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1. The Subject and Aim of the Research 

 

Going to markets and fairs, thus selling and acquiring goods is 

an important element of everyday subsistence and significant when 

fulfilling material needs. Research of markets and fairs is widespread in 

Hungarian ethnographic literature. Also, various geographic areas were 

examined separately, connected to different sub-topics in a wide range 

of time-periods. The research of fairs covered almost all Hungarian-

speaking regions. The only region that somewhat posed as an exception 

to this was Vojvodina, a part of Serbia. With my work, I strive to fill in 

this gap. 

I was led to the topic of fairs whilst examining markets. Markets 

are venues for vending food and conducting weekly shopping. When 

researching them, the question of how the agricultural population in the 

examined area is capable of obtaining animals, agricultural accessories, 

spare parts, clothing or furniture arose. This inquiry initiated the 

research in the venues of procurement.  

The trend of multi-national companies covering all aspects of 

sale is an observable change in today's commerce, thus smaller shops 

and entrepreneurships slowly disappear. Imported goods are 

increasingly present on markets. Demand for our own, home-made 
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products is fairly low. Even so, fairs still exist. Their ever-changing 

world shows a colourful picture of necessities and of the void that has 

not yet been filled by Chinese and other Far-Eastern goods. 

Ethnographic studies indicate that the golden age of fairs was at 

the beginning of the 20th century. However, in Vojvodina larger fairs 

took place even at the end of the century and the beginning of 2000s. 

This was one of the reasons for taking up this question and researching 

its importance in Vojvodina. My primary questions were the following: 

What is the historical background of marketing in Vojvodina? Where 

are fairs organized up to this day? For which goods is there a demand at 

these events and who are those who are able to fulfill it?  

My research started in the 1990's and ended in 2012. To explore 

the routes and motivation of vendors and buyers at fairs, I had to travel 

to almost every corner of Vojvodina. I was a companion of merchants 

and customers alike. After the historical introduction, where I am going 

to deal with the history of fairs in the area, I shall demonstrate their 

current situation in Vojvodina, and the changes that recently transpired 

to them.  

 

2. Source material and methods for researching the fairs of Vojvodina 

 

 My research and therefore this study can be divided into two 

greater units. For the historical aspect of the research, I relied on 

sources from archives. Letters patent (charters of privileges) of cities 
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are the earliest sources of data in the examined region. At the turn of the 

20th century, János Illésy reviewed the charters of privileges from 1526 

to 1848, which concerned the current territory of Vojvodina. These 

included the permissions of exercising the right to hold fairs. I used this 

database to locate the settlements where fairs have been held and to 

determine the number of days when they were held.  

 In the archives of the three, once free royal cities: Novi 

Sad/Újvidék Sombor/Zombor and Subotica/Szabadka, the source 

material of the magistrate's documents include data that clearly outline 

the "golden age of fairs" in these settlements. All archives, where I have 

conducted my research, managed to preserve to a greater extent 

something different than the others. In Subotica/Szabadka, the 

collection of posters upheld the promotions of fairs for many decades. 

While in Sombor/Zombor there is a rich source of photographic 

documentation about such events. Amongst the magistrate documents 

in Novi Sad/Újvidék, I found applications for holding fairs. Luckily, all 

three of the archives managed to conserve the maps, plans and drawings 

relating to the relocation of fair-grounds. In the material of the Museum 

of Vojvodina and the Archives of Vojvodina, maps can be found, where 

there are important pieces of information connected to the relocation of 

fair-grounds and the time of their relocation.  

  "Bácska" a local journal published in  Sombor/Zombor about 

public life and politics and the "Bácskai Hírlap" published in 

Subotica/Szabadka proved to be an interesting addition to the material 
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from the archives. In the columns of these newspapers (with the 

necessary criticism of the sources) fairs present themselves in a multi-

faceted manner and their significance can be seen from the perspective 

of journalists of the period. In the region I have examined, calendars 

have lists of fairs that indicate the significance of these events and, 

mainly, how they changed over time. With the comparative analysis of 

the lists of fairs made on various dates, we may get a picture about the 

number of days when fairs were held in a specific region likewise their 

distribution amongst months.  

