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Abstract 

 
This thesis deals with the transformations which have occurred in RoἨia MontanŁ, 

Romania after the late 1990s ï early 2000s ï when the mining company RMGC arrived at the 

community with a plan to start an open pit mine in the area ï and how these transformations have 

influenced the localsô perceptions of their surroundings. RoἨia MontanŁ and its surrounding area 

has a thousands of years long mining history, but a project with an amplitude such as that 

proposed by RMGC would have been something unprecedented not only in the region, but in the 

whole country. The project was met by a strong country-wide opposition, since its 

implementation would have involved the displacement of a few thousands of people, and it also 

raised considerable environmental and economic concerns. Within RoἨia MontanŁôs community, 

the attitudes towards the company and its project were anything but homogenous or stable. 

 Though the project was never implemented, since the company failed to get all the 

approvals required for setting it in motion, RoἨia MontanŁ and the lives of its inhabitants were 

greatly transformed by the presence of the company. Apart from the fact that much of the 

population has already been relocated, the social environment in RoἨia MontanŁ was greatly 

changed, mostly due to the conflictual relationships between those who were against the project 

and those who were for it. The transformations that this thesis centers on are those concerning 

the localsô relationship with their place and their landscape. I have approached both peopleôs 

relationship with the physical landscape as well as their relationship with the social ones, or the ï

scapes, as Appadurai conceives of them, looking at the ways the locals have used in order to 

navigate the latter. This social landscape was an overwhelmingly intricate one, navigating it was 

highly confusing and demanding, required skills that the locals needed to develop almost 

overnight, and has strained the collective psyche. Most of the research was conducted in RoἨia 

MontanŁ, but part of it took place in Recea, the neighbourhood built by the company for those 

who accepted to relocate, but also wished to remain within the same community. Recea is around 

70 km away from RoἨia MontanŁ and its landscape is completely different, both physically and 

socially. Thus, while the relocatees in Recea had to adapt to their new place, those who remained 

in RoἨia MontanŁ had to adapt to living in a place whose population was severely reduced by 

these relocations. But since the company has yet to accept its defeat, many of RoἨia MontanŁôs 

inhabitants are in a state of insecurity: they do not yet know for certain whether the mining 

project will ever be launched or not. 
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 Chapter I  

         Introduction  

 

After 1990 Romaniaôs reservoir of resources has become attractive to foreign mining 

companies. One of the most priced and sought after resource is gold, mainly found in the area of 

the Apuseni Mountains, in the western part of Romania. This area is well known for its 

resources, especially gold which has been exploited here since the Roman times. The place most 

renowned for its mining history in this region, but also for having the oldest documentary 

attestation in Romania is RoἨia MontanŁ. Still, the main reason why RoἨia MontanŁ is so well 

known nowadays is in fact the nation-wide resistance movement that has arisen against a 

controversial gold and silver mining project that was planned take to place there, culminating in 

2013, when massive protests took over the whole country and even spread branches abroad, 

voicing a harsh disapproval towards the mining project and RoἨia MontanŁ Gold Corporation 

(RMGC or simply, ñGoldò, as the locals were usually addressing it), the company wishing to 

implement it.  

This thesis deals mainly with the ways in which the inhabitants of RoἨia MontanŁ 

perceive and are affected by the actions of RMGC, how the relationship with their place and 

their landscape was influenced by these actions and the strategies they adopted in order to handle 

them.  

 

I.1. The company and its project 

Among the reasons why the project stirred such controversy are the facts that it implied 

the creation of the largest open pit mine in Europe, the exploitation of all the resources found in 

the mine over a very short period of time (roughly 15 years) and, as is common in such projects, 

the use of cyanide; for this project to take place the people living in 2 of the 16 villages 

belonging to the commune, namely RoἨia MontanŁ and Corna villages would have to be 

relocated; the open pits were intended to be dug up into the 4 mountains surrounding RoἨia 

MontanŁ, while the tailings dam would be situated at the place where Corna village still stands 

until this day; obviously, if approved the project would have completely changed the landscape, 

it would have relocated all the people living there and changed their ways of living, particularly 
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their ways of subsistence. Apart from the environmental issues posed by such an massive 

project, those who opposed it were concerned with the possibility of losing what they referred to 

as ñthe RoἨia MontanŁ heritage.ò Apart from hosting some of the oldest underground Roman 

galleries, RoἨia MontanŁ is also the host of numerous historical monuments from the eighteenth 

and nineteenth century (Ciobanu 2007: 1). 

RMGCôs main shareholder and beneficial owner of the project is Gabriel Resources,
1
 a 

Canadian company which owns most of the shares (80.69 %) and is listed on the Toronto Stock 

Exchange. The other shareholder is Minvest RoἨia MontanŁ S.A. ï the mining state owned 

company, which owns 19.31%.
2
 

The company made its entrance in a rather shady manner. On September 5
th
 1995 the 

state mining company, Minvest S.A., which at that time was named RAC Deva, announced in 

the newspaper that it was looking for a partner in order to exploit the precious metals 

(Documentele Confidentialeé, 2013) that ended up in the tailings ponds during the process of 

the previous exploitations. But it turns out that the partner had in fact been decided the day 

before this announcement. Thus, Gabriel Resources got the license for exploiting the tailings 

ponds on September 4
th
 1995 (ibid.). This partnership resulted in the company called Euro Gold 

Resources (ibid.), created in June 1997 (Plugaru, 2013); in 1998 Minvest received the 

exploitation license which would allow them to continue the exploitation of Cetate Massif for a 

minimum of 20 years (ibid.). In 1999 Euro Gold changes its name into RoἨia MontanŁ Gold 

Corporation and acquires the concession license for the exploitation of Cetate Masiff through a 

transfer from Minvest (ibid.). This Masiff, standing next to RoἨia MontanŁ had been exploited 

as an open cast mine since 1968, but its size is insignificant in comparison to the project 

proposed by the company. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
http://www.gabrielresources.com/site/RoἨia MontanŁ.aspx 

2
http://en.rmgc.ro/about-us/about-us.html 

http://www.gabrielresources.com/site/rosiamontana.aspx
http://en.rmgc.ro/about-us/about-us.html
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Cetate open pit mine ï present day (Photograph by Larisa Sevastre).     

 

 

Cetate  Masiff before 1970 (from Valentin Rusôs  personal collection).3
  

                                                           
3 Photo courtesy http://adevarul.ro/locale/alba-iulia/secretele-masivului-cetate-rosia-montana-locul-2000-ani-s-a-

sfredelit-pamantul-cautarea-aurului-1_5565bfe7cfbe376e35a5f27d/index.html#gallery_currentImage 

http://adevarul.ro/locale/alba-iulia/secretele-masivului-cetate-rosia-montana-locul-2000-ani-s-a-sfredelit-pamantul-cautarea-aurului-1_5565bfe7cfbe376e35a5f27d/index.html#gallery_currentImage
http://adevarul.ro/locale/alba-iulia/secretele-masivului-cetate-rosia-montana-locul-2000-ani-s-a-sfredelit-pamantul-cautarea-aurului-1_5565bfe7cfbe376e35a5f27d/index.html#gallery_currentImage
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In 2001 RMGC proposed the creation of 3 more open pits around RoἨia MontanŁ: 

Cârnic, Jig-VŁidoaia, Orlea (Plugaru, 2013). The whole project would imply the usage of over 

200 000 tonnes cyanide over the expoitation period (ibid.) and the concession license with 

regards to the project concerns an area of nearly 2 400 hectares.
4
 

Seven years after being leased by RMGC, in 2006, the exploitation at Cetate was shut 

down, laying off the hundreds of locals who were working for it, the reason mentioned being its 

lack of feasibility. Many of the locals refused to believe this explanation and viewed the act of 

closing the mine as an attempt from RMGC to impoverish them even more, to make them 

dependent on the company and thus compel them to accept their project and, implicitly, to 

accept the relocation; even more so after 2010, when documents which show that the closing of 

the mine was done at RMGCôs request, were made public. (DOVADA! Goldé, 2011)  

 

I.2. The beginning of the resistance 

People started to figure out the fact that the companyôs interest was not in exploiting the 

ñleftoversò in the tailings ponds, but to actually build a colossal open pit mine, with everything 

such a structure implies, in 2000. That year, those who were against the project formed an 

organization named Alburnus Maior ï after the Roman name of RoἨia MontanŁ ï in order to 

represent their resistance efforts against the mining project. They also started the campaign 

ñSave RoἨia MontanŁò which has become the largest protest movement in Romania since the 

revolution in 1989 (Dale-Harris 2012: 43). 

