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Introduction

The contributions included in this monograph constitute 
extended and reworked texts of the select papers which 
were presented in their first versions at the 14th European 
International Scientific Conference of Folk Culture "Between 
Folk Culture and Global Culture in Contemporary Europe” of 
International Organization of Folk Art (IOV). The conference 
took place between 23-26 November 2017 in Andorf (Austria) 
and was held “In Honor of Alexander Veigl, the Founder of 
IOV, on the 10th Anniversary of His Death”. It was organized 
by The IOV International Commission for Science and Research 
for Central and Eastern Europe, The Austrian Section of IOV 
and The Polish Section of IOV. The authors of papers included 
in this monograph represent research centers from the IOV 
National Sections of Austria, Belarus, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Poland and Ukraine.

The title formula of the present publication, Between Folk 
Culture and Global Culture in Contemporary Europe, includes 
two key concepts: folk culture and global culture, which are 
very meaningful when related to the sphere of culture; they 
emphasize the dynamic nature of the cultural processes 
involved. The word “between” implies both continuity and 
change, and it is this dynamics of change within various 
European ethno-cultures which constitutes the focus of 
attention. This fundamental category organizes the set of 
operational concepts which are focal for the argument in 
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the studies comprised in this monograph. They include 
acculturation, globalization, stylization, heritagization, cultural 
heritage, neo-folklore, cultural identity, transformation, ethnic 
group, tradition v. modernity, revitalization, contemporary folk 
culture, intangible heritage, cultural policy, de-sacralization, 
multicultural society, ethnicity, ethnic minority.

The dynamics of change, resulting from globalization 
processes, studied in a variety of research fields, lead to 
some diagnoses re: tendencies characteristic of the studied 
ethnic cultures – their traditional rituals (Valentina Novak, 
Oksana Mykytenko, Agnieszka Monies-Mizera, Inna 
Shved), contemporary folk music and costume (Rimantas 
Astrauskas, Aija Jansone, Kinga Czerwińska), the ethnic 
minorities which live in diasporas and cultivate their 
traditions, either “transferred” or “invented” (Katarzyna 
Marcol, Fran Wright), and expressions of ethnicity in 
border areas (Larysa Vakhnina). These changes include also 
transmission of cultural heritage within the contemporary 
information society (Violetta Krawczyk-Wasilewska), neo-
folklore (Anna Brzozowska-Krajka), as well as cultural 
policy: the relation of some social ritual practices to 
contemporary legal-political regulations (Letizia Bindi) and 
cultural diplomacy (Maria Ochab). The contributions to this 
book are not merely theoretical considerations but primarily 
specific, ethnographic-folkloric-anthropological case studies. 
Therefore, the conclusions reached by the authors are strongly 
grounded in the results of their own research. And the 
notion of tradition is the leitmotif of all these considerations, 
as, according to Marshall Sahlins, in contemporary history 
tradition frequently denotes a culture-specific representation 
of change (Lubaś 2008: 9). Hence, the authors of these studies 
understand tradition in terms of various visions of the 
cultural treasury to be preserved for future generations: as 
social change, as revitalization of tradition and its forms, as 
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introducing old signs and symbols into new contexts, and, as 
“invented” traditions, frequently regarded as controversial, 
and the permissible limits of such innovations.  

Thus, we follow three principal understandings of tradition 
distinguished by Polish scholar Jerzy Szacki: as action (with 
the emphasis put on social transmission of cultural content 
from generation to generation), as object (with the emphasis 
put on the content of tradition), and as subject (with the 
emphasis on the attitude of people to the cultural heritage) 
(Szacki 1971: 97-98). 

The understanding of tradition as object is represented 
by the study of V. Novak (The Maternal Rite of Gomel Polesye: 
Its Structure, Regional and Local Peculiarities) which presents 
a reconstruction of Belarusian (from the region of Gomel) 
variant of maternal and birth rituals on the basis of the 
collection of archival materials in her university, with especial 
emphasis upon local specificity of these ritual behaviors. The 
focus of her argument is upon the system of beliefs, orders and 
prohibitions pertaining to the mother and her newborn baby 
which have functioned in the consciousness of representatives 
of this folk culture until nowadays; though, as she states, today 
they are performed in different ways.

However, the majority of studies included in this monograph 
present the understanding of tradition as subject and aim at 
examination of changes in selected elements of cultural heritage 
in its contemporary contexts. An analysis-interpretation 
of rich conceptual symbolism of padlock and key in the 
wedding ritual is presented by O. Mykytenko (Love Padlock 
and Key as the Traditional Symbols and Contemporary Attributes 
in the Wedding Ceremony (on the Material of Slavic Tradition). 
She demonstrates their universal complex symbolism on the 
material from selected genres from Ukrainian, Belarusian 
and Serbian folklore and of postmodernist literary works. 
She concludes that the “mythological consciousness of the  

Introduction
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mass-consumption era does not go through degradation or 
decline but, instead, shows an increase of mythological text in 
everyday life.” 

The contribution by A. Monies-Mizera (Reception Rites in 
Polish Traditional Folklore. From Extended Ritual Complexes to 
Abbreviated Ludic Elements) concerns the change of functions 
of traditional birth rituals in contemporary Polish cultural 
reality. She claims that this extended complex ritual of the past 
has been nowadays considerably reduced and its principal 
functions – apotropaeic and creative – have been replaced by 
ludic function.

I. Shved (Acculturation as a Factor of Change in the Folk 
Eschatological Narratives – Based on Belarusian Material) studies 
the influence of contemporary global processes of urbanization 
and modernization and formation of lay consumer society 
upon Belarussian oral tales about “the end of the world” 
of the XX and the beginning of the XXI centuries. Here the 
processes of acculturation reveal destruction of traditional 
axiological systems embedded in these tales. Shved connects 
transformation of these motifs with social-historical 
changes: World War II, collectivism, totalitarianism. Rational 
interpretations of signs of “the end of the world” are viewed as 
disasters: both natural and those caused by human activities.