I started the field research with the aim to gather data about 

descriptions of present day fairs at the end of the 1990's, which 

comprises the second part of the paper. In that period, visitors of fairs 

were awaited by a rather colourful  “fairscape”. I could learn the dates 

of fairs from Catholic and Orthodox Church calendars, published in 

Vojvodina. In most settlements, a fair was held once a month on a given 

Sunday, eight times a year altogether. For the research to be more 

effective, I visited the same fairs in different seasons of the year. In 

addition to field researches, I interviewed those employed in companies 

and firms who organize the fairs, and the craftsmen, retailers and 

customers being present in those fairs. 

I found it important to draw the catchment area maps of present 

day fairs. The database kept by municipal authorities and public utility 

companies on fair stand rentals was of great help in that.   
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3. Major Results of the Paper 

 

Hungarian ethnographic literature connected to the research 

conducted in the province of Vojvodina did not deal with the topic of 

trade, markets and fairs to a greater extent. The chapter on the history of 

fairs strives to complement this shortcoming, putting emphasis on the 

period termed as the golden age of fairs by Imre Dankó, namely the 

turning point of the 19th and 20th century. In the historical part I am 

going to review the permissions for dates for holding fairs, the 

significant increase of these, the notion of supplementary fairs, and the 

annual order of  fair dates.  

Spreading the news about fairs deserves a separate chapter. In 

the source material I found all sorts of written advertising. They 

publicized the dates by calendars, newspaper ads and various posters.  

Fairs proved to be quite an important source of income for the 

towns. After acquiring the status of free royal town, the towns had the 

right to collect fees for holding fairs. Therefore they tried to acquire this 

rank as soon as possible, as then the income connected to holding these 

events went to the treasury of the town. Fees that were to be paid at 

fairs were disclosed of on placards or other printed versions of 

promotion. These are conserved in the archives.  

The development of the city also defined marketing and  fair-

grounds. As they grew larger and larger, fairs were squeezed out of the 

city centers. The progress of cities also provided good reasons for the 
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relocation of fair-grounds to larger, uninhabited areas with plenty of 

free space. As it generated economic growth, prosperity and the 

development of the settlement, the fair itself was a major factor of 

urbanization, providing benefits to the town where it used to be held. 

Owing to documents and legal regulations of the period (i.e. the 1874 

and 1888 acts on animal health control) the relocation of fairs can be 

traced precisely. Various maps from different periods show the phases 

of such a process. In the beginning, fairs were held in the central part of 

the settlements. Yet, population growth and building up the squares, 

squeezed them out to uninhabited areas of the city. At first, only the 

livestock fairs were relocated to peripheral areas, but later the 

commodity fairs follow suit.  

The vendor structure of old time fairs provided good grounds for 

a comparative analysis based on present day research. The largest fair 

of the Backa/Bácska region, at the beginning of this century, was the 

one in Topolya (Backa Topola). Fairs were held there from the 1880's, 

still the Yugoslav wars of the 1990's made it exceptional among the 

others. This fair used to be held on its original venue, which is also 

indicated by the weighing house, well and drinking-trough, still 

standing on the square. The fair in Topolya is held on every second 

Sunday of the month. All craftsmen who work in Vojvodina and 

manufacture goods for fairs are there. Topolya lies at the crossroads of 

important transport routes.  
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The livestock market of the Topolya fair is enclosed by a fence, 

the animals for sale are sorted by species, in accordance with the animal 

health control regulations. Sadly, the demand for this type of purchasing 

animals is poor nowadays, which is indicated by the scarce number of 

animals sold there. Earlier, in the 1990s, there were two rows of lorries 

from South Serbia, sometimes carrying a cargo of up to 20 or even 30 

bull calves. 

Earlier you could see vendors and costumers whipping hands 

with each other while bargaining at the fair-grounds of the livestock 

market. The bargain was not easily attained at first. "You shouldn’t just 

go there and say, “I want it”. First, you had to take a look around, thus 

curtailing prices. Even when you were absolutely sure of buying it, you 

shouldn’t show any signs of wanting to do so. Bargaining is, in fact, the 

process of how the buyer and the seller try to outwit each other in order 

to yield more off the price.  It all depended on money. You could have 

worked off a lot, if you were clever." Nowadays, this type of bargaining 

is rare even at the fairs in Topolya.   

When the Topolya fair was at its peak in terms of turnover, we 

could even find mongers there. There were always a few of these 

mongers in the surrounding villages, who knew a lot about animals, but  

were even more shrewd in bargaining and dealing. The mongers helped 

either the buyers or the vendors at fairs. They chaffered for animals or 

else, praised them, as needed. After the transactions occurred, mongers 

got a "percent", a percentage of the acquired price of the animal. 
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Mongers have disappeared from fairs. This form of occupation can be 

considered fully non-existent in the examined region.  

