There are several sub-types of this
costume. In Rupea, as already detailed before, there are two sub-types. One of them has
two rectangular pieces, one in front and the other at the back of the skirt, whereas the other
consists of an apron in front and a so-called “catrinta” (in Rupea named critintdi) at the back
of the skirt.

Our research highlights two types of changes in the folk costume. Some of the changes

are the result of borrowings from sources acknowledged as prestigious by the community.
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The Saxons, town inhabitants, boyars from Wallachia, Western Europeans, and Americans
used to be such sources. The prominent role of the Saxons as the primary source of inter-
ethnic borrowings ensues from the main interactions of Romanians, as dwellers in the fair
of Rupea, with them for several centuries. The relations with the Magyar craftsmen who
settled on the outskirts of the Saxon fair at a later date were politically and historically
influenced. The borrowings between Magyars and Romanians at the level of cultural
heritage across Transylvania is a rich subject worth conducting in-depth research. As our
research unveils, in the town of Rupea and its surrounding area, the ratio of borrowings
from the Magyars is smaller when compared to the number of borrowings from the Saxons.

Clothing borrowing from a recognized dominant culture is not a rare phenomenon. [3].
They are driven by the desire to imitate elites, which is a defining feature of fashion [1,28].
The borrowings mentioned in this study, as the result of the influence of prestigious sources,
express the sensibility of the local community from Rupea to fashion. But, traditional
communities are, by their very definition, reluctant to change [27] and outside the influence
of fashion [1]. Some of their members have better knowledge of the dress code of the
community [24], and they manage the community’s attitude to change in this respect.

In Rupea, Transylvania, the need for prestige among Romanians overcame their
reluctance to change and drove community acceptance of external influences initially
expressed as fashion. The community integrated these influences into folk costumes,
making them part of its tradition. The traditional folk costume captured in old photographs
is the one that integrated external influences. Once the community included the influences
from prestigious sources, the shape of the folk costume was fixed. Reluctance to change
and insensitivity to fashion have become operational again in keeping it unchanged over
generations, in which the Romanian community in Rupea behaved as a traditional one. Our
research results focus on the period when this community transformed from a traditional
one to an urban with traditionalist concerns one.

5.2. The Perpetuity of Popular Costume as a System of Signs

The community-accepted changes did not influence the traditional structure of signs
characteristic of the folk costume. The latter preserved its community-related functionality,
signaling the status of its wearer. The same observation is valid in relation to the changes in
the folk costume as a result of employing new materials. The substitution of the homemade
woven fabric with industrially made fabric or with synthetic fibers at a later date did not
change the design of the garment nor the category to which the woman wearing belonged.
Purchased lace replaced hand-crocheted lace at the sleeves. Black ornamental rows were
attached next to the lace and replaced the strings of ornaments sewn directly onto the
blouse fabric, stitch by stitch on traditional blouses. The function of the folk costume’s
design to signify the wearer’s status within the community is very close to that played
by uniforms. The latter also signals the wearers’ membership to a group [29] and defines
them as its members [3]. Within the system of signs characteristic of the folk costume, the
place where the lace is inserted is more important than its source of production: homemade
or industrially produced. The design of the costume signals membership. In Rupea, the
differences among the same type of costume ensuing from its personalization within the
formal limits delineated by the community are rather small and might be the result of the
the rigor that characterizes the neighboring Saxons’ culture. Folk costumes do resemble
uniforms in this area compared to other localities within the ethnographic area.

We have highlighted on other occasions [10,95] the results of a semiological analysis
of the traditional clothing of Romanians from Rupea. We highlighted the binary opposition
that gives the folk costume its functionality as a symbol. Regarding female clothing, we
signaled the opposition as discreet/flamboyant, closed/open (or modest/provocative),
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and standardized/differentiating. The headscarves of very young girls and older women
are discreet. Floral headscarves worn by girls who are ready to get married and by young
women, as well as the metal pieces adorned with (semi)precious stones, are flamboyant.
A silk headscarf tied under the chin at church is a closed, modest adornment. Floral
headscarves with their corners turned up and worn at dances and other festivities constitute
an open, provocative adornment. The clothing of girls is dependent on their age group,
and the usual clothing of married women is standardized. The ceremonial costumes
of brides, godmothers, and young wives are differentiating. In community weddings,
as a particularization of the standardized/differentiating pair, we also noted the binary
opposition between relatives/simple invitees. Relatives signaled their degree of kinship
with the bride and groom through clothing, while simple invitees wore clothing specific to
their age and marital status. All of these binary oppositions are supported by and leverage
the primary opposition: married/unmarried. The differences in girls’ clothing indicate the
age of their wearer—very young or ready to be married—and the event in the community
calendar they attend. The differences in women’s clothing indicate the important stages
and moments of their family life and kinship. Clothing communicates information about
nubility and fertility. These are relevant pieces of information regarding the power and
prestige of the girl’'s/woman’s lineage. The emphasis placed on these through clothing
signals the importance given to marriage and children by the traditional community.

