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The Sanziene Festival among the Aromanians of Dobrogea

Abstract

This article explores the ceremonial complex of the Sanziene (Ta Yania) celebrated by the
Aromanian communities of Dobrogea, highlighting its syncretic and deeply symbolic character.
The festival, held on 24 June, combines agrarian, magical, and religious elements, marking a key
moment in the Aromanian folk calendar. Through a detailed description of the rituals—flower
gathering, vessel decoration, ritual dances and songs, good-luck wreaths, and the holy water rite—
the community, nuptial, and protective roles of the custom are emphasized. The work also draws
on the contribution of ethnomusicologist Constantin Breazna, offering insights from a 1982
documentary film. Beyond its festive dimension, Ta Yania reflects the resilience of Aromanian

cultural identity and the continuity of ancient practices in the face of modern challenges.
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The Sanziene Festival, known in the Aromanian tradition as Ta Yania, is one of the most
important summer ceremonies, celebrated annually on 24 June, coinciding with the religious feast
of the Nativity of Saint John the Baptist. This ancient custom, with Roman roots, is dedicated to
fertility, love, and abundance—a blend of agrarian practices and magical elements—becoming a
landmark in the Aromanian folk calendar!. For Aromanians, the Sanziene are benevolent fairies,
protectors of the fields and keepers of prosperity and harmony in the community.

On the eve of 24 June, during Ta Yania night, groups of girls and young women, always in
odd numbers—between 11 and 31—set out together into the fields or meadows in search of a
sacred plant: the Sanziana or cusita, as Aromanians call it. Once found, each participant “marks”
her plant with a red thread to protect it from the eyes of other girls and ensure that she can later
claim the yield of this “harvest.” The gathered Sanziene are tied to a bucket or vessel, called ghium

or canda, symbolizing fertility and renewal. While some girls decorate the vessel, the others sing
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ritual songs whose verses express love and longing, evoking the beauty of summer and calling for
luck and abundance in their lives.

On the morning of the festival, the girls gather again to weave Sanziene wreaths, worn as
magical crowns. These wreaths are considered sacred, endowed with protective powers and
bringing health and good fortune. They are kept in the household, hung on doors or windows, to
guard against evil spirits and bad luck. The custom also has a strong nuptial meaning: on this
morning, some girls toss their wreath over the roof of the house; if it remains caught, it is believed
the girl will marry soon.

The custom also includes a water ritual, in which the girls walk through the village carrying
the decorated bucket filled with Sanziene and other flowers. They visit nearby springs or wells,
collecting fresh water—known as “unstarted water”—which they then bring to the village homes.
Along the way, they sing songs of love, longing, and hope, including old ballads that recall events
from the Aromanian community’s past. At each house, the hosts are invited to taste the water
blessed by the Sanziene and contribute symbolic gifts, usually silver coins, for good luck. The
collected water is considered healing, used to sprinkle the household, animals, and gardens,
ensuring protection and health for the entire community?.

This collective ceremonial also has a competitive side: each group of girls strives to
decorate their vessel as beautifully as possible, engaging in a friendly rivalry between the village’s
groups. In some places, when two groups meet on the road, the boys accompanying them attempt
to “attack” the decorated vessel in a playful contest that heightens the excitement of the celebration.
If the vessel is broken, it is seen as a bad omen for that group.

The Aromanian Sanziene tradition, similar to other agrarian customs in the Romanian
cultural space, is nonetheless unique in its particular details. In certain villages in Greece, where
the custom is still preserved, girls take their decorated vessel to three springs, while the men of the
village perform parallel rituals, sometimes staging a symbolic wedding in which a man is dressed
as a bride and paraded through the village, accompanied by gunfire and applause. In other places,

girls place silver jewelry in the vessel at sunset and leave it under a rose bush overnight so that the
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water gains healing powers. The next day, they share the water and the Sanziene flowers, reciting
blessings and protective formulas®.

The celebration is marked by a strong sense of sacredness. On Ta Yania night, it is
considered sacrilegious to speak or sing in any language other than Aromanian, to preserve the
ritual’s authenticity and honor the ancient mother tongue. The custom continues to be observed in
Dobrogea and other Aromanian communities, symbolizing the close bond with nature, cultural
identity, and respect for the sacred forces of the universe’.

