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THE VALUE OF COMMON BRACKEN
REVISITED: A WALKING ETHNOGRAPHY
OF STELJNIKI

ABSTRACT

Based on a walking ethnography, this photo essay employs sensory ethnography

to explore multispecies relationality in szeljniki, plots of land traditionally used for

grazing and the harvesting of common bracken. Through work in subsistence-based

extensive farming, humans have formed multispecies relationality, and, beyond use

value, have attributed aesthetic value to the cultivated landscape. This essay presents

the micro-processes of relational, affective, and material entanglements of humans

with more-than-human worlds in sze/jniki, particularly with common bracken.
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INTRODUCTION

I walk past a few cows grazing in an old orchard
and continue along a path that crosses pastures
and disappears into a forest of hornbeams
and oaks. Soon the forest opens onto scarcely
grown birches rising amidst a common bracken
expanse, a patch of land in the Slovene language
commonly called ste/jnik. Overwhelmed by the
aesthetics of white trunks growing from a sea
of green bracken and by the amount of sunlight
that prevails in this area compared with the
hornbeam forest I have just walked through, I
can finally understand what my interlocutors
mean when they speak of ‘the beauty’ of steljniki
(see Photo 1). This aesthetic value is not an

attribute of pristine nature; it is embedded in
human and grazing animals’ ‘slow disturbance’
(Tsing 2012)—the result of agricultural work
in subsistence-based extensive farming. Acidic
soil, agricultural practices which included spring
grazing and the autumn harvest of bracken, as
well as plants looking for suitable habitats
all play a co-constitutive role in the creation,
maintenance, and transformation of ste/jniki. In
this essay, I present the biographically situated
encounters of my research participants with
steljniki and the micro-processes of relational,
affective, and material entanglements of human
and more-than-human worlds revealed through

a walking ethnography.
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Photo 1: Common bracken and birch trees in steljnik.!

Steljniki are special patches of land
consisting of common bracken and sparsely
growing birch, sometimes also including spruce
and juniper, situated in Bela Krajina, a region
in the southeastern part of Slovenia, covering
596 km?.'The word stelja in the Slovene language
refers to all bedding material including dry
leaves, moss, and other undergrowth. Collecting
bedding from forests was common throughout
Slovenia well into the second half of the
twentieth century. However, in Bela Krajina,
the word ste/ja refers specifically to common
bracken (Pteridium aquilinum or orlova praprot
in Slovene language), a material used for
bedding here (see Photo 2). According to one
explanation, the region got its name, Bela
Krajina (meaning White Carniola or White
Landscape), from the characteristic appearance
of its landscape due to the white trunks of

birches. Birches are associated with sze/jniki and
are less common in other parts of Slovenia, yet
the overgrowing of steljniki is also related to the
disappearance of the birches (see Photo 3).
During an ethnographic study conducted
between 2022 and 2024, I examined multispe-
cies relationality taking shape through children’s
participation in work in the agricultural
in the Bela

region since the mid-twentieth century. Here,

domestic economy Krajina
multispecies relationality stands for ‘a lively
world in which being is always becoming,
becoming is always becoming-with’ (Van
Dooren et al. 2016: 2). In the context of this
research, I observed how humans, grazing
animals, and common bracken have come into
being with each other in ste/jniki. The starting
point of this research is the notion of work as an

activity which places people in the sociality of
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Photo 2: When bracken turned brown, it was traditionally harvested for use as
bedding for stabled animals during winter. Pictured in October are Vinomerski
steljniki, which are protected under Natura 2000.

Photo 3: During walks in abandoned sze/jniki, we often encountered Birch Polypore

which grows on damaged or dead birches and reminded us of the constant
interplay of decay and growth. In abandoned ste/jniki, other trees gradually push
out the birch, which has a rather short life span and needs more space and light.
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other living beings (Tsing 2013: 35). Thus, the
work here is not limited to production activities
linked to transforming the environment or
providing for one’s own needs, it also relates to
the production of multispecies ties, collaboration,
sociality, and the conditions of shared life
(Porcher and Estebanez 2019). Furthermore,
I refer to the ‘slow disturbance’ of humans and
grazing animals altering ecosystems and shaping
steljniki as a result of interspecies collaborations
(Tsing 2012: 95).