The opposition was rather inexperienced and timid in the beginning and it took it 2 years 

to become visible (GoἪiu 2013: 351). As some of the members told me, what they had back then 

was mostly their will, rather than skills or experience. Then, in 2002 the association received 

help from Stephanie Danielle Roth, a French-Swiss environmental activist, a former writer for 

ñThe Ecologistò magazine, who had previous experience with organizing environmental and 

social grass-roots movements both in Romania and abroad. My interviewees often claimed that 

her help was decisive in building up the opposition. In 2005 Stephanie won ñThe Goldman 

Environmental Prizeò for her work against RMGCôs project.
5
 

                                                           
4
http://gabrielresources.com/site/RoἨia MontanŁ.aspx 

5
http://www.goldmanprize.org/recipient/stephanie-roth/ 

http://gabrielresources.com/site/rosiamontana.aspx
http://www.goldmanprize.org/recipient/stephanie-roth/
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In 2004, Alburnus Maior organized the first edition of the FânFest (HayFest) festival in RoἨia 

MontanŁ. FânFest started as a form of protest against the company and it served as a tool for 

raising awareness about the companyôs actions, and about related environmental issues in other 

parts of the world as well. It also focused on promoting activities such as tourism and 

agriculture as alternatives to mining. FânFest has been organized almost each summer between 

2004 and 2015, with two years break in 2008 and 2009, and it comprised a wide range of 

activities from music concerts to guided tours in the area and photography exhibitions.  

 

I.3. The company and the law 

In 2013, an attempt from RMGC to change the mining law stirred the outrage of the 

Romanian society and led to massive protests in several Romanian cities and even abroad which 

lasted for several months. The bill proposed by RMGC in this context was entitled Certain 

measures for the gold/silver exploitation of the Roѽia MontanŁ perimeter and for stimulating as 

well as fascilitating mining activities in Romania (Harosa et al.. n.d.). The reason why it stirred 

such uproar was the fact that it implied ñunconstitutional expropriation procedures, authoritiesô 

obligation to issue notices, derogation from the Historical Monument Law and from the EU 

Water Framework Directiveò (Gabriel Resources questé, 2013). In other words, if approved, 

the bill would have made the interests of private mining companies' a priority, at the expense of 

national interests, it would have severely weakened peopleôs agency towards their properties 

and absolved the mining companies from many of the responsibilities they normally have 

towards the environment and the heritage (Harosa et al., n.d.). ñThese amendaments (sic) to the 

mining law would have been the dissolution of the State, since the State was substituted by 

companies in relation to citizensò (ibid.). This last quote is particularly interesting within the 

context of what happened in RoἨia MontanŁ under RMGCôs influence. The bill was in the end 

rejected after all the massive protests. But it seems, at least to some extent, that the company 

had already replaced the State in RoἨia MontanŁ long before 2013 due to its penetration into 

public institutions such as the town hall, the church and the school. This is only one of the 

aspects that helped the company gain support from many of RoἨia MontanŁôs inhabitants. The 

supporters were grateful for services that were provided by the company, but which should 

normally be easily provided by the state, such as English or French language courses.  The 

companyôs supporters, often derogatorily referred to as ñgoldistsò by its opponents, saw the 
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project as a development opportunity for the area, and were looking forward to the jobs that 

RMGC promised to offer through the project.  

On 21
st
 of July 2015 Gabriel Resources issued a request for arbitration at the World 

Bankôs International Centre for Settlement of Investment Disputes (ICSID) against the 

Romanian State for the fact that Romania has stopped the implementation of the project 

ñthrough its actions and inactionsò.
6
 The dispute hasnôt been solved up to this day and while 

some of the locals are convinced that the company has no chance in winning, others are 

nervously waiting for the result.  

Another issue debated in the case of RoἨia MontanŁ is the fact that the area was declared 

a mono-industrial mining area by the local County Council in 2002, following the pressure 

coming from the corporation (Ivanciuc, 2013) and hence, no one can develop any activity there 

apart from mining and the European funds for developing activities in this area were blocked by 

the government. The locals, particularly those opposing the company complained that this was 

stopping them from starting their own business. Some of them would like to start their own 

businesses in tourism due to the areaôs attractive surroundings and its historical heritage. But the 

companyôs representatives claimed that the area had no potential for tourism or any other 

activity apart from mining, and they depicted the place as a heavily polluted and a hopeless one 

in terms of developing alternative sources of income, portraying the project as its only salvation. 

The physical surroundings are a combination of wilderness and man-made elements 

which remind the visitor of the mining history of the place. Amongst the man-made elements 

one could see markers of agricultural activities, such as gardens and steep pastures, but also 

reminiscences of the mining activity of the past, such as mining galleries, which have 

transformed the mountains into a ñSwiss cheese-like landscapeò (Istvan 2011: 7) and natural 

looking artificial lakes, which were used for clearing out the gold before 1948, when this was 

still extracted through the traditional method. Many, both locals and tourists appreciate this 

mixand consider that this is what makes RoἨia MontanŁ so special and valuable as a testimony 

of the mining history.  

                                                           
6 http://en.rmgc.ro/media/press-releases/gabriel-files-for-international-arbitration-against-romania.html  

http://en.rmgc.ro/media/press-releases/gabriel-files-for-international-arbitration-against-romania.html
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Cârnic Mountain with the traces of its mining past (Photograph by Larisa Sevastre). 

 

I.4. The acquisition of properties and the relocation process 

For the project to be implemented, everyone who owned property in the area where the 

exploitation was planned to take place had to agree on selling their properties to the company 

and relocate or resettle somewhere else. The company started buying the properties in RoἨia 

MontanŁ in 2002 even though it never received all the approvals which were necessary for 

starting the exploitation. The corporation managed to buy around 80% of the total of 800 

householdôs real estate in RoἨia MontanŁ (Ciobanu 2007: 1) and relocated or resettled the 

families who agreed to do so. But since there were and there still are people who refuse to sell 

their properties and leave RoἨia MontanŁ, and also because the company failed to obtain all the 

approvals needed in order to begin, the mine was never built.  

After selling their properties the locals moved to different places in the area or elsewhere 

in the country. Some, especially elders moved to the cities in order to live with their children or 
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other family members. But for those who wanted to remain within the same community, two 

sites were initially established ï the  neighborhood of Recea, in the town of Alba Iulia, where 

150 families moved in, mostly during 2008-2009; and Piatra AlbŁ, situated at the edge of RoἨia 

MontanŁ (Vesalon & CreŞan 2012: 67). Piatra AlbŁ was never built even though around 25 

people signed up to live there. Thus, it was one of the many subjects of controversy surrounding 

the company and a source of disappointment for many.   

The landscape of Recea is completely different from the one in RoἨia MontanŁ. It is 

situated at the edge of the town of Alba Iulia, 76 kilometers away from RoἨia MontanŁ. This 

town has a population of around 76 500 inhabitants in contrast to RoἨia MontanŁ, which had 

around 3000 inhabitants at the time when the process of resettlement started. The land of the 

resettlement site is mostly flat, while RoἨia MontanŁ is surrounded by mountains; Recea 

consists of quite big houses, placed very close to each other and with very small gardens, which 

is very different from RoἨia MontanŁ and from the usual Romanian village-scape, with small or 

medium sized houses and with most of the space consisting of cultivated land placed either right 

next to the house of its owner or just outside the village, and pastures. 

Acting on the criticism that this kind of resettlement is destroying the traditional way of 

life, the mining company planned Piatra AlbŁ just 5 kilometers from the center of RoἨia 

MontanŁ and it claims that this will be a ñmodern ï yet traditional ï villageò (as quoted by 

Vesalon & CreŞan 2012: 67).  

However, there were complaints about both sites. Recea stirred many complaints, mainly 

regarding the quality of the houses and of the air, while Piatra AlbŁ stirred complaints due to the 

fact that the only part of it that was ever built was the road, which was destroyed by landslides 

soon afterwards. But even without the issues related to the quality of the houses and the roads at 

the new sites, the way people from RoἨia MontanŁ were resettled still raises many questions, as 

I will show later. As mentioned already, in 2013 RMGC attempted to change the mining law in 

Romania to such an extent that they would be allowed to forcefully displace those who chose to 

remain in RoἨia MontanŁ. This attempt failed, but if we listen to the statements of many of the 

locals, recounting the not-so-ethical tactics (for eg. intimidation and scapegoating of those who 

did not want to leave) used by the company in order to push people into selling their properties, 

we can be tempted to doubt that those who have already resettled or relocated did it entirely on a 

voluntary basis. Instead, it would appear that we are talking about a merely apparent choice or a 
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semi-illusion of choice in the case of at least some of the people who were ñvoluntarilyò 

resettled or relocated. According to Mining Watch ï an NGO addressing the social and 

environmental issues raised by inadequate mining practices ï for more than ten years, the 

company conducted an intensive pro-mining campaign in RoἨia MontanŁ and during this time 

intimidations were reported, and the complete information regarding the risks of the mining 

project was not provided (Vesalon & CreŞan 2012: 69). Also, there is much talk about the 

company having turned family members against each other in cases where part of the members 

of one family wanted to sell the property and relocate or resettle, but the rest of the family didnôt 

(Daub, 2012). In addition to this, it seems that the company used something I would like to call 

a ñvisual strategyò for making RoἨia MontanŁ less appealing to those who chose to remain; 

strategies such as neglecting the buildings it acquired, including the patrimony buildings, which, 

by law, they were supposed to keep in good condition; or drilling for samples in highly visible 

places. 