The use of new textile materials did not compromise the functionality of traditional
costumes as a system of signs, nor did it affect the relevance of the opposing pairs. The
structure of meanings in clothing has been preserved precisely because it was/is still
significant at the community level.

5.3. Resilience in Preserving Tradition

We consider that the replacement of traditional materials with the materials made
available by the very limited offer of communist Romanian commerce is an expression of
the resilience of the local community in Rupea. These changes are completely different from
the borrowings made from prestigious sources. They prove the capacity of the women from
the community to face challenges and find solutions. While the acknowledged borrowings
echo the desire to “join the elite”, the substitution of traditional materials is a means to
survive and resist.

The pressure to supplement wardrobes with new items must have been very high if
the solutions for substitution were adopted. After 1989, there were attempts to replace the
wool used to weave the red rectangular clothing items worn by young girls with acrylic
fibers. It was readily available in shops and easy to weave, whereas wool was harder to
procure (I2). The attempt failed because the community rejected it. The same rejection was
encountered when trying to replace the hand-sewn ornaments on the cuffs of men’s shirts
with decorations made with a sewing machine. The community accepted substitutions on
a need-based case and rejected the ones substantiated by comfort-anchored reasons, even if
women'’s economic roles and labor division within the family changed during communism.
By tradition, it was a woman’s attribute to make the outfit for the entire family, including for
their husbands, children, and themselves. During the long winter nights or after working
in the field, women would weave or spin, and they would teach their daughters and
granddaughters to do the same (I3, I5). As a result of communist drivers for women to
take a job, women ended up having a salary and a fixed schedule but very little time to
make folk costumes for their families. However, as already highlighted, the changes in the
folk costumes that were not need-based were considered unnecessary and inappropriate.
Consequently, they were not considered resilient options, and the pressure to adopt them
was not high enough.
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On the other hand, the repertoire of patriotic songs, canceling the ball organized on
the day of St. John the Baptist, and merging the dance meetings of the youth in a ball
organized on the first Saturday after Christmas are important parts of the resilient response
of the community, especially of the men who made those decisions, to the challenges
incurred by the need to support the traditional custom of the caroling lads’ group despite a
programmatically atheist political regime. The solutions identified to reconcile the ritual
demands of caroling with the ideological constraints and with the schedule of the working
people demonstrate the same resilience. Cultural heritage is recognized as a significant
resource of cultural resilience [37]. According to Flint (2013), “a sustainable community
is one that moves beyond subsistence, to the capability for making choices that promote
resilience and long-term benefits” [103] (p. 58). Such a community is characterized by
“cultural vitality”, namely by the capacity to acknowledge and preserve its values over the
long term.

Along with all the resilient decisions related to caroling, the resilient options to replace
hard-to-acquire traditional materials with readily available ones demonstrate that the local
intangible cultural heritage is viable. The locals’ involvement is a necessary condition in
order to keep heritage alive and to enrich it [104]. This condition has been met in Rupea.
Traditions are preserved and capitalized with the support of the local people. These are the
main connoisseurs and disseminators of cultural heritage [105]. The decisions about the
changes in the folk outfit are taken by the community and are evidence of its functioning as
a manager of cultural heritage.

When the people from Rupea first participated in a contest of local traditions and
customs in the 1970s, the artistic group from Rupea, whose members were wearing the
homemade ceremonial garment, was sanctioned because the women’s white cloth strip
(fachel) used as a head adornment was made of voile and not of home-woven fabric
(I3). According to the ethnographers who were preoccupied with the preservation of
traditional garments, the decision was justified. However, it also signaled the difficulties of
culturally acknowledging that, in order to survive, the folk costume needs to be alive and fit
its wearers.