The contribution authored by R. Astrauskas (Lithuanian 
Traditional Musical Culture in the Process of Change) also 
pertains to cultural change caused by globalization processes. 
He examines the Lithuanian folk music as an element of the 
cultural reality of Soviet times and after the restoration of 
Lithuania’s independence in 1990, especially changes in style, 
musical instruments, and in transmission of music. Astrauskas 
focuses upon revitalization of traditional musical culture in 
Lithuania and distinguishes two types of such revitalization: 
one practiced by ethnographic ensembles and one practiced by 

Anna Brzozowska-Krajka



11

folkloric ensembles. He also draws attention to new patterns 
of behavior, mixtures of musical and dance styles, etc. 

The studies authored by A. Jansone (Authenticity Versus 
Modernity in Latvian Folk Costumes of Today) and K. Czerwińska 
(Folk Costumes: Tradition – Changes – Perspective. Examples from 
Southern Poland: Cieszyn Silesia, Żywiec Beskids, Podhale) depict 
tendencies characteristic of contemporary transformation 
of folk costume as a marker of national, regional and local 
identity. Jansone poses a question crucial for contemporary 
Latvian cultural reality, concerning the type of folk dress 
which should be nowadays subject to adaptation: the authentic 
folk dress (ethnographic variant) which strictly fits historical 
facts, or the “renewed” folk dress, i.e. stylized, reconstructed 
one, which combines elements from various historical periods. 
According to her, the choice of the “renewed” folk costume 
does not diminish its bearers’ sense of national identity. 

Czerwińska emphasizes the renaissance of traditional folk 
costume in contemporary southern Polish cultural reality as an 
essential element of regional culture. She points to directions 
of its change and to changed functions of this element of folk 
culture in contemporary times and limitations of such change. 
She distinguishes the following types of folk costume: one 
continuing its traditional, authentic forms; one adapted to new 
needs; and elements of folk costume combined with modern 
clothes (for example with modern shoes, shirts, blouses, coats 
and vests). 

The studies by V. Krawczyk-Wasilewska (European Intangible 
Heritage and the Information Society) and A. Brzozowska-Krajka 
(Religion and Neo-folklore: the Sacred and the Profane in Polish 
E-wishes) present digital folklore and e-folklore as new areas 
of research included into neo-folklore. Krawczyk-Wasilewska 
concentrates on documentation of folklore: she discusses 
the digital archives of cultural heritage in many European 

Introduction
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countries: for example in Greece, Denmark, Norway, Latvia, 
and Poland. She claims that they accomplish the principles 
set by the European Union and UNESCO and follows to 
write that “the long-standing UNESCO idea of safeguarding, 
protecting and preserving intangible heritage masterpieces 
means maintaining cultural diversity in the face of growing 
globalization.” Krawczyk-Wasilewska also asserts that “[w]hile  
studying online e-folklore issues we face ‘new tradition’ in 
the form of visual and musical animations; urban legends and 
life histories recognized via social networking websites where 
often local goes global and vice versa.”

The study authored by A. Brzozowska-Krajka is dominated 
by analytical-interpretative perspective: she examines one genre 
of neo-folklore – the e-wishes taken from their rich collection 
on Polish-language websites. Her anthropological analysis of 
e-wishes as a component of festive time in the liturgical cycle 
(especially of the time of Easter) illustrates transformation of 
the axiological consciousness brought about by civilizational 
development and the process of transition from traditional 
society to contemporary industrial society. This transformation 
includes, for example, manifestation of attitudes of  
de-sacralization and dominance of commercialized religion 
over theological religion, which is a process characteristic for 
all Christian Europe.

The segment of the book titled “Ethnic minorities” is 
comprised of the articles focused on the issue of collective 
identity of the ethno-cultures of ethnic minorities in Serbia 
(K. Marcol: Shaping Determinants of Ethnicity of Silesian Minority 
in Ostojićevo (Serbian Banat). Polish Folk Dances, Costumes and Folk 
Songs as Invented Tradition) and Austria (F. Wright: Traditional 
Ethnic Minorities in Austria: Burgenland Croats’ Dynamics of 
Change) and in the Polish-Ukrainian-Belarusian ethnic border 
area (L. Vakhnina: A Study of Ukrainian-Polish-Belarusian 
Ethnocultural Borderland). Ethnicity and “invented” tradition 
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are the key categories of Marcol’s argument. She points to 
some elements of contemporary identification of Polish-
Silesian ethnic minority in Ostojićevo and to the processes of 
adaptation of their folk costumes, family or annual rituals, 
and such cultural practices as folk dances and songs presented 
at festivals of ethnic minorities. All these forms of ethnic 
expression, in their “own” ethnic style of performance, also 
amount to affirmation of their difference.  

Wright’s contribution documents the presence of 
the culture of Croats in Burgenland, who constitute the 
greatest ethnic minority in Austria, in both history and the 
contemporary times. She highlights the role of Croatian 
cultural and academic associations, of the poets and writers 
who write in the Croat language, and of other forms of ethnic 
expression. All these contribute to preservation of their ethnic 
identity through cultivation of the culture of their roots in the 
adopted homeland. Strengthening sense of ethnic community 
and identity is accomplished also through folk dance and folk 
music, with the Croatian national instrument, the tamburica, 
becoming their ultimate symbol. 

Vakhnina’s contribution pertains to research into the 
ethno-culture and folklore of Ukrainian-Polish-Belarusian 
borderland; she highlights the research projects on these 
issues conducted by M. Rylsky Institute of Art Studies, 
Folklore and Ethnology of the National Academy of Sciences 
of Ukraine and comparative research projects conducted by 
this Institute with folklore scholars from Poland and Belarus. 
Documentation of this research reveals differences between 
nationality and ethnicity in the reality of this borderland and 
creation of a new model of ethnocultural identity, ethnic self-
identification. She claims that with the revival of the Ukrainian 
ethnos in this borderland after the proclamation of Ukraine’s 
independence its inhabitants began to recognize themselves 

Introduction
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as members of the “titular nation,” and not as mere “locals” as 
they were regarded previously.

