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RURAL HOUSING SPACE
IN THE MIRROR OF RITUALS

ALEKSANDRA MURA|
Institute of Ethnology and Folklore Research, Zagreb

The paper attempts to reveal the relationship of members of certain
traditional community towards their housing space. Since the
problem is set in the past -- during the late nineteenth and the early
twentieth centuries -- and the direct research was impossible to
conduct, the author employed an indircct approach. This
relationship is viewed in the context of its social dimension, using
symbolical procedures within the process of integration of a newly
arrived family member, that is, within the process ol segregation of
family from its late member. Iithnographic and other materials
dealing with architecture, as well as the materials dealing with
wedding and death customs of the peasants from Banija -- one of
the central Croatian regions -- were used as a basis of this
questicning.

The extent to which the processes of interdisciplinary overlappings, that
intensified especially during the second half of the twentieth century,
influenced the articulation of new scientific problems, is well known. One
of such processes of connecting two disciplines resulted by establishment
of so-called anthropology of architecture. The problem articulated was --
- to put it briefly -- the research of the relattonship between a building
and a man as a cultural being, and the basic starting point leaned against
the hypothesis of the two-way quality of this relationship. Namely, people
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feel and use architectural artifacts in a certain way; at the same time, the
built or constructed environment influences cultural behaviour and
motivates certain cultural attitudes (Egenter 1991:7, also Eco 1973:219
and Fister 1988:24).!

The novelty in the questioning of this relationship was in warning
the architects about the cxistence of popular architecture ? casting the light
on a somchow absurd fact that the majority of buildings of the populated
areas of our planet consists of popular architecture itself, although both
history and theory of architecture have been neglecting it until then
(Rappoport 1978:119). Moreover, it warncd about some positive features
of this type of architectural skills, that corresponded with modern
worldview -- for example it corresponded with this type of architecture'’s
harmony with natural environment in which it was built, not having
endangered the ecological stability, that is nowadays considered to be so
mmportant. [t warned about different consideration of the space category;
according to M. Segaud's interpretation, human use of space is a special
cultural product, and the space itself i1s -- in accordance with its structure
or form -- a social product, at the same time both acquired and imposed
(1978:114, 116—117) 3 The inveteracy into a certain space also produces
the awareness of (social/cultural/ethnical) identity, the category that also
belongs to the modern scientific discourse. A new research programme
dealing with architecture and culture gradually formed during the 1980s
in the realm of those new ideas. N. Egenter described its essence: "..
relationships between two different areas of human existence -- between
the immediate experience of concrete things and learning their meanings
- are researched.® On the one hand, it is a question of describing the
gennine and spatial structure of material culture, denoted as
building/architectural form, and of the awareness of its importance"
(1991:9}). Egenter considers important that it 1s "...the frame that man
reveals all the time, the frame he is born into, as he is born into his mother

—

Using this supposition as a starting point, | have myself tried to research the correlation
between housing space, determined by architectural patterns, and the way of life,
determined by cultural habits. The research was conducted 1n a Croatian village, using
family houses butlt between 1895 and 1975 as examples (Muraj 1990:105—110).

Not having a proper or established term, Bernard Rudofsky called the whole set
architecture without an archifect, that 1s, architecture without pedigree (Rudofsky 1976).
Besides those, some other terms, such as traditional, rural, folklore, anonymous, ete.
architecture or building, are also used.

"if (..) every truly inhabited space carries in itself the very the essence of the term
house"” -- claims Segaud -- (...) we have the right to ask ourselves why there are so many
different spaces, depending on the societies they belong to, and also to demand
interpretations that anthropology uses to locate space within a social system”
{197%8:112).

4 Emphasized by A. M.
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tongue. it is the frame he keeps, directly or indirectly, and that present an
order of things that he carries around with him for the rest of his life"
(1991:9).