In the towns of Csantavér/Cantavir, Kispiac/Male Pijace and 

Zenta/Senta, fairs are organised to this day, but for example in 

Magyarkanizsa/Kanjiza it has lost its significance.  

Aside from the Topolya fair in the Bácska region, the one in 

Debelyacsa/Torontálvásárhely of Bánát and that of Ruma in the 

Szerémség/Srem area, also remain important.  

Debelyacsa / Torontálvásárhely is a larger village in the 

southwestern region of Bánát/Banat, with the population of more than 5 

000 inhabitants. The structure of the settlement developed so that the 

fair-ground became an integral part of the village, more precisely, the 

village was built around it. Neither has the fair-ground or the village 

itself changed throughout the years. The composition of the fair is the 

most archaic to be found in the region.  

It upheld its agricultural character from the past. During the fair, 

there is a wide offer of animals, agricultural machines, devices that can 

be attached to them, but also other equipment and spare parts. However, 

there are but few goods designated for children and there are no merry-

go-rounds, springboards or other means of entertainment so popular 

these days. 

As Zoltán Kalapis depicted it in 1980, the tents were noisy and 

people were rip-roaring. This has changed in the meantime. Those 

frying pljeskavica (a type of hamburger) can get a place at the fair-
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grounds only here and there. Yet, it often happens that goats are roasted 

in front of tented pubs. In relation to the size of the fair, there were but 

few of these, when I visited. People were surprisingly quiet in the tents. 

Machine music could only be heard every once in a while.   

Ruma is the southernmost of the fair-hubs in Vojvoidna. The 

largest fair in the Szerémség/Srem region is organized there. This 

function plays an important role in the history of the settlement. Ruma 

is located in the central part of the Szerémség/Srem region. Based on its 

location we can presume that it was an appropriate place for trade even 

in earlier periods. It is midway Šabac (Szabács) and Újvidék (Novi 

Sad), along the Belgrade-Zagreb route. After crossing the rivers, roads 

led to this place and the pasture routes for cattle also crossed paths 

there.   

The commodity market in Ruma was located in the town center, 

while the livestock market was on the outskirts. The two fair-grounds 

were connected by the "Market Street". Today, both fair-grounds are 

located on the outskirts, connected to the city center via a single street. 

On marketing days, both sides of the street are occupied by vendors.  

Earlier, Ruma was notable for its fair of grain and cereals, which 

has changed by now. Today, grain is bought up by wholesalers  and co-

ops, who then sell it on domestic or foreign markets after parching.  

Serbia has a tariff-free agreement with Russia for these products.  

The fair in Ruma has regular attendance, and its catchment area 

is comprised of towns from neighboring countries, thus the nearby 
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cities of the former Yugoslav republics, alongside Serbian ones. Visa-

exemption enables the permeability of borders. Such a trans-border 

catchment area was not typical for any other examined fair. 

 Commerce has gone through great changes due to the progress 

of means of transport. The fair in Ruma could develop as the most 

important one in the Szerémség/Srem region since it is located at the 

foothills of Mt. Fruška Gora, at an important point of trade route that 

spans across the region. 

Different stages of development of another type of agricultural 

commodity fairs can be observed by looking at the one in Novi Sad. 

Once a mart, this event evolved into one of the most important 

agricultural exhibitions and fairs of the region.  

In Novi Sad, the present-day capital of Vojvodina, the first 

industrial and agricultural exhibitions were held alongside fairs. These 

were organized by the Council of Commerce (odbor) of the Bács-

Bodrog County in the second half of the 19th century, on 13-16 October 

1883. After that, a number of other kinds of agricultural exhibitions and 

fairs were organized; however, the predecessor of the current, nation-

wide agricultural fair took place only in 1948. This event was the most 

effective presentation of the highest quality agricultural products. 

The Novi Sad International Agricultural Fair, having a sizeable 

and the longest history of and tradition in organising fairs  provides a 

space for agrobusiness in modern times. The 78th International 

Agricultural Fair was held from 14-21 May 2011.  
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 The settlements, where I conducted my research are different in 

their geographic characteristics, population social and professional 

structure, their rank in the former county-system and their economic 

background. Therefore their fairs have differing catchment areas. The 

development of the railway- and road-systems also brought along some 

changes. The one-day walking distance had multiplied, and the 

achievable length of travelling in a period of 24 hours could reach as 

much as a few hundred kilometers. In modern times, animals designated 

to be sold at fairs seldom have to take even a single step, as they are 

transported by lorries.  

