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From Rome to Romania

Fall semester of 2006, my sophomore year of college, was the first of two that I spent studying abroad on the Saint Mary’s College Rome Program. I had been waiting to partake in the adventure since I was a young girl after hearing of my sister’s travels on the very program. Now it was my turn. While studying in Rome I took a class in archeology with professor Eric De Sena. There is one class session that I remember more vividly than the rest. Professor De Sena was presenting a power point on the boarders of the ancient Roman Empire. There was one slide that featured a picture of him. I asked him what the significance of the picture was and he told me that it was taken in the summer on a program that he directed in Romania. The Porolissum Forum Project was a field school that was excavating an old Roman military site turned city in the Dacian province of Romania. He also told us that university students were accepted each summer into the field school. At that moment I knew that I wanted to be one of those students.


My second semester in Rome (spring of 2007) my parents visited me. I took them on a tour of the Roman Forum. My father saw how excited I became when I was talking about the architecture and the history of the forum. He asked me “Lizzie, why aren’t you studying archeology?” I thought about his question for a moment and realized that I had no answer for him. Studying in Rome and taking Professor De Sena’s class caused me to develop a passion for archeology. I went to the library that night and looked at the manual for course requirements at Saint Mary’s. It was too late to self-design a major but I decided to minor in anthropology. As soon as I returned to Saint Mary’s my junior year I went to the head of the anthropology department to declare my minor. That same semester I contacted Eric De Sena to find out how to apply for the Porolissum Forum Project (PFP).    

This past summer (2008, the summer before my senior year) I participated in the Porolissum Forum Project. The program was five weeks long. Two things that were most exciting for me was the hands on experience of taking part in an archeological dig, and having the opportunity to have a completely different study abroad experience from the one I had in Rome. 

Participating in the Porolissum Forum Project gave me the opportunity to explore the field of archeology outside of the classroom. What was also exciting was the fact that the archeology class I had taken focused on the Roman Empire. Porolissum was an important military fort to the Romans because it ran along the eastern boarder of the empire. Therefore I was able to apply the knowledge gained from my archeology course to better understand the history and development of the site. The project allowed me to personally experience life in the field and introduced me to techniques that I will be able to apply in field schools throughout the world. These aspects of my trip allowed me to gain insight into what it would be like to have a career in archeology.    
There were two differences between my study abroad experiences in Rome and Romania that I consider to be most interesting. First, I found the differences in architecture to be striking. Rome is a city filled with reconstructed and preserved Roman architecture. Walking down the streets takes you back in time. You can actually imagine what it would have been like to see those monuments while they were still in use. Porolissum also had a few architectural reconstructions but they are not what I found to be most intriguing. What was so amazing about being a student at Porolissum was that I had the opportunity to literally dig up Roman architecture, and artifacts. Not only that but I learned how to take these fragments from the past and piece them back together. Doing so, I was reconstructing a possible history of the site. Unlike Rome where the puzzle was already put together, Porolissum gave me the opportunity to take what I knew about my finds and then to fill in the missing pieces with my imagination. 
The second difference between Rome and Romania that I found to be most affective would be the change from urban to rural life. Rome is a large, busy, and well-developed city. Life in Rome was exciting. The city was bustling and had a constant stream of activities for its inhabitants to partake in. Morigrad, the town in Romania where Porolissum is located, is a small, rural farming village of approximately 500 people. There is one bar in town and it is run out of someone’s home, other then that entertainment depends mostly on the social relations between people in the form of small group gatherings. For example, while in Rome my friends and I would have gone to a local bar or square to listen to live music, in Morigrad we sat around the camp fire and listened to each other play the guitar as we sang along. 

While the Italian and Romanian cultures are different on many levels they do share similarities. The one commonality that stuck out to me between the two is a particular mindset that the people seem to have in common. Both Romanians and Italians seem to appreciate as well as acknowledge the importance of balancing hard work and leisure. Studying in Rome I had also learned to appreciate this balance and tried to maintain it as well as I could after returning to the U.S. This was not an easy task considering that Americans have a mind set that is focused on working ourselves ragged and occasionally allowing ourselves some free time on the weekends. After going to Romania however my understanding of the balanced lifestyle was restored. 
My experience in Romania not only taught me about architecture and archeological techniques but it allowed me to learn about myself. I was able to take part in a project that allowed my passion for archeology to grow. I am now considering pursuing a career in the field. I was also able to reflect on my experience in Romania and compare it to my year spent studying in Rome. Being able to do so allowed for me to appreciate my time in both places on an even deeper level. Most importantly Romania revived a fading appreciation for life that I had first acquired while studying in Rome. I remembered how important it is to appreciate what you have, hard work and the simple life. Most importantly I remembered that one should live to enjoy life. 