The anthropology of architecture, conceived this way, places new
challenges for cthnologists/cultural anthropologists. Their duty would be
to research and make public the meaning of certain things, or -- to make
the 1ssue somewhat narrower -- the semantics of the inhabited space. When
talking about the popular architecture of the types ol human communities
such as Luropean rural communities belonging to the pre-industrial or
early industrial period, we might have at our disposal some ethnographic
dala describing the extertor of buildings, spatial and functional division of
the house, interior decoration and typical furnishing, and even somc ways
of satisfying housing nceds. However, do we know enough about the
symbolic places within a housc and its nearest surroundings, about places
that displayed social values and reflected cultural ideology of a certain
human group? Contemporary researchers are no longer able to search for
the answer by conducting their own fieldwork rescarch. Houses built in a
traditional way hardly exist as an inhabited space. However, even more
important 1s that the whole peasant social and cultural context has
completely changed. Namely, we are dealing with a reality that is
temporally and in every other sense very removed from us. The problem
1s made more complicated by the implicite nature of architectural
evaluation. We could illustrate 1t by the above mentioned Egenter's
comparison about being born into one's mother tongue: although they can
express cach of their needs in communication and cxpression in their
mother tongue, the uneducated people cannot explain its grammar and
syntax. Accordingly, the habitual everyday behaviour of people living in
an architectural building would hardly reveal the hidden meanings of
some "sacred" or "dangerous" places of the spatial structure.

Therefore, the attempt to define the scmantic code of the built
environment indirectly must be done through observation and reading of
another symbolic system. We have chosen rituals for this purpose. Here we
do not speak of religious rituals, but of the worldly ones, the ones that
constitute some (so called "life” and "calendar") customs. While the
customs are, being the wider level of attainment, looser structured, rituals
consist -- according to C. Geertz - of strictly formalized bchaviour with
deliberate use of motiocns, words, objects, ctc, and are a means of
expressing a deeper cultural meaning. Geertz emphasizes that by this ritual
expresses and supports -- both consciously and unconsciously -- the basic
cultural values, the meaning of life, and gives the legitimacy to the existing
cultural order. At the same ttime, 1t is the model of a cultural system, as well
as the model for behaviour within that system (Geerlz 1973:87—125).
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municipal centres -- the towns of Glina, Kostajnica and Dvor® — all the
other settlements from Banija arc of a rural type.

The phenomena from the traditional culture of Banija peasants that
we deal with here belong to the life style that prevailed approximately
from the late nineteenth century until the beginning of the World War I1.
Ethnographic recordings and other sources that we use here were cruciat
for the definition of the temporal coordinates of this historical penod. We
are mainly dealing with the manuscripts written as results of ethnographic
and folklornistic fieldwork research of several members of former /nstitute
of Folk Arf in Zagreb.” True, the researchers have done their fieldwork
rescarch between 1954 and 1960, bul their informers' testimonies (some of
the informers were born during the last quarter of the mneteenth century)
mainly speak of the situation of the preceding decades.

The researchers themselves were surprised by the unexpected
archaism that was interwoven into the evervday life of the Banija peasants.
The analysis of their holidays and calendar customs that | did using those
materials (Muraj 1992:185—218}) showed that those people were still
deeply inveterated into their old agricultural world, and not willing to
adopt the modern agrarian achievements. Namely, features of their
production were still numerous irrational actions that were done in order
to secure rich harvests and accretion, protection from natural disasters, and
the actions of what they believed to be evil forces. That 1s why the
constitutional part of calendar customs were performances of symbolic
actions that were supposced to protect from hail, provide rich and fertile
tields, more eggs, abundant cow lactation and larger ship accretion, protect
bee-hives, enlarge honey production, etc.® Besides having the agricultural
production as their primary activity, they also dealt with domestic

6 In the year 1971, 12 555 inhabitants lived in Petrinja, 3 419 in Glina, 2 431 in
Kostlajnica, and 1 629 in Dvor (Enciklopedijo Jugoslavije [The Encyclopaedia of
Yugoslavia] 1980:481).