Nowadays the largest fair in Vojvodina, Serbia is the one in 

Topolya, as I have already stated, which, at the same time, has the 

largest catchment area. I have also examined the catchment areas of 

other types of fairs. Since no questionnaires similar to the ones prior to 

the investigations of terrier settlements have been prepared lately, I had 

to rely on other sources. My catchment area maps are based on the 

information about the place of origin of vendors indicated in the annual 

agreements on fair stand rentals. Nowadays, clear catchment areas 

cannot be defined, nor can one live merely from selling at fairs.   

On the basis of fairs still organized, we can state, that fairs have 

been able to endure in settlements where there was/is a demand for the 

goods sold at these events. These are agrarian settlements, where the 

majority of the population earn for living or a part of its salary from 
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agriculture (villages and cities alike), thus the goods sold in fairs cannot 

be bought elsewhere in local shops.  

Fair-grounds have not changed in recent decades. They are still 

divided to livestock and commodity market. Yet the staggering drop in 

the demand for livestock makes these markets almost empty. They now 

serve as a place for the tented pubs and steak-houses. Many visitors of 

fairs go there just to have a piece of roasted lamb or goat meat. The 

menus of the stake-houses have not changed. Besides roasted goat, they 

sell freshly made sausages and local specialties made from minced 

meat.  

The fair-ground of commodity markets has experienced a 

radical change in the structure of vendors. There are more resellers than 

farmers or craftsmen, with whom it is harder to bargain. At the end of 

the 1990's, one could still see people bargaining, while today this is 

only possible when someone buys larger quantities or purchases  

different products from the same vendor.  

The craftsmen selling at fairs offer goods, which cannot be 

bought in shops, or which are offered at significantly lower prices than 

in shops. 

The sales offer of second-hand goods, so typical of old-time 

fairs, is still present in fairs in an even more significant volume.  

Honey-cake (mézeskalács) makers are indispensable vendors in 

fairs. Sometimes their tents make up a whole row in fairs. The symbolic 

"vásárfia" (literally: a gift from the fair) is the consolation for those who 
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stayed at home and it usually comprises of a pack of candy or other 

types of sweets, and is usually bought in these tents.   

Serbian language is used at all fairs in the territory of Vojvodina 

even at those which take place in mainly Hungarian-speaking towns. It 

is the language of the environment, one that is understood by all, 

therefore it serves to make a deal easily and faster. Hungarian could be 

heard more frequently only in the fairs in Kispiac and Zenta, in northern 

Bácska.   

Traditional „criers” in the ancient sense of the word, do not exist 

anymore in fairs.  Seldom, a knife-grinder or a seller of universally 

beneficial potion may appear equipped with a megaphone to promote 

the quality and necessity of their products.  

On the current territory of Vojvodina there are only a few 

settlements, where fairs are held on days defined long ago, although 

these dates are not the direct continuation of decisions made in the late 

1800s. The examples for these few are: Torontálvásárhely, where fairs 

are held on Fridays, four times a year, and Ruma, where  fairs are held 

every month on the third day of the month.   

The beginning of the 21st century is not the age of fairs in the 

region. The list of fairs in Vojvodina includes only 14 settlements and 

an annual number of 104 fairs altogether. 

It can be stated that fairs nowadays usually take place on 

Sundays. Holding fairs is not linked to religious holidays anymore and 
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the influence of the church on the dates of fairs decreased in 

comparison to the periods when fairs started to evolve. Sunday is the 

day off for those working in agriculture and others employed elsewhere. 

Therefore it is the most suitable day for going to the fair. 

„The world does not turn all around fairs anymore. Once 

there weren't any shops. If you wanted to buy something, you had to go 

to a fair. Now there is no stuff like horses and such. Last time I saw a 

horse in a fair, it was in Topolya. Nowadays tractors roam. And you 

don't buy tractors in the fair, but in shops. The importance of fairs has 

dropped from the previous 100% to maybe 10%. Now they are like that. 

Back in the days you could buy all necessities in the fair, now perhaps 

just 10% of it.” 
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