The final two contributions to this monograph – by L. Bindi 
(Walking Knowledge, Transhumant Practices. Intangible Cultural 
Heritage as a Multi-situated and Multi-disciplinary Fieldwork) 
and M. Ochab (Contemporary Folk Art as an Element of Cultural 
Diplomacy in Europe) – constitute its “Cultural Policy” segment. 
The first conducts an ethnographic analysis of transhumance/
traditional pastoralism in the region of  Molise in southern 
Italy. She discusses the problem of bio-cultural heritage and 
its transformation which results from legal controversies 
and assertive political activities as well as from adapting 
popular traditions to new aesthetic and symbolic patterns and 
hierarchies of values. L. Bindi presents also her own theoretical 
and methodological proposals concerning investigation of bio-
cultural heritage which include heritagization processes, and 
her reflection on commodification of cultural assets, tourist 
destinations, and events marketing these economically and 
socially depressed areas. 

M. Ochab examines some contemporary forms of existence 
of Polish traditional folk art, transformed and enriched with 
new elements, techniques and trends, which function as 
important instruments in intercultural relations and cultural 
diplomacy. She discusses some examples of this phenomenon 
which demonstrate ways in which folk art is re-discovered and 
functions as inspiration for young artists’ works of art which 
introduce it into mainstream culture. This is a very interesting 
way of reviving traditional folk art through the process of 
enculturation.       

The studies comprised in this monograph confirm the 
opinion that the globalization processes which take place 
in contemporary European societies should be treated as 
creating and strengthening the European conglomerate of 
variety, and not as highlighting homogeneity. The category of 
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cultural change does not serve total unification of European 
ethnic cultures but stimulates creative initiatives which aim 
at permanent defense of traditional values as a basis for the 
functioning of ethno-cultures on national, regional and local 
levels. According to Irena Bukowska-Floreńska, despite the 
innovations brought about by the permanent development of 
technological civilization, despite global diffusion of cultural 
patterns through migration movements, despite a kind of 
fashion for modernity in all spheres of life, attachment to the 
roots constitutes an inviolable niche for people. And this is the 
historical foundation for folk culture which will be always of 
significance for creation of local and regional culture which, 
despite its changes, will always be some kind of folk culture. 
And the consciousness of its specific nature is a constant 
necessary for understanding one’s identity. Therefore, folk 
culture persists to exist even in the epoch of globalization, 
though its image and essence is different today (Bukowska-
Floreńska 2012: 258-268). 
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Abstract

The birth and baptismal ceremonies of Gomel region are 
studied in this article. Various beliefs, prohibitions, amulets, 
behavior rules related to the maternal rites in Gomel region are 
discussed. It’s significant to mention that a successful study of 
birth and baptismal rites on a national scale is possible only 
through a systematic and holistic analysis of the data recorded 
in all regions of Belarus, including Gomel region, through 
identifying and revealing common and peculiar characteristics 
of certain area regularities, typologically similar elements and 
specific features. In this article the following areas of Gomel 
region are studied: Buda-Koshelev, Vetka, Khorma, Chechersk 
and others.

Regional and local study of maternity and baptismal rites 
allows us to account for minor elements, accumulation of all 
local features, even not very significant ones. This provides an 
opportunity to create a complete picture of its current state and 
nature of existence. In this article the use of authentic folklore 
and ethnographic materials recorded in the territory of Gomel 
region gives a vivid confirmation of the richness of regional 
and local features at different levels, including individual 
structural components.
Keywords: custom, pregnancy, rite, ceremony, tradition, midwife, porridge, 
shards, predominant regulations to break, local peculiarities.

Valentina Novak,
Francisk Skorina Gomel State University,
Gomel, Belarus
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The birth and baptismal ceremonies and songs of 
Belarusians reflect the socio-economic characteristics of their 
life in the past. The attitude to such an important event as 
the birth of a child vividly conveys a wide range of human 
feelings and experiences. A great variety of behavior rules 
for pregnant women are based on centuries-old experience 
and ritual practice of our ancestors. The basis of prohibition 
system and amulets comprises the desire to prevent physical, 
moral and psychological injuries undesirable for the newborn, 
to avoid in the future problems associated with inheriting 
genetically some traits of character peculiar to a thief, or 
an envious and rude person. The process of child birth 
ordinance, the intimate nature of many ritual actions were 
dictated by social norms and rules related to the moral and 
ethical code. Traditional forms of behavior developed over 
the centuries, preserved the stability of existence (Fyadosik 
2001: 89). Today, people continue to believe that the exact 
execution of some ritual actions ensures the future health 
and happy life of the newborn.

Talking about the study of birth and baptismal rites on 
a national scale one can’t but mention that illumination of 
this problem is possible only through systematic and holistic 
analyses of the data recorded in all regions of Belarus, 
through identification and revealing common and peculiar 
characteristics of certain area regularities, typologically similar 
elements and specific features. 

Regional-local study of maternity-baptismal rites allows us 
to account for minor elements. Accumulation of their all local 
features, even minor ones, provides an opportunity to create 
a complete picture of the current state of these rites, their 
nature of existence. In this article the use of authentic folklore 
and ethnographic materials recorded in the territory of Gomel 
region vividly confirms the richness of regional and local 
features at different levels, including individual structural 
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components, as well as beliefs, song accompaniment and 
artistic means of expression (Fyadosik 1997: 45). It is known 
that as an art form folklore (including maternity and baptismal 
ceremonies) exists at a local level. Its oral existence provides an 
opportunity for opening to changes and artistic improvement, 
simultaneously preserving features of local dialects. And all 
those features are  very important for understanding the history 
and geography of these rites, taking into account the inter-ethnic 
influences of traditions, understanding the Belarusians’ nature, 
and their frame of mind.