Another issue raised by the resettlement process, as Toma has remarked (in Vesalon & 

CreŞan 2012: 70), is the fact that in the neighborhood of Recea, the residents do not have the 

possibility to practice land-based activities for their subsistence since they have ten times less 

land than they used to have and the compensation the mining company offers for this is not 

adequate; for example, no form of compensation is offered for the loss of access to pastures or to 

other sort of publicly owned land (Vesalon & CreŞan 2012: 70). 

 

I.5. Theories and approaches 

I am using the word ñlandscapeò in order to refer to the physical surroundings ï natural 

and man-made, but also in a less literal one, where I am broadly referring to the social landscape 

one dwells in. By using the expression ñshifting landscapeò, I wish to point towards the 

instability of both aspects of RoἨia MontanŁôs landscape ï the physical and the social one. For 

analyzing the social landscape I am inspired by Appaduraiôs concept of -scapes (see Appadurai 

1990). Appadurai has focused on the complexities and ruptures within the ñnew global cultural 

economyò (Appadurai 1990: 6) which characterize our modern world and he uses the concept of 

-scapes in this sense. These ïscapes are the fluid ñdimensions of cultural flowò (ibid.) to be 

identified in the present-day world and through which one can analyze todayôs social landscape 

with its instabilities and contradictions. This concept is useful in analyzing the social landscape 
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of RoἨia MontanŁ due to the pronounced global aspect that ï all of a sudden ï made its presence 

in this place. Making sense of these ïscapes and of unstable, intricate social environments in 

general and dealing with them is often a challenging task, as it requires one to move within a 

moving environment. The concept often referred to in anthropology in order to describe this 

practice and which I also found most useful to work with in thesis is ñnavigationò (Vigh 2009: 

419). The word ñnavigationò, normally means ñsailingò (Vigh 2009: 420), and thus it suggests 

the way one has to move in order to cut through an unstable environment, such as the sea. Hence, 

it is a very helpful metaphor in understanding how people deal with the changing environments 

characterizing the current global reality.      

As for the physical landscape, RMGCôs project would imply its radical and irreversible 

change and though the project proper never started, the company did nevertheless heavily change 

the landscape of RoἨia MontanŁ by relocating most of its population despite the fact that they 

never got all the approvals necessary to actually begin mining. Though this fact is often left out, 

people themselves are also part of the physical landscape and therefore have to be taken into 

consideration when we operate with this concept. As for the social landscape, everyone in the 

community was complaining about the great extent to which the social atmosphere had changed 

and the difficulties they had in navigating through it, due to its waviness. These difficulties were 

particularly confusing and overwhelming due to its rather new dimension ï the global dimension.   

ñLandscapeò is a somewhat vague concept (Thomas 1993: 20) and it is not one which is 

used in the same way by everyone (ibid.). For my work, I find Cosgroveôs approach of what 

landscape is (and what it is not) to be useful. Cosgrove states that ñlandscape denotes the 

external world mediated through subjective human experience in a way that neither region nor 

area immediately suggests. Landscape is not merely the world we see, it is a construction, a 

composition of the world. Landscape is a way of seeing the world.ò (Cosgrove 1998: 13). 

According to Angele Smith, ñrepresentations of landscape are culturally determined, dependent 

on who is doing the ñseeingò (Smith 2003: 72). Also, it cannot be thought of through the 

nature/culture dichotomy or through the usual Western dichotomies in general, since it 

transcends them (Willow 2011: 273). Though it suggests the visual surroundings of a place, it 

implies a set of complex relationships between nature and society which are often not easily 

visible to the naked eye. Or maybe instead of ñvisibleò, it would be more appropriate to use 

terms such as ñperceptibleò or ñsensibleò here, since the word ñvisibleò may limit our attention to 
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the visual aspects of landscape, which would be inappropriate in studying such a complex issue. 

The nature of the relationship between people and places, people and landscapes, is often 

difficult to express through the lens of the physical senses and sometimes even difficult to 

express in words at all. Even if one would do his/her best to describe them, much will remain 

unexpressed and left at the mercy of the researcherôs sense of observation or intuition. In this 

context, Basso's concept of sense of place is very useful in understanding the connection between 

senses and landscapes. According to Basso, anthropologists haven't paid enough attention to 

ñone of the most basic dimensions of human experience ï that close companion of heart and 

mind, often subdued, yet potentially overwhelming that is known as sense of placeò (Basso 1996: 

54). Basso talks about the connection between places and identity, between the ñphysical 

landscapeò and ñthe landscape of the mindò (Basso 1996: 55): ñWhen places are actively sensed, 

the typical landscape becomes wedded to the landscape of the mind, to the roving imagination, 

and where the mind may lead is anybodyôs guessò (ibid.). Next to the landscape of the mind I 

would like to highlight the importance of the emotional landscape, a landscape which is even 

more difficult to pinpoint. Landscapes and places are deeply connected to oneôs well-being 

which during this research I often found highlighted in a plain and simple manner through the 

expression: ñHere is where I feel good.ò  

But the author I have mentioned the most here in my analysis of the relationship between 

places and oneôs psyche is the philosopher Edward Casey. Caseyôs work, ñHow to Get from 

Space to Place in a Fairly Short Stretch of Timeò, delves into a few aspects of this relationship, 

such as perceptions, memories and knowledge, which I have focused on in this thesis. 

Places and landscapes are perceived differently depending on factors such as: the 

memories they trigger, the type of interactions one had with it over the time or the relationship 

one has with its resources. This perception can be altered by, in this case a multinational 

company, with the use of what I would like to call different forms of enchantment such as, to 

mention only a few ï confusion, social disunion, a discourse of nostalgia, the encouragement of 

certain forms of engagement with the landscape while discouraging others, the highlighting of 

the importance of certain resources while minimizing the importance of others, the idealization 

of the ñlatest technologyò, different forms of populism, promises which are often downright out-

worldly or, just plainly, bribing local authorities. Thus, the idea of an ñenchanted placeò that the 
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title of this thesis refers to. However, the word ñenchantmentò in the title is meant to also 

highlight the richness of the local cosmology.  

I have analyzed some of the companyôs enchantment ñcomponentsò, but also the ways in 

which people perceive and interact with their surroundings through the lens developed by Tim 

Ingold in his work, The perception of the environment. In the chapter titled ñGlobes and 

Spheresñ in this book, Ingold discusses the ñlocal ontology of engagementò versus the ñglobal 

ontology of detachmentò (Ingold 2000: 216) and how privileging the latter has legitimized the 

ñdisempowerment of local people in the management of their environmentò and led to 

technologyôs triumph over cosmology (ibid.). According to Ingold, modern technology, in 

contrast to traditional cosmology, places society outside the ñphysical worldò and emphasizes the 

idea of control over the latter. The expression ñlatest technologyò is often used in the companyôs 

discourse when it is trying to emphasize the safety of the project, but the locals who refuse to 

leave RoἨia MontanŁ are far from being impressed with it and are rather suspicious towards such 

blatant technology optimism. Instead, they insist on their willingness to live in their natal place 

for the rest of their lives, and on the irreplaceability of the land. One aspect worth mentioning 

here which concerns the local ontology is the placeôs rich mythology. Landscape and the ways in 

which humans interact with it, of course, occupy a central place here. Denis Cosgrove has 

underlined the presence of landscape as a central theme in the worldôs mythologies, but also 

how, in these mythologies, humansô attempt to dominate the landscape through what he calls 

ñnatural magicò (see Cosgrove 1993) can result in disasters.  

 

I.6. Ambiguous resources 

Another core issue here is resources and the localsô attitude towards them. As R. Jenkins 

pointed out, ña resource in one context or for one person might be a disadvantage in another or 

for anotherò (Jenkins 2009: 5). In the case of RoἨia MontanŁ it looks like we have different types 

of resources in the same equation: gold, land, landscape, historical sites, which are perceived 

differently by the locals. Since the exploitation of gold by RMGC will come at the expense of the 

other resources, gold is seen as a disadvantage by those who are against the project. They even 

talk about the ñcurse of goldò in this context. The ñcurse of goldò is an expression which has 

been used in the area since immemorial times in order to express the hardships brought by the 

gold exploitation, by the desire for gold, and it is strongly present in the local folklore.  
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Jenkins also highlighted that ñ'stuff' becomes a resource only in the context of what is 

done with itò (Jenkins 2009: 4). This is obvious in RoἨia MontanŁ, where locals had very 

different attitudes regarding their resources and what they considered to be a valid resource in 

the first place. If for some, gold represented prosperity and financial safety, others saw in it a 

curse or simply did not have any interest in it. However, the way one perceived gold (or other 

precious metals for that matter) did not necessarily say much about oneôs position towards the 

company. There were mining enthusiasts on both sides, but those who were against the company 

did not agree with the exploitation method and conditions proposed by the company, since this 

would come at the expense of all the other resources and suggested that an exploitation should be 

done only with a method that can ensure the protection of these other resources.  