Altogether, 34 research participants born
between 1940 and 2006 took part in this study.
They all grew up in farming households in Bela
Krajina and continue to live there to this day
engaging with the land through agricultural
practices to various extents.” I conducted
memory-sharing workshops and life history
interviews, and research participants were also
asked to share old photographs or family albums
to elicit and contextualise their memories.
Finally, I also asked some of the participants
to show me those cultivated and abandoned
lands which were meaningful to them. During
walks, which sometimes also included driving
by car to the locations, we discussed memories
related to their participation in agricultural
work, and to plants, animals, and land. We also
observed how the landscape has been changing
in the interlocutors’ lifetimes and scrutinised
contemporary land cultivation practices. The
walks were audio- and photo-recorded, some
were also video-recorded.

This photo essay is based on walking
ethnography and  draws on  sensory
ethnography (Pink 2009) to highlight the
multispecies relationality in ste/jniki. Walking
can be understood as ‘fundamental to the
everyday practice of social life’ and ‘to much
anthropological fieldwork’ (Lee and Ingold
2006: 67). In this

research, walking was

also understood as collaborative knowledge
production, which opened new ways of
understanding the interlocutors’ contemporary
and past lives, their emplacement, memories, the
multisensorial nature of experience, perception,
knowledge, and practice. Furthermore, walking
was a lesson in how to see (Pink 2009) whereby
it revealed the transformation of the landscape
occurring within the period of one generation.
Here, the changes mostly occurred due to the
overgrowing of the landscape and the natural
regrowth of forest. Had I walked the land
alone without interlocutors, I might easily
have thought I was surrounded only by woods,
not noticing the traces of past land cultivation
practices. During our walks, these overgrown
patches of land acquired new meanings as the
interlocutors not only shared their memories
connected to specific places, but demonstrated
perceptual skills and environmental knowledge
acquired through participating in agricultural
work since early childhood. As I paid attention
to the interweaving of memory and embodied
experience, the entanglement of human and
more-than-human activities gained increased
prominence. Furthermore, I revisited some
steliniki alone during different seasons. On my
solo walks, I focused specifically on observing
common bracken and birches and their many
inhabiting the

common landscape. These walks were also

relations to other species
photo documented. However, it is important
to note that my own observation and photo
documentation of common bracken, other
plants, and the landscape was informed by
interlocutors’ narratives, for example, through
their narrations of how common bracken
transforms from spring to autumn, to which

I shall return later.
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STELJNIKI BETWEEN USE AND
AESTHETIC VALUE

After World War 11, steljniki were increasingly
seen as degraded land, and, in line with increased
needs for state productivity, the then-Yugoslav
state supported the conversion of ste/jniki into
arable land through liming, and into spruce
forests by providing farmers with spruce saplings
(Miklavzi¢ 1965). However, since the 1970s
grazing animals and harvesting bracken for
bedding was abandoned due to de-agrarisation
and changing agricultural practices and many
steliniki simply underwent a process of natural
regeneration to forest. If 10000 ha of ste/jniki
were maintained in the 1960s, nowadays only
about 100 ha are still maintained, illustrating
how the landscape changed in the lifespan
of one generation. Interestingly, the natural
regrowth here points to abandoned landscapes
where the ‘slow disturbance’ of humans and
grazing animals sustained diverse multispecies
life (Tsing 2012, 2013). It was observed that
it takes approximately 40 to 50 years for the
forest to recover in abandoned sze/jnik through
successive phases to the final stage of oak trees
and common hornbeam. However, somewhat
controversially, it was also observed that the
number of species per plot declines with each
successive phase. Maintained steljniki carry
the greatest species diversity as opposed to
transforming abandoned ste/jniki into forests.
Typically, there are 45 species/100 m? in
maintained ste/jniki, 38 species/100 m* in the
medium phase, and only 24 species/100 m? in
well-developed hornbeam forest (Andri¢ 2007,
Carni et al. 2007). In preserved seljniki, bracken
provides a valuable habitat for various birds,
butterflies, spiders, lizards, and the European
hare. In addition, almost 300 plant species,
including protected orchids and 100 fungi, were

found during a plant species inventory (Skedelj
Petric et al. 2014).