Information from field expeditions is an important source 
for studying maternal ceremonies of Gomel Polesye. These 
expeditions have systematically been carried out for three 
decades in all Gomel regions. The rich practical archival 
material stored in Gomel State University (named after 
F. Skorina) connected with maternal and baptismal ceremonies 
allows us to reconstruct the main traditions  and define their 
local peculiarities.

The main ritual moments of maternal and baptismal 
ceremonies are as follows: omens and superstitions connected 
with maintaining pregnancy, choosing the godfather and the 
godmother, cooking ritual porridge by the midwife, the rite 
of baptism for children, baptismal feast, the rite of breaking 
the pot with porridge and sharing it with the guests, giving 
presents to the midwife and the woman in childbed, singing 
maternal and baptismal songs devoted to the godparents and 
the midwife.

In maternal and baptismal rites a significant place is taken 
by people’s beliefs, regulations and prohibitions aimed at 
childbirth pain relief, ensuring health and happiness to  
the newborn. 

We can define a set of similar and distinctive features 
in omens and superstitions connected with maintaining 
pregnancy and child delivery in various countries. The 
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behavior of woman in labour was strictly regulated by local 
traditions of Gomel Polesye. 

Traditional rules and prohibitions related to the child’s 
protection against negative phenomena can be represented in 
the form of separate functional semantic groups: 1) prohibitions 
related to the pregnant woman concerning the actions that 
can harm the appearance of the child; 2) rules for preventing 
undesirable traits and bad behavior of the newborn in the 
future; 3) prohibitions related to the actions on which the fate 
of the child depends. On the basis of popular beliefs a pregnant 
woman must adhere to popular regulations in order not to 
provoke any negative moments in the life of the newborn.  
Folk regulations concerning certain actions of the pregnant 
woman had protective nature, and were aimed at the woman’s 
abiding by moral and ethical rules. As the field folklore and 
ethnographic materials have proven, not by Chance the 
following demands were lodged with the pregnant woman: not 
to swear, not to envy, not to cheat.  It was forbidden for the 
woman in labor to thread, weave, knit, touch her body lest she 
is frightened, to stanod on such objects as a rope or a wheel); 
otherwise, it was believed that such actions could affect and 
influence the appearance and health of the child. It should be 
noted that for many centuries Belarusians have formed ethnic, 
moral and ethical values, comprisied of a certain system of 
views in which the principles of behavior are observed not only 
by pregnant women but also by the main participants of the 
baptismal ceremony (the midwives, kum and kuma).

According to mythological beliefs, the outward appearance 
of a newborn depended on fulfilling certain regulations and 
prohibitions. For example, the following settled prohibitions 
can be observed: “They cross the rope and wire so that there 
is no loop” (the village of Sloboda, Mozir region), “If you 
are frightened you shouldn’t touch your face lest there are  

Valentina Novak



23

scratches on the face of your baby” (the village of Berezovka, 
Mozir region), 

It is impossible for a pregnant woman to cut the braids lest her child 
in the future has thin and ugly braids (the village of Zarechie, Bragin 
region).

To protect herself and her baby from the impact of 
supernatural forces the woman tied a red thread on the arm 
or the neck of the child (recorded in the village of Volosovichi, 
Oktyabrskij region). In the same village people used such 
objects-amulets as needles, pins, embers, dried pieces of the 
wedding loaf, the salt blessed on Pure Thursday, the branches of 
a witch tree. A pregnant woman was forbidden to cross the rope,  
she was also forbidden to knit, sew and weave on holidays.

To avoid undesirable consequences related to the health and 
appearance of the child the pregnant woman was forbidden 
to touch the animals, otherwise it was believed that the child 
would be born with thick hair on his/her body (recorded in 
the village of Teryukha, Gomel district). According to beliefs 
of the residents of the village Zalypja, Gomel district, pregnant 
women had to wear long skirts to ensure the baby’s long life. 
People thought that if the pregnant woman drinks much milk 
the skin of the child would be as white as milk. The pregnant 
woman was supposed to eat red berries – cranberries, 
strawberries – which were believed to be good for the child, to 
make his/her cheeks rosy and healthy (recorded in the village 
of Borshchivka, Dobrush district). 

To make the process of childbirth easier, in the house of 
the pregnant woman people usually untied all knots, belts, 
tapes (such facts were recorded in Bragin district). With 
this purpose in the village of Zyabrovka, Gomel district, the 
midwife performed various magical rituals in order to facilitate 
childbirth: she chafed the belly of the pregnant woman, 
forced her to walk around, tied together all the knots on her  

The Maternal Rite of Gomel Polesye: Its Structure...



24

clothes, undid the buttons, and opened all the locks and 
doors in the house. In the village of Rudnya-Kameneva, 
Loyev district, participants of the childbirth process put onto 
the parturient woman and her baby a shirt inside out, and 
attached it with a safety pin in order to protect them from 
evil spirits. As it was remarked by the residents of the village 
Pererost, Dobrush district, to make a childbirth easier, man’s 
trousers were put on the floor and the pregnant woman had 
to step on them.

Certain prohibitions over the evenings were connected with 
the child’s health. We may distinguish such prohibitions as:

A pregnant woman should not cross a rope. It is impossible to pass 
between two lamp standards. You can’t knit or spin anything on 
a holiday or during a feast (Gomel), you cannot spin, weave, knit, as 
the child might wrap his/her neck with a navel strap (the village of 
Zarechie, Bragin region). 