In other words, the attitude towards these other resources, such as natural surroundings, 

heritage, landscape or land, weighted more in determining peopleôs position towards the 

company and their project, rather than their attitude towards gold. The company, of course, had a 

heavy impact on peopleôs perceptions towards these resources. And these perceptions took on 

more intricate and even paradoxical articulations than one would expect, as I will show later. 

 

I.7. Research methods and fieldwork 

In my research, I focused on the villages RoἨia MontanŁ and Corna because these are the 

places the people were supposed to relocate from and the places that were most affected by the 

companyôs actions and on Recea, the place where some of those who chose to move were 

relocated. My fieldwork for this thesis started at the end of July 2015 and lasted until the 

beginning of January 2016. The last time I revisited Romania, in October 2016, I also paid a 

short visit of 5 days to RoἨia MontanŁ.  

During most of the time spent in the field I have lived in RoἨia MontanŁ, but during the 

month of November I conducted fieldwork in Recea, the neighborhood where a part of the 

relocatees had resettled. I had three different hosts during my whole stay: two in RoἨia MontanŁ 

and one in Recea. Due to the complexity regarding the issues to be studied and regarding 

peopleôs positions towards them, I considered it useful to live with two different hosts during my 

stay in RoἨia MontanŁ. The fact that the two families I lived with had different experiences 

regarding their relationships with the company allowed me to engage with various views and 

network with people holding various backgrounds and narratives.  
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For the purpose of data collection, I have used qualitative methods, mainly participant 

observation, open interviews, collecting narratives, life histories and folkloric stories. Since 

many of the interviewees were rather reluctant to being recorded, I have mostly used notes 

taking. However, in Recea I had to use a more formal approach since here it was more difficult 

to engage in spontaneous conversations due to the fact that, unlike RoἨia MontanŁ, Recea did not 

have spaces where people would gather. So here, I had to take a door to door, or to be more 

accurate, a gate to gate approach and, together with observation, I have used an open questions 

interview guide in which I have included questions meant to unfold life histories and family 

histories of my interlocutors.  

In order to ensure the safety of my respondents I have anonymized the data, particularly 

in the cases where sensitive information is concerned or when the respondent has a vulnerable 

situation due to his ethnic or financial background. The very few names I have not anonymized 

are those belonging to public figures. The opinions these public figures have expressed in my 

interviews and the positions they take are anyhow already well known to the public.  
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Chapter II  

A place between myths and realities  

 

This chapter begins with a description of RoἨia MontanŁôs surrounding ï both the surface 

and the underground landscape. It then takes a look at how the locals perceive this landscape and 

how these perceptions affect their view over the mining project proposed by RMGC. Here I am 

also introducing the reader to the local cosmology of RoἨia MontanŁ and making a parallel 

between mythology (local mythology, but also ñuniversalò mythology) and todayôs mining 

related realities, with a focus on how mining transforms peopleôs relationship with their 

surroundings. In regards to this relationship I am looking at how modern mining, the technology 

employed and a discourse centered on extractivism are prone to disconnecting people from their 

surroundings.  

 

II.1. The day of arrival. First impressions 

After a whole day of traveling I finally arrived in Alba Iulia, the closest bigger town to 

RoἨia MontanŁ. Even though it was almost 8 pm, the air was still hot, over 35 degrees Celsius 

maybe, as it was in much of the country at that time. From there, in order to get to RoἨia 

MontanŁ I had to hitchhike. For about 20 minutes I waited for a car to stop and pick me up. Then 

a man with mini-van stopped. He asked me where I was going. I told him my destination. He 

was going home to Campeni, which was another mining town very close to RoἨia MontanŁ. My 

destination was on his way, so he took me with him. As the car was getting further and further 

from Alba Iulia, the landscape and the temperature were changing considerably. In less than an 

hour of travelling everything was changed. The mostly flat and boiling hot town of Alba Iulia, 

with its architecture largely comprised of five or more storey communist buildings was replaced 

by a completely different landscape. This landscape had a rather nurturing appearance, with 

round, cozy-looking low mountains covered in mixed forests and patches of grazing land with 

haymows in the middle. The temperature was dropping considerably as we drove deeper into the 

mountains and the air was finally breathable. On the way, I could already see marks of the 

resistance against RMGC, the Canadian mining company. Graffities with inscriptions such as 

ñDie, RMGC!ò or ñSave RoἨia MontanŁò were present on the walls next to the road. After a few 
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good minutes of silence the driver started to ask me where I was from and what I was about to do 

in the area. I told him I was from Moldova (which is in the eastern part of Romania) and that I 

was doing some research for a school project in the area. ñMoldova...hmm...ò he mumbled. ñAnd 

wouldn't you like to find a man from the area and settle down here?ò he asked. I laughed. I said I 

needed to get back after a few months and that I couldn't possibly settle down there even if I 

wanted to. Then he told me that a lot can happen during a few months and that I would surely 

find someone there and settle down in the area since there were so many good men around there. 

I laughed again, but little did I know that this would be a question, or maybe I should rather say a 

suggestion that I would encounter very often during this research. I took it as a joke at the time. 

And perhaps it was a joke partially. But as I later came to see, humor was playing a very 

important part in the lives of the people in the area. And it often revealed rather serious issues. 

This particular one was pointing towards the eagerness of the locals to get more people to root 

themselves in that place and make it as lively and livable as it once used to be or at least to 

ameliorate the feeling of loneliness and marginalization that seemed to have taken over almost 

everyone in the area.  

The driver then started to complain about the lack of jobs in the area. He was married, 

had three children and apart from his part time job, for which he had to commute to Alba Iulia, 

he was doing pirate taxi driving.  

 When I arrived at my host's place it was already dark. I met my host, Sorin, in front of his 

house, which was right in the old Center. Sorin has been part of the resistance from its 

beginnings. However, despite all the tensions existent within the community and having gone 

through conflicts with locals supporting the company, he has good relationships with many of 

the locals regardless of their position. I entered his yard through a big iron gate which made it 

impossible for anyone to look inside. The yard was in the back of the shop his wife owned and 

there was a group of volunteers who came for the marathon which was to take place the coming 

weekend. They were all watching a projection of the documentary ñVâlva Neagraò, which 

presented the conflict between the local resistance and the mining company, RMGC and some 

amateur videos on the same theme. I sat there and I watched the videos with them. 

Afterwards, he took me to the flat where I would stay temporarily. The flat was situated 

in one of the very few tenement buildings in RoἨia MontanŁ, since most of the people lived in 

houses. He owned the flat, but it was mostly used by his son. It was the only flat in the block that 
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hadn't been sold to the company, he said. The water in the bathroom of the flat was heated with a 

boiler that worked on firewood. As he was preparing the wood for the boiler he mentioned how 

important it was to know how to light up a fire once one lives in RoἨia MontanŁ. ñThat's ok! I 

like to light up fires.ò I said. ñYou do? That's good. This is one of the reasons why so many have 

left RoἨia. They do not like to light up fires. They want to get everything solved by just pressing 

a buttonò, he replied. I came to hear the ñpressing a buttonò reference many times from him 

afterwards. Though the reasons why so many people chose to leave were of course more 

complex than that, the expression did sum up, to some extent, the desire for comfort and the 

rather unrealistic consumer habits that some of the relocatees expressed in my interviews, 

months later.  

 

II.2.  The landscape and its people 

II.2.1. The surface landscape  

The landscape of RoἨia MontanŁ and its surrounding areas is a blend of the natural and 

the man-made. The most noticeable aspects are the mountains surrounding the village, which 

were mostly covered in forest, but also displayed visible traces of the mining past. The 

mountains were pierced here and there by the 2700, some even said 5000 years old mining 

history. The town is placed in a small mountains area, between the peaks Cetate, Cârnic, Jig-

Vaidoaia and Orlea, which the company intended to turn into open pits. The old center of RoἨia 

MontanŁ is situated at about 700 meters above the sea level. A little bit further away one could 

see the highest peak in the area, Rotundu, (1187m), which was used by some for animals grazing 

and on top of which a weather station was placed. 

One of the most significant attractions of RoἨia, enjoyed by locals and tourists alike are 

the artificial lakes, which were created in the times before the industrialization of mining, in 

order to get enough water flow for the stamp mills. But it is impossible for one to tell that they 

are artificial, since they do not look any different from the natural ones. A blurry line between 

the natural and the man made is a characteristic of much of the landscape of RoἨia MontanŁ and 

other nearby mining areas.  
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Roѽia MontanŁ, central area. Photo courtesy  http://www.pbs.org/wnet/wideangle/lessons/gold-futures/rosia-

montana-and-the-gold-mine/?p=4320. 