Globally, bracken is often considered a
weed and an aggressive coloniser, which rapidly
invades abandoned lands causing a loss of
habitat and a change of soil properties (Jelin¢i¢
et al. 2022: 784) and great efforts are made to
find ways of eradicating or at least controlling
its spread. Bracken tends to overshadow other
plant species and competes for soil moisture and
nutrients (see Photo 4). It gains a competitive
advantage by increasing the phosphorus content
and promoting the high soil organic carbon
accumulation needed for its own growth, while
increasing the nitrogen limitation for other
species (Jelin¢i¢ et al. 2022:789). However,
in Bela Krajina, due to spring frosts, but
mostly because animals trampled the bracken
fiddleheads that emerge from rhizomes in spring
and humans regularly harvested it in autumn,
this ‘slow disturbance’ prevented the bracken
from growing too dense or too high. As will be
shown later in this essay, the taming of bracken
also points to a disruption and disturbance that
connect even as they disconnect (Berglund et al.
2019).

A couple of steljniki, highly valued for
their biodiversity, are now protected under
Natura 2000. Here, bracken is cut specifically to
maintain the habitat. Only a handful of stel/jniki
are still used by farmers for bracken harvesting
for bedding—the ste/jnik that we encountered
in the introduction to this essay being one of
them. With the owner of this sze/jnik, Jakob, we
discussed the changing role of steljniki in the
last few decades and their meaning for the local
identity connected to the landscape. Jakob was
born in 1976 to a family which made their living
from extensive farming. This was typically highly
diversified; rural households in Bela Krajina

maintained vineyards and orchards, cultivated
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Photo 4: Living under the shade of bracken.

fields, vegetable gardens, meadows, pastures,
and ste/jniki, and engaged in animal husbandry,
foraging, and often hunting. Since Jakob
inherited the family farm in the early 2000s, it
has been increasingly more difficult to live from
mixed farming, so he oriented his family farm
to wine production, the main source of income.
However, they still also keep ten cows. Although
Jakob still cuts bracken, thereby maintaining
the appearance of his sze/jniki, he admitted that
there was no longer any need to harvest bracken
for bedding since the abundance of straw makes
it a common substitute:

Steljniki lost their primary function in
farming. It is more profitable to abandon
them and in 50 years you will have more
from the forest, it doesn't pay to maintain
stelnik.

Yet, there is something beyond the use value and

economic reasons for why bracken is still being
harvested, as Jakob explained:

Just because szeljniki are so beautiful, that’s
why we cut it, to preserve it (...) bedding is
a side issue, it’s just to have an excuse.

I could observe a similar attitude with some
other interlocutors, who prioritised the aesthetic
value of steljnik over its use value. What, then,
is at stake when we talk about the aesthetics of
steljniki?

An aesthetic value was attached to other
cultivated landscapes as well, revealing the
multisensorial nature of place-based memories
and practice. Iva, born in 1961, a retired
seamstress, still maintains around 5 ha of land

with her family. Since early childhood, she has
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Photo 5: With Meta and Ana in a ste/jnik, which was abandoned in the early 1980s.

participated in the everyday work on their family
farm. Taking cows to pastures was typically
considered a children’s task among interlocutors
born between the 1940s and the early 1970s.
Iva recalled how, because the land was not
tenced, children had to keep watch over grazing
animals so that they did not stray into the fields
with crops and vegetables and cause damage.
During our walk, she took me to a path through
meadows, descending through steep forest to
the Kolpa River below the village. At some
point, she showed me a place by the river where
she tended cows as a child and shared memories
about how they used to jump into the river from
a willow tree. Her narration contrasted sharply
with the overgrown riverbank we were staring at
as she continued:

This was all clean back then—there was

short grass, it smelled so nice down here,

it smelled of some kind of grass. It doesn't
smell so nice now. There were frogs and
sedges. But the grass was so smooth, you
could see a mouse when it ran, it was so
beautiful, so smooth.