We can observe the appearance of contagious magic which 
is “based on the supernatural influence of various things and 
people if they got in touch with each other and were parted” 
(Chukhina 2007: 27). The pregnant woman used a red wool 
thread as a means of protection from supernatural influence. 
She was to put that thread on the hand or the neck, as Urchak 
Anastasia from the village of Volosovichi said. She noticed 
that people used such things as “needles, pins, bugarcic, dried 
pieces of the wedding loaf, Easter salt, branches of rowan.“

There were other things used to protect the newborn 
from some negative happenings in his/her future life. We 
can observe such regulations as: it was forbidden for the 
pregnant woman to attend funerals because it was believed 
that the newborn would get sick, also it was forbidden to 
steal anything lest the newborn becomes a thief (written from 
Garbuzova Maria, the village of Brilevo, Gomel region).

It was prohibited for the pregnant woman to push pets: “It 
is forbidden to beat the beast with bare hand, especially with 
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anything, lest the child has wool instead of skin” (the village 
of Danilovichi, Vetka region), “You couldn’t beat the home 
pets lest the child becomes a murderer in future” (the village 
of Potapovka, Buda-Koshelev region), “It was forbidden for the 
pregnant woman to touch a cat or to beat a dog” (the village of 
Litvinovichi, Korma region).

Judging by popular beliefs it was banned for the pregnant 
woman to be present at fire, to touch her face lest there are bad 
consequences for the baby: “A pregnant woman can’t touch 
her face or any part of her body if she sees a fire” (The village 
of Brilevo, Gomel region). In Eastern Slavic tradition it was 
forbidden for the pregnant woman to do any work on Sundays 
or any holidays. In Gomel it was also prohibited to sew and 
knit on those days: “if a woman is pregnant she couldn’t sew 
or knit anything either on a holiday or during the week” (the 
village of Vasilevka, Dobrush region). 

An important moment in the system of maternal and 
baptismal rites is the process of choosing godparents. There 
are specific regulations for the godparents as their role in the 
rite of baptism of children is significant. For instance, in the 
village of Staraya Dubrova the godparents were chosen to be 

younger than the  parents, then the children would not stay long 
as bachelors: the girls would  get married, and the guys would get 
married.

In the village of Potapovka the godparents were chosen only 
from married people but it was forbidden to choose husband 
and wife from a married couple as afterwards it was believed 
that they would quarrel very often. 

The process of choosing the godparents was paid much 
attention to. That mission was usually carried out by the 
father who was to come in with a loaf of bread and vodka 
and in the standing position he was to invite the godparents. 
According to folk beliefs, the godparents could not reject  
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such invitation. The citizens from the village of Staroye Selo 
confirmed that the godparents were chosen from their relatives 
as they were to take care of the newborn.

A significant role was played by the midwife whose 
function was to give the newborn a bath. That procedure 
required responsibility and professional skills as well as 
practical experience. 

Great importance was given to the magical actions related 
to the childbirth.  This ritual involved the midwife whose role 
was performed by an experienced middle-aged woman who 
not only delivered babies but also fulfilled certain procedures 
after the childbirth:

When the child was born, next to him there was a special woman, 
whose name was pupareznitsa, she began to do her work: cut off the 
navel, wash and swaddle the baby (recorded in the village of Zalati 
rog, Vetka district). 

A number of magic acts were performed to make childbirth 
easier. In order to give birth easily, as field expeditions and 
materials evidenced, the door was opened, the knots were 
untied, hair was unbound, and the locks were unlocked. In 
some areas the magic of action was complemented by verbal 
magic: „Help God, to give a good birth” (Bragin district). 

As a rule, the actions of the midwife during the rite of 
baptism for the newborn were sacral: 

The child is washed in a mixture of various aromatic herbs. Into the 
water they drop a silver coin and grains so that the baby would be rich 
and happy in the future. If they bathe a girl they just pour some milk 
into the water, so that she would be beautiful in the future (the village 
of Lubeniki, Bragin region). 

The midwife or pupareznitsa, as she was called in the village 
of Gat, performed numerous magic rites connected with 
preparation of the newborn for the ceremony of baptism:

Valentina Novak



27

Before you take the child to the Church, a midwife or Baba paparazzi 
necessarily bathe the baby. The water is taken from a well, warmed 
in the oven, poured in a wooden trough. They throw dried grass 
(cystocele) into the water, so that the baby might have a clean body, 
and they also put oak bark into the water, so that the baby might have 
sturdy teeth.

A lot of actions performed by the midwife during bathing 
the newborn were based on the concepts of imitative magic. 
There were peculiar traditions connected with bathing the 
newborn depending on whether it was a boy or a girl: The 
first person who bathed the baby was the midwife. If it was 
a female baby the midwife bathed her in sacred coloured 
water, telling: 

To make my granddaughter as beautiful and happy as those colors. 
And if a boy was born, an ax and a nail were put, to make the boy 
a skillful master (the village of Mihalevka, Buda-Koshelev region).

The parents’ hopes for their child to be healthy and happy 
were connected with the ritual of the first bathing: 

On the ninth day there was the first ritual bathing of the child. Into 
a trough they usually put some salt and herbs, a silver coin to make 
the child healthy and rich in the future. To make the child rich and 
married in future, a ring was thrown, the baby-girl was washed for 
the first time in milk to make her white, beautiful. The baby-boy was 
bathed in beer, to make him young and  beautiful in the future (the 
village of Krasnij Bereg, Zhlobin region). 

In the local traditions of Gomel region there was a custom 
to pay a visit to the woman who had just given birth. Usually 
an invitation from the hosts was not expected, people often 
visited the new mother at their will. Usually some food for the 
mother, money and clothes were brought. 

The rite of baptism was part of the final phase in the system 
of rites related to  the inclusion of the newborn into the social 
sphere. Usually people got ready for the rite of baptism in 
advance. Beliefs that a child was not protected from any 
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curse or could be affected by devilry were predominant. 
In the whole Gomel region there was the customs that the 
godfather was to carry out the rite of buying out the pot with 
porridge cooked by the midwife. 