 

I once sat in the car with one of my intervieweesô son on the way back to Alba Iulia. As 

we drove out of RoἨia MontanŁ he started to talk about the surroundings. ñLook at this!ò he told 

me pointing to some hills which were rounder than the other geological formations in the area. 

He told me that all those were uncovered spots a few years  earlier. The mining activity in the 

area was very intense at that time and parts of the place were dug up and turned upside down. He 

pointed to the fact that nature had recovered quickly and that now it doesn't even look like there 

used to be an intensive mining activity in the area. As we passed through Zlatna, another old 

mining town, about an hourôs drive from RoἨia MontanŁ, he started to talk about the great 

number of people and jobs that were there around 20 years earlier; but that the price for all of 

this was the quality of the air around: ñThere were plenty of jobs here. And an indescribable 

pollution.ò he says almost laughing. Indeed, there were not many signs of the violent mining past 

in the landscape apart from the structures of the old and dying factories. Not visible from the 

road at least. The once disembowelled ground was covered with grazing land and bushes and I 

wouldn't have had any idea about how different the place used to be years before and how 

polluted the town of Zlatna was twenty years earlier, had I not been told about this. Then I 

realized that maybe this was one of the reasons why so many of the people in the area were so 

confident that even drastic changes in the landscape do not pose a real threat to their 

surroundings in the long run and why they do not feel that uncomfortable with having a huge 

http://www.pbs.org/wnet/wideangle/lessons/gold-futures/rosia-montana-and-the-gold-mine/?p=4320
http://www.pbs.org/wnet/wideangle/lessons/gold-futures/rosia-montana-and-the-gold-mine/?p=4320
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open mine pit in the neighbourhood; especially when the company has promised that their 

exploitation would be far more environmentally friendly than the previous ones. 

 

II.2 .2. Underground landscape 

The highly visible entrances into the mountain said nothing about the magnitude and 

complexity of the network inside them. The network expands underneath the town as well and 

some of the houses are said to hide a secret entrance to the mines. But the mines were feared by 

many and my desire to enter them was often met with disapproval. ñThe mine does not forgive 

you and neither does the mountain. So you must pay respect to themò one former miner said. The 

mines were seen as dangerous by many, since they haven't been maintained in a while. Some 

would warn against the possibility of stones falling from the ceiling, but not everyone agreed on 

the seriousness of such a danger. Some would venture in despite it being illegal. The main 

entrances inside the mines were sealed, but since there were holes everywhere, it was not 

difficult to get inside. Some trusted the solidity of the galleries like the walls of their own home. 

Aurel Sântimbrean, former engineer, now well in his 80's, who has spent most of his life working 

inside the galleries spoke rather enthusiastically about his work inside the mines and praised their 

level of safety, compared to that of coal mines which, as he said, ñif entered, one does not know 

if he will ever come backò.  

But almost everyone seemed to agree on the danger of dying by suffocation. Since the 

galleries have not been used in a while, the network was not ventilated properly. Thus one could 

hit a spot lacking in oxygen. The death coming in such situations was a swift one. ñYou won't be 

aware of what is going on. You won't notice the lack of oxygen. You will just lose your 

consciousness and then dieò they explained to me. One will need to have a flame lamp, like in 

the old days. And if one sees that the flame starts to die out, one will have to run back as fast as 

possible. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C3%82
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Roѽia MontanŁôs underground. Photo courtesy  Ivan Rous
7
. 

 

 One retired miner who has relocated to Recea claimed that when he goes back to visit 

RoἨia MontanŁ he sometimes enters the mine in order to remember the place where he used to 

work and to search for mine flowers. One would expect someone who has worked most of his 

adult life in an underground mine to be reluctant to entering one in his retired days, but that was 

not the case. And the elders were not the only ones who enjoyed taking a walk underground. 

Some of the younger locals discovered their passion for the underground landscape while 

working for the company during the preventive archaeology research project. The mines and 

their archaeological value were also one of the reasons why people were opposing the project, 

since they are believed to represent a unique heritage in the world. Among them, there were 7 

kilometers of Roman galleries, but only a very small section of them was accessible for tourism. 

Some of the most prized mines are the ones inside the Orlea Massif. These are triangular mines 

and the heritage enthusiasts claim that they are unique in the world. ñNo one in the world has 

                                                           
7
 http://adevarul.ro/locale/alba-iulia/imaginile-prezinta-lume-uluitoare-lacurile-pesterile-rosia-montana-marturii-

vechi-secole-exploatarii-celui-mai-pretios-metal-1_557d4ff2cfbe376e35450680/index.html  

 
 

http://adevarul.ro/locale/alba-iulia/imaginile-prezinta-lume-uluitoare-lacurile-pesterile-rosia-montana-marturii-vechi-secole-exploatarii-celui-mai-pretios-metal-1_557d4ff2cfbe376e35450680/index.html
http://adevarul.ro/locale/alba-iulia/imaginile-prezinta-lume-uluitoare-lacurile-pesterile-rosia-montana-marturii-vechi-secole-exploatarii-celui-mai-pretios-metal-1_557d4ff2cfbe376e35450680/index.html
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something like this. Spaniards at Medusa have around 100 km of Roman galleries, but they have 

a different method of exploitation. If you put on a counter the whole heritage in RoἨia MontanŁ, 

it is more valuable than its gold and all the other metals altogether and it has to be preservedò. 

But the more avid supporters of the company deny the importance of the mines, including the 

Roman ones. Andrei Jurca, the president of Pro Dreptatea (translation mine.: Pro Justice) ï one 

of the NGOôs formed by the company, compared the attempt to preserve the heritage of RoἨia 

MontanŁ in the face of development to tripping on a stone. One former company employee, who 

seemed to be among its most faithful remaining supporters, claimed that all the talk about the 

Roman galleries is a lie, since the mines have been exploited so much over the past 2000 years 

and many new galleries, which have intersected with the Roman ones, have emerged, and 

therefore, the original gallery was rather fragmented. She added that it is not right to genuflect to 

what the Romans did and to how much gold they took away from RoἨia MontanŁ when the 

children living in RoἨia these days do not have their own income and are often supported by the 

elderly's good pensions, pensions which have been obtained thanks to the mining jobs they once 

had. However, many of the people who have been inside the mines, regardless of their position 

towards the company, seemed to agree on their aesthetical value. Victor, one of the company's 

former employees likes to go inside the mine and he seems to be among those who most trust its 

safeness. He claimed that he found the mines to be impressive, but with no financial value for the 

town since it would take too much effort to make them accessible for tourism, an effort which 

the Romanian state most likely would not be willing to make; and therefore there would not be 

any point in stopping the company for their sake. The passivity of the state seemed to not only 

indiscriminately give way to private actors, but also to make these actors look like a solution to 

the state's flaws and inactions or rather, a necessary evil in such circumstances.  

The underground landscape was unseen by most people and therefore it was full of 

mysteries and a source of controversies. The total length of the galleries was not known, but they 

are said to be over 100 km long. One of the controversies revolves around the minerals to be 

found in the underground and the concentration of these minerals. Former miners who are 

opposing the project claim that RMGC's main interest in RoἨia MontanŁ is not gold and silver, as 

it is officially stated, but other rare metals, such as wolfram, germanium or sulfur. As for the 

amounts of gold and silver to be exploited, it is believed that the numbers that RMGC came up 

with are far exaggerated and that the concentration is actually too small to really make the 
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exploitation profitable for the Romanian state. The interest in RoἨia MontanŁ's underground 

resources seems to differ even among those in the resistance. Some of them, particularly former 

miners, proudly state that at RoἨia MontanŁ, one can find the whole Mendeleev table and declare 

that the gold has to remain there for the future generations and be exploited only when one will 

have the necessary technology. ñThe gold is in the best bank, in the Earth's bellyò they would 

say. Others do not even mention any interest in gold, but rather see mining as a thing of the past, 

that had to end up at some point. And they rather speak of the curse of gold or about how gold 

stole peopleôs mind and made so many suffer in their search for it. One of the activists even 

stated that the real gold is the land with its agricultural potential and not at all the resources in the 

underground, but bemoaned the fact that the state's passivity discourages agriculture. People 

feared, respected, but also enjoyed and showed gratitude to the mines for the prosperity it has 

brought. ñThe mines offered work to manyò they would say. Entering them was illegal and it was 

believed by some that sensors were placed inside it in order to detect any movement and those 

who were found there could be taken for gold thieves. The gold thieves were called holongŁr.  

Stealing gold from inside someone's mine was a centuries old activity, known to have 

taken place especially before 1948, when the mines were nationalized, but it was believed to 

have started again during the last years, since the activity inside the mine had stopped or maybe 

even earlier. Before 1948, many of the RoἨians were mine owners. Back in those days holongŁrii  

were skillful in finding out who had a mine that was rich in gold and thus was worth a visit in the 

middle of the night. Not all of those who were struck by the luck of finding plenty of gold in 

their mines were able to keep it to themselves. Not after a few glasses in the local pub at least. 