My interlocutors often referred to land being
‘clean’ and ‘beautiful’ when it was invested
with human work. As the above example
demonstrates, this aesthetics was also often
deeply embedded in multisensory experiences,
referring not only to vision, but also, for
example, to touch or smell. Similarly, Tuomas
Tammisto (2019) described how for Mengen
horticulturalists in Papua New Guinea, beside
the visual aspects of places, other senses
including smell are pivotal in the experiences of
their lived environment.

Maintained steljniki (i.e., those where

bracken is still harvested) were often specifically
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Photo 6: A plum tree persists in an overgrown steljnik.

praised for their beauty. On another occasion,
Meta and Ana took me to an overgrown ste/jnik
from their childhood, which was abandoned
in the early 1980s. As neighbours and lifelong
friends, Meta and Ana, born respectively in
1954 and 1955, shared life trajectories and many
memories of living and working on the land.
After we had met a couple of times, they were
particularly fond of going for walks, which, in
this case, because they wanted to show me so
many places that were meaningful to them and
scattered far apart, also involved driving by car.
In an abandoned ste/jnik, which they visited as
children while they were watching over grazing
animals in spring and harvesting bracken in
autumn, they also explained that when this
steljnik was still in use, everything was ‘clean and
beautiful’ (see Photo 5). In another sze/jnik higher
up above the village, Meta and Ana pointed to

a plum tree, which no matter how hard I tried,

I couldn’t see in the secondary forest at which
we were staring (see Photo 6). They explained
how as children they had enjoyed climbing
these trees, picking plums while they grazed
cattle here. In agricultural domestic economy,
the value of grazing animals and bracken were
closely interconnected. Used for bedding in
stables, bracken mixed with animal excrement
slowly turned into precious fertiliser, which was
used to improve the soil in cultivated fields and
vineyards upon which farming families were
heavily dependent. Yet, while grazing, the cows
also fertilised the infertile soil in sze/jniki and
the plums were abundant.

After we visited the abandoned and
overgrown steljniki of their childhood, Meta
and Ana proposed driving together to another
patch of land in the middle of the forest where
one of the farmers from a neighbouring village
still harvests bracken and uses it as bedding
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Photo 7: Bracken rising towards the sun.

for horses. As soon as we got out of the car,
they exclaimed, ‘Now this looks completely
different!” “This is the right one, this is the real
stelinik.’ Bringing me to the maintained ste/jnik
enabled us to fully grasp not only the aesthetics
attributed to these patches of land, but also
how multisensorial the experience of being
surrounded by bracken is. As we observed which
other plants grow amidst the bracken, from
thyme to white dryas, and the trees which were

scattered around—birch, chestnut, and linden—
Meta noted how the ‘bracken strives towards
the sun’ (see Photo 7) and ‘it smells beautifully
here, of flowers.” Ana continued that ‘when you
walk through bracken, it has something, some
special smell.” Yet, she concluded that the most
beautiful ste/jni% in fact is, when the bracken
is there no more: ‘It’s beautiful then, when
bracken is cut. It looks like moss.’
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Photo 8: Young bracken in April.

NOTICING BRACKEN

Multispecies relationality does not imply merely
close ties and a mutuality of engagement, but
also disruption, detachment, disconnection,
and conflict (Strathern 2020). Detachment
is also illustrated by the above encounter, in
which Ana concluded that the ste/jnik is at its
most beautiful when the bracken is cut. Other
interlocutors also noted the transformation of
bracken according to the seasons. Marija, born
in 1952, emphasised how it transforms from a
lovely sprouting plant in spring (see Photo 8), to
a rough, nasty one when it becomes brown and

ready to die off:

Today they only have nice things to say
about bracken. I don't have any nice

memories of it. It’s such a nasty, rough
plant. It grows high, it grows all year, and
its roots are also quite deep. The stems get
woody, so it was difficult when we were
cutting it [as children]. They used to cut
it a bit higher, there was often a thorny
bush. You soon got scratched. It’s all nice
to look at. When it’s young, the bracken is
beautiful, furled, such a small, lovely plant.