7 Now called Instituie of Ethnology and Folklore Research.

¥ Jior example, when the storm was about to begin, people would b twigs biessed on
the Palm Sunday; girls who were virgins took part at the processions of blessing fields
on the Ascension Day, having decorated the cross with young spikes, the first
Christmas well-wisher had to sit down on the house floor and cackle, and the
masquerade during carnival had 1o dance in the yard to provide more eggs; people
would take their cows across the bonfire on St George's Day, so that evil women could
not cast a spell on their milk; on the same day, they would take sheep bowels into an
ant-hill, so that their sheep would be as numerous as the ants; on the Midsummer Day,
they would put flower wreaths on (among other places) bee-hives to protect bees and
provide more honey; during the especially festive Christmas Eve ritual, the host would
bring hay inlo the house, and his wife would at the same time throw grains at him, so
that the next year's harvest would be rich; after that, they would light three candles --
- one for the good faith of the imhabitants of that household, the second for the cattle,
and the third for the corn and vineyard, ete. (Muraj 1992:185 and on).
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accidentally that mother-in-law (a female) was chosen to be the person to
help the bride cross the dangerous place. The belief that she gained lucky
charms by entering the house successfully is expressed by what follows
directly. Namely, she should step on a sack or a bag filled with corn, the
most important food product. Sometimes she would step on an egg. Mira
Jandri¢ (born in 1937 in Projavor) explained that "she broke the cgg in
order to achieve richness" (Bonifagié 1960a:30).

The bride eaves the outer and enters the inner space with her last
step. Where is she about to go first? Towards the very centre of the house
space - towards the hearth. The father-in-law or brother-in-law bring her
there. First, she will dig the {ire with a fire-iron, and then she will encircle
the fire three times. The practice that was noted in the houschold that did
not have a hearth any more speaks of the Bamja peasants’ caring about this
procedure. In such houses, people would take a burning live coal out of
their stove and put it on the {loor (Bomfaci¢ 1959:6, 20; 1954:32, 38),
thus enabling the bride to encircle it three times and do her symbolic duty
of approaching thc housc firc.

If the hearth i1s essentially an existential centre, that is, the narrower
circle of the home, the second concentric circle is the table, the place
around which the family gathers most. The bride approaches it now, and
encircles it three times, just as she encircled the hearth. According to a
record from the village of BaCuga, at the same time she would bow to
every corner, kiss it, and put in it a piece of bread given to her by the
mother-in-low as she entered the house (Bonifadié 1954:38). The
partictpants themselves experienced the encircling of the table as an
integrative process. It is shown in testimony of Hija SamardZija from the
village of Selidte: "The landlord takes her by the hand and leads her
around the table, so that she becomes a part of the family [druZince]"
(Bonifaci¢ 1954:32). After that, the bnide 1s being seated at the table and
brought a male child that she would seat in her lap and present with a gift.
The meaning of this act is obvious: it is meant to encourage a soon
reproduction. The emphasized wish that the tirst-born child is malc
reflects the earlier discussed patriarch worldview of the inhabitants of
Banija.

Moving from the threshold towards the table, the bride gradually
enters into so-called aggregation, the third and final van Gennep's phases
of the rite de passage. She 1s now achieving her new social status. She has
been accepted by the house members, and gained a new placc for living.
The only thing left to do is to announce it publicly; a place in the room
under the main beam is serving this purpose. In some cases — for example
in the village of BaCuga (Bonifadi¢ 1954:38) -- the best man and brother-
-in-law are going to lead her and help her to turn around three tunes in the
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traditional direction -- clockwise !> Having kissed her after each turn, the
best man and brother-in-law, betng the house's representatives, finalize her
reception in public. In other cases, the place under the main beam is going
to be the stage somewhat later, in the moment when all the guests have
been seated at the table. During the toast, whose first line says: "The bride
has come into this house, let God help her!" [Dosla je sna3a pod ovaj krov,
pomogao jo] gospod Bog!] (as Milo§ Bogdanovi¢ from the village of
Gornji Kukuruzari told us) certain wedding characler takes an ax and hits
the beam very hard (Bonifaéié 1959a:6). Il we remind us of the lit bonfire
as the visual signal from the beginmng of the process of reception, hitting
the beam could be interpreted as the auditory signal at its end. The
metaphor of beam within the context of the house as a whole can also be
seen in the scene that happens later, in the phase when guests present the
bride with gifts. Juraj Vudicevié from the village of Hrastovica said that the
wedding ceremonial character invites the father-in-law to join this act and
hits the beam, crying out: “This ridge has to give the bride some lucky
coin!" (Boniladi¢c 1960a:12).