And this was exactly the reason why the gold thieves were there. Listening to the braggery of 

some lucky mine owner was an important part of their activity and after collecting all the needed 

information, the thieves would leave immediately, enter the mine and extract the gold. They 

knew the mine's network very well, so they were very difficult to catch. The rumors about the 

holongŁri having started their activity again were encouraged by the fact that some of the people 

who had a gallery passing under their house claimed to sometimes hear voices underneath their 

houses and one of my interviewees, who often enjoyed entering the mine, claimed to have met 

them. Also, in 2012 a young man was found dead in a mining shaft. His uncle had found him 

there and therefore, it was rumored that they were holongŁri and that his uncle, who used to be a 

miner himself years earlier, had sent him there after gold. Given the dangers of this activity, 
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called holongŁrit, I was wondering whether it was about more than just the exchange value of 

gold. It must, at least partially, have been about the excitement of finding gold and about the 

aesthetical value of it. After all, the older miners, when talking about their work, were also 

mentioning the importance of the satisfaction they felt when they found gold, even though they 

were not working at their own mine. The rumors about the holongŁri having started their activity 

again were confirmed some months after my arrival, when several individuals were arrested for 

stealing gold from the mine. The event made the news in the whole country and many felt 

sympathy for them and outrage towards the fact that such petty thieves have to face prison, while 

big ones, such as Gold Corporation or the Romanian state get away with murder.  

 

Roѽia MontanŁôs underground. Courtesy photo Ivan Rous
8
. 

 

Not all underground threats were of this world though. Ghost stories were also present in 

the underground landscape, though much more seldom mentioned and I met hardly anyone who 

believed in them, apart from those who claimed to have themselves experienced them. One 

                                                           
8
 http://adevarul.ro/locale/alba-iulia/imaginile-prezinta-lume-uluitoare-lacurile-pesterile-rosia-montana-marturii-

vechi-secole-exploatarii-celui-mai-pretios-metal-1_557d4ff2cfbe376e35450680/index.html  
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gallery was said by some to be haunted since the ceiling had collapsed during 1930ôs, killing 

several miners. One old man recalled the moment when, in his early youth, while he was joining 

his father in the mine, at some point his father walked very quickly and nervously through one of 

the galleries, almost covering his eyes. Later, when his son asked him for the reason why he was 

in such a hurry, his father replied that once, while he was passing through that particular gallery, 

he could clearly hear noises of people and animals screaming, though no one was there. But the 

most commonly mentioned supernatural being was vâlva. Vâlvele (plural, det.) are spirits 

associated with mining and although almost no one believed in them anymore, most people, 

regardless of age, are familiar with their stories. Vâlvele would show themselves to the miners 

and they can be white and benevolent or black and malevolent. They often show themselves in 

human form, but they can also appear as dwarfs, cats, or dogs. The stories on these spirits carry a 

moral message with them most of the times. If one were to see the black vâlva, one would have 

to run away as fast as possible, avoid going inside the mine and be cautious of any danger during 

that day. The black vâlva was the one bringing misfortune and leading the miner to death. The 

white vâlva would show itself to those with a kind soul and it would help them find gold. But 

should the miner break the promises made to the vâlva or become greedy and selfish, as a result 

of his newly achieved wealth, he would be severely punished by the vâlva. But sometimes 

vâlvele seemed to be disguised as persons known to those they would show themselves to. One 

of my interviewees, a man in his 60ôs recalls the horror that one of his work mates once went 

through one day inside the mine. He was well known for being extremely violent towards his 

wife and that day, before going to work inside the mine, he had beaten his wife worse than ever 

before. Then inside the mine, he was working alone, when, suddenly he noticed a strong light 

behind him. He realized that the light couldnôt have been produced by the lamp, since it was far 

too strong. Turning around, he saw the bright figure of his wife dressed up in her wedding dress. 

He then ran towards the exit as fast as he could. When he came outside, he slammed his helmet 

and his lamp against the wall and swore to never go inside the mine again. Gender-based 

violence was a recurrent theme in the stories about the past of RoἨia MontanŁ. As many would 

say, the pay day was the day when the miners would get most drunk and the day with the highest 

number of battered women. Although vâlva is specific to the underground landscape, I have also 

heard one such story that relates to an element of the outside landscape, namely Despicata (The 

Split Rock). The Split Rock is one of RoἨia MontanŁ's mysteries, since its geological 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C3%82
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composition doesn't belong to the area and most of the legends explaining its presence in RoἨia 

MontanŁ revolve around giants carrying it from afar, but this one story, told by someone who 

relocated to Recea from Corna village, is about a man who was the poorest in RoἨia MontanŁ 

and was the father of 12 children. One day he met with a vâlva who showed him where to search 

for gold and in exchange, the vâlva asked him to bring one loaf of bread every time he would 

come to dig out for it. Also, he had to promise that he would not tell anyone about his encounter 

with the vâlva. He brought one loaf to the place showed by the vâlva every day and successfully 

found gold. His wife started to question him every day about where all the gold was coming 

from. One day, he finally gave in and told his wife about his encounter with the vâlva and the 

wife said she would make a bigger bread loaf for him to take for the next time he would go after 

gold. The man did so and when vâlva saw the bigger loaf of bread, it realized that the man did 

not keep his promise. At that moment, the bread loaf split in two, the man split in two and so did 

the rock. And the rock has been named The Split Rock ever since. It is unclear to me whether the 

moral message of this story is about the importance of keeping one's promise or about the 

consequences of one's greed and ungratefulness towards what he is already being given, but the 

caution against being ungrateful was noticeable in the discourse of several of the interviews 

taken in the newly built neighborhood in Recea, Alba Iulia. The old saying ñThe gift is taken 

away from the ungratefulò or other expressions with the same message were on the lips of some 

of those living in Recea, when asked whether they were happy with the payment they received in 

exchange for their properties in RoἨia MontanŁ. 

 

II.2.3. Landscapeïaesthetics and livability  

The perception of the landscape's aesthetics seemed to play its part in people's attitudes 

towards the mining project. The project implied knocking down the four mountains surrounding 

RoἨia MontanŁ and its supporters would sometimes defend it by saying that those weren't real 

mountains ïthey were more like hills due to their low altitude; even more, one of them had 

already been partially torn-apart as result of the state-mining exploitation that started in 1968 and 

they were all full of holes anyway. While some, both locals and outsiders, looked at those 

ñholesò with excitement and offered it great historical significance, others described it as a flaw 

in the landscape or something to be dreaded. ñIf you go inside Cârnic Mountain and see what's 
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inside there you will get scared. It is full of holes!ò I was once told by one of the former 

company employees who was still its avid supporter.  

 On the opposite side there are the people whose senses seem to be indulged by the 

landscape. CŁlin is one of them. He is the vice president of Alburnus Maior and one of the most 

outspoken members of the resistance. He knows the area well and often organizes outdoors 

events such as marathons or bicycle tours out of the desire to promote it. I have taken long hikes 

together with him through the mountains and neighboring villages. Most of my conversations 

with him took place during these hikes, which also gave me a good chance to see how he related 

himself to the places we were going through. On one of our tours through the mountains I asked 

CŁlin what he liked most about RoἨia MontanŁ. He answered that for him it was like a paradise, 

that the way he felt about the place could be compared to the way Norwegians feel about their 

fjords and praised the fact that the mountains around were so accessible. ñI saw the Alps. I didn't 

like them at all. Probably for the locals they mean something... but those rocky peaks, without 

vegetation, without forests... maybe they're beautiful in the winter because you can ski nicely for 

hundreds of kilometers, but they don't awaken anything in me... The mountains here are much 

more accessible, you can walk around, go up and down, there's a lot you can do. You can go up 

to Cârnic, hike around a whole day, take pictures and you don't get bored... The Alps are bare... 

And not to mention the heritage! We drove 200 or 300 kilometers from Grenoble to the shit ville, 

at France's border to see a gallery in a silver mine that didn't have a quarter as a value of what we 

have here. It was from the 17
th
 century. Can you compare that with the 2000 year old mines we 

have here? Maybe even traces from 3000 years ago? Here, wherever you dig, you will find 

something.ò  

During another hike, while we were high up in the mountains he joyfully pointed to an 

area far away with small mountains covered in forest. ñLook how fine those mountains are! See? 

They are so small, so forested and so habitable to humans! That area over there is very 

populated, there are many villages next to each other out there.ò CŁlin's reflections on the 

landscape around RoἨia MontanŁ, like those of other locals as well, transcend the nature-culture 

dichotomy; they go far beyond the visual aspect of landscape and praises actually dwelling inside 

it. The small, accessible mountains with their gentle shapes were perceived to be a friendly home 

for both forests and humans and the two were not seen in opposition to each other. Their 
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appearance, characterized by coziness rather than spectacularity makes it easier for humans to 

have a more intimate relationship with them. 