Besides porridge, the midwife was to cook the so called 
babin borsch and to serve it, saying: “Help yourself, dear guests, 
I hadn’t slept all the night, going along the moors, catching 
storks, so that borsch would be delicious, and my grandson 
would be happy“ (the village of Chemerisi, Bragin region). 
Bringing the real porridge was preceded by the rite of serving  
“fake” porridge: 

Then the porridge was served. A cat or a cock was caught and put on 
a pot covered with a towel and the midwife was then asked if that 
porrіdge was hers? The midwife answered that the porridge wasn’t 
hers. A cat or a cock was given some garelka, to make sure that the 
godchild would be healthy and merry. After that rite the real porridge 
was served. The midwife decorated the top of the porridge with 
flowers, put some money and stuck a pencil, saying “study well, live 
high to have wealthy life” (the village of Chemerisi, Bragin region). 

It was obligatory to break the pot with porridge. That rite 
symbolized welfare, family health, it gave a possibility to 
raise money for the mother and the newborn. This rite exists 
nowadays but its ritual actions are performed differently. In 
some places  the godfather breaks the pot with the midwife’s 
porridge, in other places the person who gave much money 
smashes the pot, but there are some regions where the pot 
with porridge is broken by the person who is the last to  
give money. 

The rite of breaking the pot with porridge is the culminating 
moment in the system of maternal and baptismal rites. Magic 
meaning was given to broken shards of the pot. The semantics 
of the actions mentioned above were connected with 
productive magic. The bottom of the pot was put on the head 
of the person who didn’t have sons. But there was another 
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variant of the rite where the bottom was put on the head of 
the godmother, and the shards were put on the heads of other 
women, with the words: “give birth to a son or a daughter” 
(the village of Kitin). In the village of Peredovets the following 
fact was recorded: old women took the shards and put them 
on the men’s heads, saying: “we wish you have as much hair 
as many mouths (children) may you have.” In the village of 
Lozov we can observe another peculiar trait: ”the shards were 
knotted into the handkerchief, then the rest of the porridge 
was given to pigs, so that they would have pig crop.” In the 
village of Rassvet some shards were given to unmarried girls, 
the rest of the shards were gathered and put into the corner by 
the midwife, while doing that she used to say: “I throw that 
into the corner, so that it is here next year.” The citizens of the 
village of Lubeniki explained the reason for putting the shards 
on the head in the following way: “then those who sat next to 
the porridge took the shards and put them or beat them on the 
head of  their neighbours. More often those shards were put on 
the heads of young girls, to ensure that they become pregnant 
and give birth.” The actions with shards were of practical and 
utilitarian orientation, especially when “the shards of the pot 
were put on the heads of those people who didn’t have any 
children.” In the village of Richev, while smashing the pot with 
porridge inside, the godfather usually kept saying: “where the 
shards are broken there are children in that house.”

The ceremony of breaking the pot with porridge is one of the 
most important elements in the structure of maternity-ritual 
complex and it is of rich local variety. Those people who put 
much money for the pot full of porridge during the ceremony 
were considered to have the right to perform that ritual act. 
Usually the godfather, as one of the honored guests at the 
christening ceremony, put much money in and was allowed to 
break the pot. Belarusians, particularly the residents of Gomel 
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region, attached great importance to the manipulation related 
to the shards from broken pots, because they believed in 
their magical power. Ethnographic descriptions of this ritual 
action, recorded in different districts of Gomel region, allow 
us to draw conclusions concerning its semantics. The shards, 
in the miraculous influence of which the residents believed, 
were used for various purposes: to promote childbirth (in 
the village of Rassvet, Oktyabrsky district, some shards were 
given to an unmarried girl, and then the midwife collected the 
other parts of the pot and threw them into a corner of the room 
believing that she would be the godmother again); to influence 
prosperity and good income (in the village of Ozerschyna, 
Rechitsa district, the pot shards were thrown into a barn, and 
then each guest intended to take some shards considering that 
they would help domestic animals to multiply). In the village 
of Krivsk, Buda-Koshelevsky district, the pieces of broken pot 
were buried in the garden and people believed that this ritual 
would ensure a  good harvest.

There are some examples of folklore and ethnographic 
data which appear to be clear evidence of the shards’ magical 
influence on the childbirth. For instance, in the village of 
Zarechie, Bragin district, the shards were placed on the heads 
of the godfather and the godmother, to make them godparents 
again in the future; in the village of Lubenice the shards were 
put on the heads of young girls and it was believed that this 
would help them to give birth to children as soon as possible. 
It is significant to notice that  in some places the shards were 
placed on the heads of men to make them fothers in the future. 
In the village of Pokalubichi, Gomel region, pieces of the pot 
were put on the heads of those who had no children and it was 
believed that they would have them soon.

Semantically, the ceremony of porridge distribution is close 
to the wedding ritual climax of dividing the wedding loaf. For 
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example, in the village of Glazovka, Buda-Koshelevsky district, 
when the pot full of porridge was broken, people shared the 
porridge in a way similar to the loaf in the wedding ceremony, 
and everyone took some porridge for the child.

An important element of the maternity-baptismal rites was 
presenting gifts to the most honourable guests: the godfather, 
the godmother and the midwife. They kept saying: “My 
porridge is with kanapelki, and you as my guests are with coins” 
(recorded in the village of Buda-Losevska, Buda-Koshelevo 
district). In the village of Krivsk, Buda-Koshelevo district, 
as soon as the parturient woman broke a pot of porridge, 
she gave gifts to the godparents, the grandmother, and  
the midwife.