This last act, performed at the mentioned place in the house, actually
brought the process of social integration of an adult member, capable of
reproduction and work, into the family (and production) community to its
end. We have seen that its direction was from the public towards the
private, from the outer towards the inner, from the far towards the ncar -- it
lead through some crucial points of the territory and within the house.

However, in order to determine their validity, let us try to follow the
path from the opposite direction, the direction arousing from an opposite
social situation. We arc talking about the final parting from a family
member, caused by his death. Although this shift in life, the transition of
the deceased into another world, 1s followed by rituals, their varieties are
not as numerous as in wedding customs; therefore, the analogy of
comparison is going to be significantly decreased. Still, it is worth trying.

It should be stated as an mtroductory note that the Banija death and
funeral ritual interweaves two groups of procedures, just as anywhere else.
The one group expresses the attempt of family members that their
deccased member would be well equipped and would happily and satisfied
2o o the world of the dead. On the other hand, the other group tries to
protect the living from the deceased member's possible disturbance, or
cven from his ability to take another family member with him.

Discussing wedding rituals, we have scen that the process of

integration ended in the room, under the main ceiling beam. The process
of segregation, with which the family separates from its deceased member,

12 The rural terminology names it "following the Sun's steps" [na oposun).
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with blood. The group carrying the deceased had to step in it (Bonifagié
1959a:21). This will symbolically cut off the way through which the
deceased person's soul might return into the house.

Wishing that the parting i1s definite and without negative
consequences, a lamily member will break a pot and pout out all the water
in the house at the moment when the deceased leaves the hounse. However,
these precautions are not applied only in this space; the wider environment
is also being protected from the possible return of the deceased person's
soul. Namely, members of all houses on the way from the house to the
cemetery. the place of the final transition into the world of the dead, pour
oul waler.

The deccased person's escorts -- possibly contaminated by evil
forces -- have to cleanse both physically and symbolically, in order to
continue their household and family lives as usual. The hearth plays a role
again; every member of the funeral escort will wash their hands above it,
and, according to Mira Grubié's narration, people from the village of
Cukor used to throw live coal over their heads in order to drive away the
"dirt" (Bomifacié 1959a:22). After that, all of them would gather around
the room table -- the room was given back its everyday appecarance during
the tuneral. Having parted from the deceased family member at his grave,
the Iriends and grave-diggers part ftom his soul as well, having a meal
together. Before the third course is served, a prayer for his soul is going to
be said with a lit candle; this candle will then be fixed onto the beam,
where 1t will burn off, This will symbolically close the circle, the circle of
the ultimate departure.

We are aware of having cast only a single ray of light on the
revelation of the relationships that people living 1n the villages of Banija
during the first halt of the twentieth century had with their living space
with this presentation of procedures taken from a set of folklore
inheritance and with the attempt of its interpretation. In order to view this
relationship in its entirety, we should observe it through the context of
other life events. However, the uncompleted presentation like this one can
tell us something. First, we have to claim that the restrained living space
and 1ts material [rame, such as the one people from Banija had at their
disposal, did not give a large range of ways of satisfying housing needs. It
was arranged 1n a modest manner, poorly furnished, and it had to be not
very comfortable. These feature limited the possibilities of the inhabitants
themselves, so that it is not peculiar that the places found to be most
significant in their behaviour and perceptions were at the same time the
most basic ones -- hearth, table, threshold. However, the meanings given to
those common places are far beyond their practical, everyday function.
They denote the meaning of the house itself. And the house meant for its
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