 

A common view around Roѽia MontanŁ: pasture with Cârnic Mountain in the back (Photograph by Larisa 

Sevastre).  

 

II.3 . Mythical and contemporary giants and their landscapes 

  As mentioned before, many of the legends of RoἨia MontanŁ's visible landscape revolve 

around giants. According to the mythology, giants have built the mountains for their shade, 

carried water in their palms and created the lakes so they can use them as mirrors while the giant 

children have created the landscape while playing with it.  

            The company was pretty much perceived as a giant itself. Being an international 

company with so much money and power to influence at so many levels, with so many 

politicians supporting it, it is not surprising that it managed to create this aura of omnipotence. 

ñWe are suspected because we managed to defy a colossusò, Sorin would often say when talking 



28 

 

about the accusations and suspicions that people directed against the company's opponents. 

When telling his story at FânFest, to a crowd of young people around the fire, he went further 

with the metaphor, comparing the struggle between the company and the resistance with the 

biblical fight between David and Goliath. This shows that not only supporters, but also the 

opponents of the company viewed it in grandiose terms. However, a couple of times I heard him 

saying: ñSometimes I think that it was us who made this company so big.ò Of course, here he 

was referring to the fact that, given the loud noise made by the opponents and their efforts to 

make themselves visible, the company automatically came into the spotlight as well. Like in 

many similar cases, the resistance had to make itself visible as much as possible in order to, 

basically, ensure that their place will continue to exist. The company became visible before the 

resistance due to the spectacle it created around it. The many adverts, present on almost every 

TV channel, talking about the project and its necessity in RoἨia MontanŁ made the company 

known country wide. The company managed indeed to put on quite a spectacle in the mass-

media, but the most flamboyant spectacle started after the opposition took real action against 

them. That's when the company realized that their campaign had to be stronger, bigger, and more 

dramatic in order to not only win the hearts of the RoἨians and of the Romanians in general, but 

also in order to make themselves look bigger and stronger than the opposition in the eyes of 

those who invested in the project on the stock exchange. Thus, the company managed to make 

itself look like more of a giant than it was, in reality. A giant that was ready to irreversibly 

change the physical landscape of RoἨia MontanŁ.                                                               

The myth of the landscape being shaped or created by giants is widely met in various 

parts of the world. Among most of the natives in Australia, for example, ñthe physical form of 

the earth is believed to have come into being through the actions of ancestral beings who traveled 

the earth from place to place leaving evidence of their actions in the form of topographical 

features.ò (Morphy 1995: 187).           

And though in RoἨia MontanŁ the belief in such beings is not a common one, rumors 

about bones of the giants having been discovered back in the 1970s by the miners were spread 

through the media. However, the legends of giants creating the landscape feed into the narrative 

of outside agents modifying the landscape even more.                       

Denis Cosgrove has nicely underlined the relationship between myths and landscape and 

how they shape each other. ñMyths may both shape and be shaped by landscapes, not only by 
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those localized and specific landscapes imaginatively constituted from human experiences in the 

material world and represented in spoken and written words, poetry, painting, theatre or film.ò 

(Cogrove 1995: 282). Then he continues, raising the issue regarding human interaction with their 

landscape and the point to which this can take place: ñThe critical and enduring question 

concerns the bounds within human life and action on the earth's surface should be defined. Our 

capacity imaginatively to escape the bounds of landscape yet simultaneously to master natural 

processes and turn them to our ends here and now has always been fraught with moral 

ambiguity.ò 

            This moral ambiguity was certainly dominating the discursive landscape of RoἨia 

MontanŁ. This ambiguity was created mostly because the project proposed by RMGC implied 

the creation of an open pit. Open pit mining redefined mining and gave it a new dimension. It 

was more convenient in terms of productivity and it seemed to pose less risk for the workers, 

although from people's stories this last aspect seemed to be rather relative. Though everyone 

seemed to agree that working at the open pit mine which started in the 1970s at Cetate was 

certainly less dangerous and necessitated less caution than working underground, they wouldn't 

say that it spared the worker's health. ñAfter the (open pit) exploitation started, it all got damn 

ugly. There was so much dust that you couldn't see from one level to another. I worked 4 years 

on the drill . To hell with it! I didn't feel much inside the cabin. I didn't do much effort... but I was 

inhaling the dust. They would use water twice every summer, I think. It was nice when they were 

using water since this was stopping the dust, but this (use of water) was seldom. A mockery for 

one's health that was...ò one of my informants said. The high number of people suffering from 

respiratory health issues and dying at an early age was a testimony of the harsh working 

conditions at the mine. But it brought into the equation other issues. Surface mining interferes 

more strongly with ecosystems and therefore it more significantly affects nature (here, for the 

sake of convenience, I am using the term nature as it is presented through the lens of the 

nature/culture dichotomy), but also other human activities such as agriculture or fishing. ñLarge-

scale open-pit mining is harmful to the environment because of the large volume of earth that is 

displaced, the massive volume of waste that is produced, and the potential long-term 

environmental toxicity of mine wasteò (DaRosa and Lyon 1997 as cited in Coumans 2011). I 

think one could say that mining companies in the present day are giants themselves since open 

pit mining is a gigantesque activity itself. The machines used during this activity, due to their 
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size and power reminds one of the mythical giants who could carry boulders from far away, 

build up mountains and create lakes. In the documentary ñUn destin de Sisifò (translation mine. 

ñA Sisyphean Destinyò) which was funded by the company and presumably proposed itself to 

confer a neutral view over modern mining, but presents it in a rather enthusiastic light, the 

protagonist of the documentary shows his excitement about such giants. Happy that he happened 

to be there exactly in the moment when such a colossal truck was being assembled, he described 

it with enthusiasm: ñsuch a monster weighs 240 tons and can carry 150 tons... the engine is a 

V16. It has 2300 or 2400 horse power. It consumes 140 Liters of diesel fuel every hour... It is the 

biggest truck to have ever been built... I am so impressed by the modern technology and the size 

of the exploitation that I do not realize whether I am objective or not any longer. I promised that 

I would only be a witness, but it is hard for the scale not to lean on one side when you see 

something like that.ò (ChiἨu, 2007)  But the fact that such giants would be used for the 

exploitation at RoἨia MontanŁ did not make the opponents happy, it made them worry about the 

shock that the simple circulation of such huge machines might cause to the surroundings. Also, 

in this context, the idea that a protected area could exist and even be inhabited, sounded even 

more like a fairy tale: ñThere won't be a stone over another stone in Roѽia MontanŁ any longerò, 

they often said, worried. The so-called protected area was the area known as the old center and 

the company promised to preserve this area during their project due to its historical value. But 

the protection of the old centre wasn't even in the company's initial plan it seems; it was added 

afterwards in order to cool down the opposition and because many of those who didn't want to 

move lived in that area.  

ñWhen they made the project, in the beginning, there was no protected area (in the plan). 

Because there cannot be a protected area within a project of such an extent... in the first phase 

they asked those living on the outskirts to sell... Afterwards they came closer to the centre. And 

when they arrived in the old centre they stopped because there were pockets of people out there 

who did not want to leave from the very beginning. And who said that they would never leave. 

And then they invented this thing. Although initially it was not mentioned, they made an Area 

Town Planning which approaches the central area of the town as a protected area. Between 4 

open pits there would be a protected area which, they said, they wouldn't demolish...ò CŁlin 

scoffed. 
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The enthusiastic discourse about the dam's safety was not received well by the company's 

opponents either.  The discourse was, as some of the opponents mentioned, ñall too 

superlative!ò, talking about the biggest exploitation in Europe, the safest dam in the world and 

so on. This discourse was meant to give an impression of professionalism, certainty and safety 

by making use of bombastic numbers and technical details, as one could see in these examples 

from the company's website: 

 

The RMPôs tailings management facility has been designed with increased safety and capacity to 

store extreme precipitations. Anywhere in the world, tailings management facilities are designed 

to store a single probable maximum precipitation (PMP); in the current project, the dam at Corna 

Valley may contain two consecutive probable maximum precipitations, while the probability for 

this to happen is 1 in 100 million years. This unusually large additional storage capacity, in 

addition to other design parameters of the Corna tailings management facility, make the dam 

system 100 times safer than most of the tailings dams in the world.
9
 

 

The safety measures provided by the mining project exceed the applicable standards. The dam in 

RoἨia MontanŁ will be the safest mining dam in the world, designed so far. It will be built of 

sandstone and andesite ï hard rocks ï which will ensure its stability and make it withstand 

earthquakes of 8 degrees, which have never occurred in the area of the Apuseni Mountains. 

Moreover, the tailings facility will be located in a valley lined with clay, which is an unrivalled 

natural sealant.
10

 

 

            But the news about other mining disasters all over the world, such as the collapse of the 

mining dam of Minas Gerais in Brasil, in November 2015, which killed at least 10 people, left at 

least 500 homeless and polluted the entire area, did not encourage the opponents to have faith in 

such structures either. And besides that, an opponent who used to work as a topographer for the 

state mine refutes the fact that the valley is lined with clay.  