Bracken starts to sprout in April, so when we
visited sze/jnik with Marija in early July, it had
already grown to two metres high. Yet, Marija
drew my attention to the ‘beautiful’ furled
fronds that were still visible at the top of the
bracken (see Photo 9).

Other interlocutors shared their praise of
young bracken for its beauty, while dry bracken
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Photo 9: Marija showing me how beautiful bracken’s furled fronds are in early July.

was commonly remembered as an unpleasant
plant. They recalled that injuries occurred during
bracken harvesting: bracken could burrow deep
under the skin, necessitating a visit to the doctor
to remove it, or it once cut directly into the vein
which caused heavy bleeding (see Photo 10).
Although with the succession phases
through which abandoned ste/jniki are trans-
forming into forest, bracken is gradually
disappearing from these plots of land, it is
(unlike birch) rather successful in finding new
habitats. Interlocutors noticed that in particular
where the soil is acidic, bracken begins to spread
through several-metres-long rhizomes that
form a vast network in the soil and sprout new
shoots. Given the bracken’s propensity to spread,
I, too, started to notice patches of bracken in
the middle of arable land, creeping out of the
edges of the fields, forcing their way out from
under the trees and appearing in the most

unexpected places. Sometimes, it surprised my
interlocutors, too, as was the case when Amalija,
born in 1946, wanted to show me where they
used to have cultivated fields and meadows.
When unexpectedly we had to make our way
through an expanse of high bracken (see Photo
11), she commented, ‘We ploughed these fields,
we grew crops here. And everything was mowed,
now it’s all overgrown. This again points to
the ‘slow disturbance’ which tamed bracken, as
Marija also noted, ‘It seems that if left in peace,
it [bracken] likes to spread.’

Yet, in general, the interlocutors did not
seem worried about the spread of bracken. After
we made a journey through what were once
maintained sze/jniki, Vinko, born in 1953, took
me to his meadows with a sinkhole covered
with bracken. He explained that when he was
young, they ploughed this sinkhole at the base,
and grew vegetables, because the soil there is
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Photo 10: Research participants’ narrations about bracken made me observe in greater

detail the composition of bracken’s stem and how it breaks when dry.
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Photo 11: Amalija making her way through high bracken on an abandoned and overgrown
patch of land.
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Photo 12: A sinkhole inhabited by bracken.

particularly fertile. They also cut hay by hand on
the slopes of the sinkhole. With mechanisation
and modernisation, these plots of land, difficult
to manage using machinery, were abandoned
and left to the process of natural regrowth
for several years—until at some point Vinko
decided to clear it:

We cut down all the trees and thorn
bushes in the sinkhole, we got lots of
woods, then we burnt it and let sheep
in there, we cleared it thoroughly, and it
became like this (see Photo 12).

Being a pioneer species easily populating
habitats destroyed by fire, bracken started to
grow in the sinkhole after it was ‘cleared.” Asked
if he is not bothered by the spreading of bracken
where in the past it did not grow, Vinko
responded:

No, I am not bothered by bracken
spreading. It’s also a decoration, kofenica
[dry grassland which was typically mowed
only once per year]. It’s nice to see
[bracken]. It would be a pity to destroy it.
Let it grow.

In this case as well, we can observe the
aesthetics attributed to human-maintained
landscape, which is also supported by Vinko’s
statement: ‘I like to have it clear. I can’t see dirt.
For me, it must be outdoors as it is indoors’,
pointing to order and cleanliness inside the
home which extends to the landscape. In
this sense, bracken falls in the domain of the
aesthetics of cultivated landscape. On the
other hand, various shrubs which first take over
following the abandonment of land cultivation
in the succession phases towards woodland were

perceived by Vinko as ‘dirt.” Other interlocutors

SUOMEN ANTROPOLOGI

VOLUME 49, ISSUE 2, 2025 | SPECIAL ISSUE 102



Barbara Turk Niskac

-

e

‘(

|i : .
L
\ -

"

=) -
%L—-
2 SR

wd i
.Ii_
o D i

Photo 13: Young oak tree surrounded by common bracken in Ivan’s szeljnik.

similarly often lamented how with overgrowing
‘you don't even know how to get in [steljnik].
There’s bushes and thorns’ or that ‘only useless
stuft grows there, alder buckthorn, blackberry.
Nothing. It’s overgrown, impassible.”