5.4. The Town as a Keeper of Pre-Urban Traditions

The urban social environment has sustained the resilient approaches of the community
in Rupea. We consider that several factors have contributed to that. The change in the
authorities” approach to traditional culture overlapped with the economic boom witnessed
by Rupea as a new town whose development was supported by county authorities. The
increasing economic development transformed Rupea into a vibrant cultural hub.

The economic power of the local community empowered, for example, the lads” group.
Such groups were re-established in all the villages in the area. However, the number of
lads decreased gradually as they moved to the town, which had more to offer in terms of
job opportunities compared to collectivized villages. On the other hand, the Romanian
population in Rupea increased as a result of the same phenomenon. The number of lads in
the group also increased. Worth noting, the lads would pay the instrument players who
accompanied them when caroling, as well as those playing at the Christmas dance/ball,
from the money gathered during the caroling (14, I5). Paying for instrument players could
be expensive in small and poor communities. However, in the case of Rupea, the costs
were not so high in this respect. Thus, the town of Rupea was an adequate environment for
preserving and developing an interest in this intangible cultural heritage.

It was not just about economic power. The town also could host performances and
support artistic groups. The intellectuals of the town and, last but not least, the teachers
from “St. O. losif” high school were important members of those groups. To this day, the
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cultural association of The Lads of Rupea Fortress continues the tradition of those groups
and relies on the intellectuals (I5, I12). There was a long-standing tradition in Transylvania,
consolidated by the activities of ASTRA, to involve Romanian intellectuals in promoting
Romanian cultural values. Already used to being in front of the public, as well as with the
complicated management of propaganda requirements included in their job descriptions,
the intellectuals in town were quick, even quicker than the dwellers of the neighboring
villages, to grasp the opportunity generated by the change in the political outlook on
national/traditional culture. All those factors contributed to making the urban area a hub
for the preservation and development of interest in cultural heritage.

Somewhat paradoxically, traditions and folklore better resisted in the town area rather
than in the neighboring Romanian villages. The situation is similar in the case of the
Romanian community from the Schei neighborhood in Brasov, where the Youngsters of
Brasov conduct their activities. The opinions on the historical and ethnographic origins of
this group of men are different [106-108]. The Youngsters were considered successors of the
lads” group from the former Romanian settlement that was separate from the city of Brasov,
successors of a group of healers playing an initiating role (called cdlusari in the Romanian
language), or descendants of a paramilitary group meant to protect the settlement. The
Youngsters go caroling at Easter with the blessing of the priest from the main Orthodox
church of the community, organize dance meetings on the terraces of the mountain gorge
situated at the end of the neighborhood, and descend in a ritual manner on horseback into
the historic center of Brasov on the Sunday of Thomas. The dwellers of Schei adjust their
schedule to that of the Youngsters’. In this case, also, the economic and symbolic power
of the urban community, traditionalist by its cultural orientation, enhances the intangible
cultural heritage.

In summary, the Romanians from Rupea adopted external influences from what
they viewed as prestigious sources into their folk costume and integrated these elements
into their traditional system of clothing symbols. They proved resilient in reactivating
and preserving traditions in adverse historical contexts by employing the opportunities
provided by the urban social space.

5.5. Folk Costume, Cultural Dualism and Efficient Cultural Management

Cultural heritage underpins well-being and sustainable development [109], ensuring
the cohesion of the different dimensions of the latter. The folk costume represents a cultural
resource with significant revitalization potential [63]. It serves as an effective tool for
sustaining traditional art. The folk costume supports the preservation of crafts within their
natural cultural environment [60]. In the meantime, by enhancing national identities, folk
costumes also influence contemporary fashion [110]. They can be a source of inspiration
for fashion designers [111]. Produced predominantly from locally sourced, hand-crafted
natural materials, traditional costumes can also inspire sustainable and economically effi-
cient clothing production methods for local communities [112]. The leverage of traditional
crafts can, thus, support community development [111]. Fashion design can be a means of
rediscovering cultural capital and, thus, building and strengthening cultural identity [113].
Reinterpreting traditional cultures helps preserve their relevance. In Rupea, the interest
in preserving the folk costume could turn the town into a handicraft center, making the
creation of the garments a source of income. In any case, each member of the Romanian
community receives their own folk costume when they join the group of lads or the group
of girls attending the ball. Families” domestic efforts in this respect could be combined into
a sustainable activity, even in the form of social entrepreneurship. With regard to the use
of traditional clothing in fashion, the most well-known Romanian item is the traditional
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blouse (ia, the Romanian blouse). But, the inspirational potential of the whole costume
is considerable.