With all its grandiosity and its risks involved, open pit mining seems like a perfect 

example of technological hubris. 

                                                    

                                                           
9
http://en.rmgc.ro/RoἨia-montana-project/frequently-asked-questions/tailing-facility-built-RoἨia-montana-100-  

times-safer-usual-tailing-dam.html 
10

http://en.rmgc.ro/media/how-safe-will -the-dam-in-RoἨia-montana-be.html 

http://en.rmgc.ro/rosia-montana-project/frequently-asked-questions/tailing-facility-built-rosia-montana-100-times-safer-usual-tailing-dam.html
http://en.rmgc.ro/rosia-montana-project/frequently-asked-questions/tailing-facility-built-rosia-montana-100-times-safer-usual-tailing-dam.html
http://en.rmgc.ro/media/how-safe-will-the-dam-in-rosia-montana-be.html
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II.4 . Natural magic, enchantment and extractivism 

Cosgrove makes use of Greek mythology when he emphasizes the relationship between 

humans and landscape. Thus, he underlines the issue of the technological hubris by highlighting 

the character of Daedalus. ñDaedalus: inventor, craftsman and crafty man. Daedalus is not an 

agriculturalist, he works with less labile aspects of the natural world so as to exploit its potential, 

but always risking the danger of forcing it into unnatural paths by seeking to contain it or to 

overcome the limits it imposes. This is what Renaissance thinkers would come to describe as 

natural magic, which is dependent upon the human understanding of inherent natural powers.ò 

(Cosgrove 1995: 289). All his inventions, though ambitious and inquisitive, take a dark turn. The 

best example in this case is probably his most well-known invention ï wings made out of wax 

and feathers which could make a human fly and which brought the death of his son, Icarus. Due 

to the fact that Icarus ignores his father's advice to not fly too close to the sun, the wings get 

damaged by the Sun's heat and Icarus falls into the sea and drowns. One could argue that it is not 

the invention itself, namely the wings, that got Icarus killed, but rather the fact that he ignored 

his father's advice. Either way, one can see the role played by the hubris of the human agency in 

this story. ñThe fate of Icarus serves to remind us of the hubris which attends human invention. 

The indeterminacy of our place in creation imposes limits not only upon human craft but upon 

our capacity to behave truly as gods, and the shadow of nemesis falls even on the greatest 

engineer and natural magician.ò (Cosgrove 1995: 290)  

The company's entire discourse seemed to tell a beautiful story of ñnatural magicò 

indeed. RMGCôs world was a magically fluid one. Anything could go together with anything.  

The fact that my question ñwould you feel sorry if RoἨia MontanŁ was to disappear because of a 

project such as the one that was planned by RMGC?ò was so often and in such a natural manner 

met with the answer ñBut it won't disappear! It can't disappear!ò or the fact that the company's 

supporters seemed to be those paradoxical people who ñwould want the company to destroy the 

mountains in order for them to have jobs and in the same time they want the mountains to stay in 

placeò, as someone has put it, were signs that these people believed in the company's ñnatural 

magicò powers. But if the company had any magic ability, that was the ability to enchant. The 

discourse was by all means enchanting. It was a hope-giving discourse, promising well-paid jobs, 

development, family unity, infrastructure, prosperity for the whole of Romania and of course, 

bringing back to the RoἨians everything they had when their town was at its peak. The past was 
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longed for by the older RoἨians and the invocation of the past was a big part of the company's 

discourse. ñRoἨia MontanŁ exists due to mining and can only exist through mining.ò was the 

sentence I heard on the lips of almost every single supporter of the company. The company 

promised to save RoἨia MontanŁ, which for them meant making it livable, through surface 

mining, a process which in fact usually damages places and makes them unlivable or difficult to 

live in. The intensity of faith towards such a promise showed the level of enchantment in the 

community and the company's high level of mastery in this art. When I expressed my confusions 

to some of the opponents to the generic ñbut it won't disappear, it cannot disappear!ò answer, 

they always brought into discussion the manipulation that so many had to cope with. One of the 

former workers described that every morning at work, the company's employees had to begin the 

day by listening to a speech about how much progress the company was making and how certain 

it was that the project will be able to start soon. This, even when it was clear that the company 

was losing ground massively. The more they were losing ground the more emphasis they were 

putting on creating an optimistic image about the future of their project.  

Another reason why the locals were clinging so much to the idea that ñRoἨia MontanŁ 

wonôt disappearò as a result of the project might be the fact that the company stated that ñthe 

mining project is only planned on 25% of the surface of RoἨia MontanŁ commune.ò
11

 What is 

not mentioned in this context is the fact that 25% means in fact a lot for a commune consisting of 

16 villages. Also, what is seen here as ñthe surface of RoἨia MontanŁò obviously refers only to 

the inhabited area of RoἨia MontanŁ and does not include the natural surroundings.  

Portraying the present landscape as polluted was also part of the enchantment. The four 

mountains that were supposed to be replaced by open pits are portrayed as ñdevastated by 

underground works and significantly affected by the pollution produced by the dumpsò in a 

RMGC brochure even though the underground works were not visible, did not seem to affect any 

of the life at the surface and the dumps were covered up in vegetation already; or at least they 

used to be before the company started their exploration works.  

People were told that the risk of danger regarding the dam was equal to zero and that the 

amount of cyanide to be found in the dam would be among the smallest in the world, less than 

the maximum safety limit that was required by the E.U.  

                                                           
11

http://en.rmgc.ro/media/what-is-the-truth-about-the-mono-industrial-area.html 

http://en.rmgc.ro/media/what-is-the-truth-about-the-mono-industrial-area.html
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Very often the projectôs supporters would straight away start complaining about the fact 

that the company couldn't proceed with its plans without me even asking questions about it. 

Often just some small talk was enough for them to start presenting arguments or even go on a 

rant about the lack of feasibility of the alternatives to mining that were proposed by the activists 

and about how non-harmful cyanide was. And the arguments were always pretty much the same. 

They would mention Baia de ArieἨ, another mining place, 35 kilometers away from RoἨia 

MontanŁ and the fact that cyanide had been used there in the past and now the area was so clean 

that you could even go fishing out there. Then they would often add that cyanide is being used in 

90 % of the gold mines in the world and that it can be found in everything, including coffee. The 

last argument was probably the one that stirred most of the reactions from the activists, since it 

was even mentioned by Traian Basescu at the time when he was still the president of Romania, 

in an attempt to cool down what he called "the cyanide psychosis".  

One of the architects involved in the restoration of RoἨia MontanŁôs heritage once said 

that the main issue wasnôt cyanide. It doesn't make a difference whether one exploits the gold 

with cyanide or with butter as long as the landscape gets destroyed. But ñdebunkingò the 

ñmythsò about cyanide mining seemed indeed to be one of the main preoccupations in the pro-

company discourse anyway, while there didn't seem to be much of a concern about the fact that 

the landscape would be completely changed. Mountains were not really mountains and if they 

were, flattening them down would still not be a problem, since Romania has plenty of them.  

And still, the natural surroundings of RoἨia MontanŁ were enjoyed by many of the pro-

mining locals for leisure activities, among them, fishing, swimming and 4 wheels driving. The 

most well-known location is TŁul Brazi, due to its accessibility, being positioned right at the 

edge of the town and only about 25 minutes walk from the old center. During the summer and 

early autumn, it was frequently visited by locals and tourists from the nearby towns who would 

spend their time there sunbathing, swimming or making barbeques, particularly in the weekends. 

But what to me seemed to be a lot of tourists for a rather small lake, for the locals were more like 

nothing. They were mourning the old times, especially the ones before 1989, when the number of 

tourists was much higher and plenty of touristic cabins were put up around the lake. And the 

company had promised to bring those times back. 
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TŁul Brazi (Brazi Lake) during summer (Photograph by Larisa Sevastre). 

 

ñExtractivism contains an 'utopian' aspectò (Andreucci & Kallis 2017: 100, cf. Harvey 

2005: 18) and this utopian aspect was fed by the company's image of futuristic redeemer. And 

those who spoke for the futuristic redeemer and spread its word had a seemingly contagious 

optimism and enthusiasm about the utopia and an adamant self-confidence. The best example in 

this sense is George, a young man who used to work within the public relations for RMGC and 

who also, as he proudly mentioned, used to be quite involved in the local political parties. 

According to his statement, the payment he received when working for the company was very 

generous. He told me that the company had some good chances to start the project and he was 

convinced that given the fact that this happens, he would get his position back. He 

enthusiastically talked about the thousands of people that would be employed if the project 

begins and was firmly convinced that the anti-company protests were manipulated by the owners 

of the wood factories in the area, who envisaged that their employees would leave their jobs for 