CHANGING RELATIONS
IN ABANDONED STELJNIKI

Regardless of the aesthetic value of maintained
steliniki and the negative attitude to the first
successive phases of overgrowing, which is
characterised by various thorny shrubs, an
abandoned sze/jnik entirely changes into a forest
acquiring new economic value. This new value
stems from rural households typically cutting
wood to heat their homes and as well as for

additional income. Marija agreed ‘that it was
nicer’ when ste/jniki were maintained, yet she
had little sympathy for the land that cannot be
sustained because it has no use value:

There’s nothing you can do about it. To
cut bracken just so that ste/jnik doesn’t
overgrow doesn’t make sense. In this case,
it is better to let it overgrow. Let there
be wood [for heating], here it is anyway
such [shallow, acidic] soil [not suitable for
cultivating crops].

On the other hand, multispecies relationality
in steljniki can also take an unexpected turn, as
it happened in a ste/jnik which I visited with
Ivan. Born in 1956, he spent his entire life
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as a farmer, with vineyards representing his
primary source of income. Although working
the vineyards takes a lot of time, he cut bracken
in his steljnik for years after ceasing to keep
cows, only to maintain its appearance. However,
Ivan recently decided to stop cutting bracken
and let the steljnik revert to a forest. While this
would happen spontaneously through various
succession phases, Ivan is now taking care of
the saplings, replanting them so that they have
enough space and light, and protecting them
from doe and deer. He also noted the changing
role of bracken. In spring, the old bracken now
serves as mulch, it keeps the moisture in the soil
and thus nourishes saplings. Yet, as new bracken
starts to grow, it soon overgrows saplings and
may suffocate them, thus Ivan often visits the
steljnik to remove the bracken from around the
young trees (see Photo 13). As we looked at the
young oaks, birches, wild cherries, and pine trees
in his stelinik, he said:

It was beautiful before [when the ste/inik
was maintained], now it will be beautiful
in a different way.

Although Ivan’s ste/jnik demonstrates that taking
care of the land may assume many forms, what
was common among the research participants
was the attachment to the land that formed
through embodied

memories of inhabiting, working, and socialising

everyday practice and

on the land. Here, too, we can observe that
something beyond economic reason is at play, as
Ivan explained:

You must look after nature, not after the
money. I'm glad to see that the tree has
grown. If I looked at it economically,
I wouldn't do it, but it makes me happy.

CONCLUSIONS

In this essay, I drew attention to multispecies
relationality that formed in ste/jniki through
work in subsistence-based extensive farming.
Here, work is not understood merely through
economic rationality, but is embedded within
human and more-than-human relationality,
reciprocity, and care. I have shown that, beyond
the use value, aesthetic value has been attributed
to cultivated landscape, suggesting that its
aesthetic value is connected to the attachment
to land formed through working and living
on and from it. Walking ethnography, which
entailed not only visual, but other senses as well
such as touch and smell, provided an important
insight into the micro-processes of the relational,
affective, and material entanglements of the
research participants with common bracken and
steljniki. It also enabled me to grasp the aesthetic
value of the steljniki and the multisensorial
nature of research participants’ experiences,
perception, knowledge, and practice. Finally, if
previously I had not paid attention to common
bracken, I now started to notice it.
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NOTES
1 All photographs were taken by the author of this
article.

2 Most of the interlocutors now cultivate land,
while some engage in animal husbandry only
for their own consumption, six interlocutors are
semi-farmers, with waged labour or a pension
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and family farms as a source of additional income,
and only two from the younger generation
make their living exclusively from farming. All
of the research participants in this article are
pseudonymised. Selected memories and photos
are also published on the research project blog

(https://blogs.tuni.fi/patchwork/).
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