Urszula Swadzba [114] considers that cultural dualism is the most desirable scenario
when discussing the impact of globalization on local cultures. Cultural dualism protects
communities’ cultural identity and allows for the preservation of traditional values (work,
family, and religion) while at the same time having participative assimilation of world
culture. Community members, the educated ones in particular, participate in national
and ethnic cultural events while also being well-anchored into global culture. They, thus,
evolve on two distinct cultural levels. The wide access to online information [115] of
contemporaries facilitates this evolution.

Locals have the best knowledge about cultural heritage, and they are its promot-
ers [105]. Cultural heritage is kept alive and keeps evolving only with the help of locals [104].
Therefore, the decisions on managing heritage resources should be participative [55]. In
Rupea there are two cultural associations oriented towards the preservation of the local
cultural heritage [116]: the “Junii Cetatii Rupea” and the “Ramidava” (name of a large
ancient settlement of unknown location, but traditionally associated with Rupea). The
activities carried out by the associations, local performances and festivals, the organiza-
tion of pre-Lenten balls, and tours in the country and abroad, are easily placed under
the concept of cultural duality. The members of the associations, not least their leaders,
dress up in folk costumes at each event. These associations are potential partners of local
authorities in heritage management. They represent resources that cannot be ignored in
equitable management.

Expertise in cultural preservation and cultural management are interconnected when
aiming for an efficient approach to cultural heritage [53]. It has acquired a strategic
socio-cultural role against the backdrop of the current European interest in the sustain-
able dimension of culture. Cultural management functions as a support for sustainable
regional development [117].

6. Conclusions

From the mid-19th century until today, the Romanian folk costume from Rupea has
restricted its use from universal clothing, simpler for work and more elaborate during
holidays, to a festive costume. The type of celebrations has also changed: the religious
celebrations and the weddings organized within the community requiring ceremonial
outfits have been replaced by performances, celebrations of national holidays, and festive
occasions. The only opportunities to actively wear the folk costumes in a traditional manner
are the winter holidays, Pentecost, and the Married Couple’s Ball. The substitutions of
some textiles and ornaments have been need-based. Such restraints and replacements have
not significantly impacted the design of the folk costume and, implicitly, its significance for
the community. The structural characteristics of the folk costume that work as signs are
instead related to the changes resulting from borrowings. Most of the latter are very old;
they go back in time to the Middle Ages. They are borrowings from prestigious sources;
they met from the beginning the community’s need to enhance its prestige.

Therefore, the Romanian female folk costume from Rupea was not, in its history,
totally insensitive to fashion. But, the influence of fashion has been limitedly linked to a few
sources considered at the community level of prestige and subordinated to the functionality
of the costume as a status insignia. The community’s ability to symbolically and, to a certain
extent, capitalize on external influences has, to a large extent, ensured the perpetuation and
viability of its folk costume.

The functional preservation of the clothing system of signs to this day is also the result
of locals using their own folk costumes, both on the occasion of new events and during
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traditional celebrations and events. That was possible as a result of the community’s elderly
women'’s involvement in teaching their daughters, daughters in law, and granddaughters
how to dress “adequately” for every occasion. The women who were knowledgeable
in this area carefully monitored the details so that everyone would put on what they
were allowed and entitled to, just like in their youth. Given the aforementioned context,
nationalistic communism facilitated the preservation of the folk costume. Moreover, it
opened access to aspects characteristic of community mentality, as they were reflected in
traditional garments.

The town is in the background of the preservation of folk costumes as a component of
local cultural heritage in the Rupea area. The urban social space facilitated borrowings in
the clothing area, as well as resilient solutions. The same area sustained the valuable use
of the folk costume in association with the powerful group of caroling lads during their
performances and ceremonies. We consider that, in the case of the town of Rupea, similar
to the Schei neighborhood in Brasov mentioned earlier, a special relationship between
the urban social space and the intangible cultural heritage is forged. The town favors the
survival of some heritage resources, traditionally belonging to the rural area, within its
borders. That could become the focus of future distinct research.