The christening ritual culminated with the ceremony of 
riding the midwife around the village. For example, in the 
village of Krivsk, Buda-Koshelevo district, the second day of 
the baptismal service was called “harrow” because the harrow 
was taken and the midwife, the godmother and the godfather 
were carried around the village. In Danilovichi, Vetkovsky 
district, it was also decided to carry the midwife either on 
a harrow or on wheels at the end of the christening ceremony. 
In the village of Nisimkovichi, Chechersk district, the midwife 
was carried through the village and the participants of this rite 
usually sang the following song: 

Harness, harness eleven oxen, take back the cart with the old woman 
to her house, 
Harness, harness eleven oxen, take back the cart with the old woman 
to her house.

The actions with shards during the ceremony of breaking 
the pot performed in the village of Sinichino were of protective 
semantics. In the village of Glazovka people treated children 
to porridge, saying: “they will get married very soon.” The 
ritual action with the porridge was connected with hopes for 
healthy teeth:
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on the third day the godfather broke the pot in such a way that the 
porridge was unbroken. Then it was cut into pieces and given to the 
guests. When the porridge was being eaten everybody tried to eat 
it involving all their teeth. They say that those who ate the porridge 
during the christening party would have healthy teeth for all the year 
(the village of Goristi, Vetka region). 

The rite of baptism for children ended with the tradition 
of driving the midwife back home. That tradition had some 
specific local and regional peculiarities. For instance, in the 
village of Dubrovo there was the folowing tradition: “When 
the guests were entertained well, laughed enough, they 
practiced the old rite to see off the midwife back home. They 
put her on the sleigh and went to the house.”

Another peculiarity of the maternal and baptismal rite was 
the ceremony of “moving the tail”:

And the old woman took the plate and gave all the guests some 
porridge, and they paid money. Also the woman was cooking soup. 
After they led the so called “tail” the midwife, the godfather and 
the godmother went to the old woman’s house, and festivities were 
continued (the village of Burki). 

The same actions were performed in the village of 
Dubrovnoe, Bragin region, but that ceremony was called 
“moving on the tail”:

And on the second day it was necessary to put the old woman on plow-
borrow to carry her home. They said: “you, the old woman, look, and 
carry the tail”. They took the plow, put the borrow part teeth down, laid 
the surface, and en carried the old woman, the other people followed 
them, singing: “Oh, old woman, don’t be mean, treat us with anything, 
let us see how you’re living and which songs you’re singing”. 

The examples used in the article have been recorded during 
field expeditions in various districts of Gomel region. All the 
presented information about maternal and baptismal rites 
allows us to conclude that all these actions differ from region 
to region, therefore they have certain similarities and local 
peculiarities at the same time.
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Thus, the maternal and baptismal rites of Belarusians 
reflected the archaic mythological representations of people in 
various districts and regions, their moral and ethical norms 
which were confirmed by experience and verified by time. All 
these rituals show the wisdom of ancestors and the poetry of 
their everyday life.

Translated by Ekaterina Pabortsava
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Love Padlock and Key as the Traditional Symbols 
and Contemporary Attributes 
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Abstract

The author’s interest in the current topic was caused by 
the worldwide tradition of lovers attaching a padlock to 
bridge railings and throwing its  key away into the water to 
symbolize unbreakable love. Due to its pragmatics, this rite is 
considered  in the context of wedding ritualism. At the same 
time its expansion should be seen against the background of 
the contemporary culture of mass consumption.  

In traditional Slavic culture the key and the padlock are 
attributed with the symbolism of locking and unlocking, 
which causes their wide use in love and apotropaic magic. 
In the wedding ceremony the functional synonymy of the 
key and the padlock as attributes and symbolic marks is 
considered both on the level of ceremonial context and its 
verbal implementation.  

The marital and phallic symbolism of the key and the 
padlock is foregrounded in certain folklore genres (wedding 
songs, riddles, proverbs and sayings) and also present in 
postmodern literary texts (M. Pavich). At the same time, the 
conceptual capacity of these attribute-symbols causes their 
wide usage in commercial discourse.
Keywords: padlock, key, wedding ceremony, symbolism, Slavic tradition.
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My interest in the tradition of attaching padlocks to railings 
started when I saw its implementation in many places in different 
countries around the world. Love lock (or love padlock) is the 
padlock that lovers attach to a bridge, a fence, a gate, or similar 
public fixtures to symbolize their love. Typically, their names or 
initials are inscribed on the padlock, and its key is thrown away 
to show unbreakable love. In Europe, love padlocks started 
appearing in the early 2000s. There are various explanations of 
that tradition and its origin, differing between regions, and in 
many instances they are unsourced. 

Motivation for the ritual act 

In traditional as well as contemporary practice this ritual 
is motivated by the desire for a wish to come true. The aim 
is reinforced by inscriptions and drawings on the lock itself 
or somewhere nearby. The actual meaning is determined 
by the code of symbolism and functionality of these objects. 
The key and the padlock, as a universal semantic unity, have 
“the maximum mediatory potency,” and therefore they are 
able to “express the most general ideas (destiny, fertility, 
wealth, the other, etc.)” [Baiburin 1989: 85]. This tradition 
is another proof that mythological consciousness of the 
mass-consumption era does not go through degradation 
or decline but, instead, shows the growth of importance of 
mythological texts in everyday life.

Transformation of the archetype within 
the consumer culture

The consumer culture transforms the archetype through 
the prism of gender, age, or society. Therefore, we witness the 
formation of certain constants, or signs stimulating a specific 
target group of consumers.
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The roots of the tradition

At the same time, the roots of this tradition are much deeper, 
which becomes apparent if we turn to the text within traditional 
culture. This paper is limited to the study of wedding rituals 
and love magic as their context provides explanation for the 
semantics of the analysed attributes – their productive and 
apotropaic function.  

In traditional Slavic culture the key and the padlock are 
attributed with the symbolism of locking and unlocking, 
which causes their wide use in love and apotropaic magic. 
In the wedding ceremony the functional synonymity of the 
key and the padlock as attributes and symbolic markers is 
considered both on the level of the ritual context and its verbal 
implementation. 