Despite the passage of time and the pressures of modernity, the Aromanian Sanziene
tradition remains a ritual of magic, hope, and communal unity, reflecting the strength and beauty
of traditions that have survived and continue to form part of the spiritual life of this community.
In 1982, ethnomusicologist Constantin Breazna produced a valuable ethnographic documentary
film about the Aromanian Sanziene celebration, capturing its key moments. The following
information is drawn from that archival film®:

a) In Dobrogea, the custom was particularly observed among the Gramostean Aromanians,
under the name 7a Yania, referring to the two days of celebration—Galeata (the Bucket) on 23
June and La curuni (the Wreaths) on 24 June. The festival’s scenario also had a musical backdrop,
with verses summing up the essence of the day: Foaie ciz de flori,/ Joi in sarbatori,/ Plecat, au
plecat/ Dis de dimineata,/ Pe roud, pe ceata/ Vreo trei surarele, mandre, frumusele,/ Ele cand
plecau,/ Pe dealuri umblau,/ Si flori culegeau/ Apoi impleteau,/ Si jucau cantand,/ Codrul
rasundnd.

b) On the first day, children were sent by their mothers to the hills to pick flowers—40
different kinds, according to custom—which they would bring back to the girls waiting in the
village. To diversify, flower exchanges were common so that each girl ended up with as varied a
bouquet as possible.

¢) In the afternoon, the girls would go to the well and decorate their buckets with the
collected flowers, sometimes assisted by an older woman. In the past, there was only one decorated
bucket for the entire street, but today each girl has her own. The buckets are filled with water, into

which silver coins, earrings, and rings are dropped, while the girls sing the ritual song Umpleti
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soro vearsa frate. The jewelry remains in the water until the next morning, when, dressed in
traditional costumes, the girls parade through the village singing and dancing around the buckets.
When different groups meet, they must exchange a silver coin to maintain peace. Reaching the
village center, the girls hold hands and dance to the song Taiani ianismata. Engaged girls lead the
dance, as it is their last Sanziene celebration before marriage. The dances and songs last until late
evening, after which the buckets are placed on rooftops to catch the dew. Unmarried girls place
flowers from the bucket under their pillows, hoping to dream of their future husband.

d) On the morning of the second day, the girls wash with the bucket water, believed to have
magical powers against illness and evil. The remaining water is kept as a remedy until the
following year. The flowers are dismantled and taken to the hills to be woven into wreaths—two
for each girl, to be given to her mother, sister, or aunt. Engaged girls make additional wreaths for
their mother-in-law and future aunts-in-law. The celebration continues with the Sanziene dance,
where girls wear wreaths on their heads and at their waists—the latter believed to ease childbirth
and ensure healthy children.

e) At the end of the day, the girls return to the village, welcomed by the elders, who
carefully watch that traditions are preserved. At home, the wreath is given to the mother, who
throws it onto the roof: if it stays, it is a good omen; if it falls, it foretells a death in the family.
Sometimes, the wreath is placed near the icon together with the remaining water. Engaged girls
send wreaths to their mother-in-law and future aunts-in-law via children, as they cannot enter the
groom’s house before the wedding. These messengers are rewarded with coins and small gifts for
the future bride. Dried Sanziene flowers are used to ward off evil spirits from the house, yard, and
animal pens by burning them as incense.

On the same day, wreaths are taken to the cemetery for recently deceased persons—

especially unmarried girls—as an emotional transfer from the living to the dead.

Conclusions

The Sanziene Festival, in its Aromanian form 7Ta Yania, proves to be more than a simple
agrarian ritual or a remnant of ancestral traditions—it is a living preservation of cultural identity,
a profound act of communion between human, nature, and transcendence. Through its complexity
and symbolism, the custom illustrates a holistic worldview in which fertility, love, luck, and divine

protection harmoniously intertwine in a sacred festive scenario.
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Despite the pressures of modernization and the risks of cultural assimilation, the
Aromanian communities of Dobrogea continue to preserve this ritual with dignity and sensitivity.
Passed down from generation to generation, the Sanziene Festival becomes an identity bond and a
symbol of cultural resilience, renewing each year the community’s connection with the past, the
mother tongue, and the values that define it.

Beyond the traditional manifestations lies a profound emotional dimension: the desire for
belonging, the hope for personal fulfillment, and the belief in the unseen forces that govern the
universe. Ta Yania is not merely a summer festival—it is a celebration of life in all its forms, a

living reflection of the Aromanian soul, filled with poetry, longing, and light.
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