The small town of Rupea and the town of Brasov share the same Saxon heritage. As a
result, the marginalized and long politically disadvantaged Romanian locals felt the need to
consolidate their own identity and enhance their prestige. The dominant Saxon dimension
of the urban space and, in a broader perspective, the status of a dominated ethnicity in a
multiethnic town might explain the interest of the dominated ethnic group in preserving
their traditional, pre-urban culture within the town. This conclusion of our research could
serve as a hypothesis for future studies.

Our research highlights the cultural resilience of the Romanian community from Rupea
in relation to their intangible cultural heritage. The folk costume became a consolidated
system of signs by including borrowings from prestigious sources and by also changing
in an adequate manner only when needed. The lads” group was re-established during the
1970s upon the initiative of the young men after more than two decades of interruption and
with the elderly men monitoring the precise conduct of the rituals associated with caroling.
The resources of the urban space are used/diverted for the benefit of the community’s
traditions. The way local communities resiliently use the town for their own cultural
interests—and at least partially in opposition to the trends of urban culture—could also
represent a theme of interest for future research. The fact that the need to “keep up with
the trends” within the community forces the identification of resilient solutions represents
a conclusion of our research that can serve as a hypothesis for future research.

The evidence of resilience highlighted throughout our research suggests that local
communities should be given more credit for their capacity to manage their cultural
heritage. For a sustainable approach to cultural heritage, community ownership is at
least as important as professional conservation approaches. In traditionalist communities,
the use of heritage resources ensures the preservation of those resources. Living cultural
heritage finds its own ways of perpetuation. That could even incur the use of urban assets
in order to sustain certain traditions that are older than the history of towns and originate in
rural communities. Efficient heritage management should support heritage throughout this
evolution. The pressure of globalization further increases the importance of communities
in managing heritage resources. The emphasis on authenticity demands cultural dualism
as a sustainable managerial approach.

New management methods could mean crediting traditional or native practices. Local
communities survive by their power to adapt to challenges of different kinds. Contempo-
rary challenges are only the latest in a long line of others that communities have overcome.
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The study on folk costumes and the preservation of traditions in the Romanian community
of Rupea signals the community’s capacity to find sustainable solutions. As we suggested,
the results of the research carried out at the local level could be used as working hypothe-
ses in wider research on the importance of consulting local communities in developing
solutions to contemporary challenges. Extrapolating from this, traditional wisdom and
community resilience may offer sustainable solutions, solutions not only to heritage prob-
lems but even to community development or ecological ones. Efficient and innovative
management should explore this direction.

Limits and Relevance of Our Research

Our methodological approach is qualitative. As with all research of this kind, it is
difficult to extrapolate results and generalize conclusions. We do not claim that the situation
in Rupea is identical to that in other communities. Local geographical, historical, and ethnic
features interact contextually in highly diverse ways. However, we believe that this does
not render our research irrelevant. It provides hypotheses for future studies in terms of the
relationships between urban spaces, traditions, fashion, and resilience. Additionally, our
research offers material for future comparative approaches to the topic.

We limited the number of interviews conducted when theoretical saturation was
reached. However, it is possible that our direct observations regarding the current stan-
dardization of clothing within marital or age categories have influenced our expectations
regarding older folk costumes. This might have led us to overlook some differences. It
is possible that the semiological distinctions are more varied and subtle than those we
identified during the interviews, even when using the technique of photo elicitation. We
also believe that conducting a more in-depth semiological analysis, including in a compara-
tive context, represents a promising direction for future research with potential didactic
applicability.

Also, regarding the sample, as we have previously shown, it was constituted around
and with the help of informal community leaders regarding knowledge about folk costumes
and traditions. We did not take into account the possibility of subjective interpretations
that these leaders may have imposed, even with good intentions, on what they presented
as cultural heritage resources. If so, and these interpretations were also assumed by the
community, this would be a good opportunity to research the dynamics of traditional
culture. The possibility requires a closer look but does not invalidate our conclusions about
the role of the town in heritage conservation.
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