The isofunctional synonymy of the key 
and the padlock in the wedding ritual

In Slavic wedding practice, as well as in some other rituals, 
locking of a padlock and its further separation from the key 
was a wide-spread tradition. The semantics of separating the 
objects was aimed at providing particular strength for the 
ritual act. 

Locking as a symbol of the magical reaffirming 
of the intended result. Positive validity 

An unlocked padlock, with a key placed inside the keyhole, 
was put on/under a threshold when either the groom or the 
newly-weds stepped over it. Later the padlock was locked and 
the key was thrown away, often into a river or a well (sometimes 
the key was thrown away whereas the lock was left in the new 

Love Padlock and Key as the Traditional Symbols...



38

couple’s house, otherwise even the key was preserved). The 
aim was to secure marriage plans, to strengthen the bond 
between the spouses, to ensure that their marriage is long 
and happy. On the first wedding night the bride locked the 
padlock above the groom to strengthen his love and prevent 
him from cheating. The next morning she took the padlock to 
an unknown grave (Chr.) [SD: 265]. On their way to church 
Ukrainian brides of the Korosten region put poppy seeds 
(shchob ne bulo korosty/ to prevent scabies) and an iron key or 
simply a piece of iron (shchob nikhto ne navrochyv/against evil 
eye) in their bosom. Similarly, grooms also took an iron object 
(Borysenko 1988: 72). One of the participants in Bulgarian 
wedding ritual was the boy holding a key in his hand (SD: 
512). Russians locked the door of the newly-weds’ bedroom so 
that no one interrupts them (SD: 264).

Use of harmful magic – actualised semantics 
of “locking.” Negative validity

On the other hand, use of the key and the padlock in 
harmful magic was also related to  actualising the  semantics 
of “locking” – of life, love, faithfulness, female (or sometimes 
male) fertility, etc. At the same time separation of the key from 
the lock, which symbolised spatial division, had to ensure 
particular strength of the invocation.  In order to bring fertility, 
the locked padlock and its key were placed on the opposite 
sides of a gate, or they were thrown into a well. Understanding 
female infertility as “a locked womb” explains the ban to 
bring a locked truck with dowry into the newly-weds’ house, 
otherwise the bride would not be able to conceive (Serb.).

The pragmatics of ritual objects – in this case the key and the 
padlock – is caused by their initial, literal function. At the same 
time, in the context of the ritual the key and the padlock are 
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understood as a paired or parallel/isofunctional symbol; these 
daily objects change their semiotic status, loosing the utilitarian 
function and acquiring the function of a sign/symbol.  

According to A. Baiburin, the semiotic status of objects is 
based on “the unity” and “principal ambivalence” of their 
symbolic and practical use, simultaneously reflecting the 
correlation between their symbolic and utilitarian functions 
(Baiburin 1989: 71-72). High semiotic status of an object is 
caused by its ability to symbolise “something more important 
than the object itself,” which explains its role in “the unique 
general metaphor” of traditional culture.

In the ritual  context an object becomes a symbol and 
acquires certain semantics according to a number of 
characteristics. L. Radenkovich explains that with this 
process some features are intentionally emphasized:  such 
as material (wood, metal etc.); form (round, straight/
bent, sharp/blunt); colour; placement (cemetery, river, 
road-crossing, church); age (new/old); function; relation 
to a specific person or being in someone’s possession; 
way of acquiring the object, etc. (Radenkovich 1996: 106). 
Obviously, these characteristics are also relevant to the 
symbolic meanings of the key and the padlock.  

The motif of locking the padlock in verbal text

The motif of locking the padlock in charms with the aim 
of magical reaffirming of the intended result is explained by 
its functionality. Similar semantics can be attributed to the 
conclusive words like Slovam moim klyuch i zamok (the lock and 
the key to my words), Zamok v niebie, a klyuch v morie; zamknul 
i klyuch v vodu brosil! (the lock in the sky and the key in the sea; 
lock it and throw the key into the water!) [SM: 188].
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The symbolic meanings of the key and the padlock

Traditional culture influenced our understanding of the 
padlock and the key as “erotic symbols,” or in other words 
“erotic markers” (Aidachich 2010: 115). The correlation 
between female and “closed” is caused physiologically, 
whereas male is attributed with the characteristics of “open,” 
“external,” “obvious,” etc. (Volodina 2013: 196) Consider, for 
example, the key as euphemism for the male sexual organ, and 
the lock, respectively, for the female sexual organ. In a similar 
way, the expressions zamki oslabeli (loose locks) [Тоporkov 
1995: 188] or klyuchi otkrylis’ (the locks have opened) [Dal’ 1995: 
2, 123] are used for the periodic bleeding. Ukrainian proverbs 
use the same pattern: Do zhinochoyi kolodky kozhen klyuch pasuye 
(Any key fits a woman’s padlock), I velykyi bahach hodyt’ lyshe 
z odnym klyuchem (Even the wealthiest man carries only one 
key) [Stavyts’ka 2008: 211].

Separate parts of the objects, such as the keyhole, the key-
bow or the blade, acquire similar symbolic marking. Thus, 
in traditional consciousness, the key-hole, due to its obvious 
female semantics, was understood as a contact zone between 
this world and the other, which determined its role in love 
magic, especially when telling fortunes during the Christmas-
tide period (sviatki). If the key was used on its own, it became 
a sign for the groom. 

As in traditional culture “almost every important episode 
of social and private life acquired ritualistic (symbolic) 
transformation, the topic of sexual relationships (or correlation 
between male and female universe in general) could not be 
ignored or tabooed” (Mozheyko 2006: 108). The theme of 
eroticism is symbolically presented in folk humour (including 
such genres as wedding songs, groomsman’s jokes, Ukrainian 
kolomyiky – short comic songs in two or four lines, riddles, 
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proverbs and sayings), which in the context of wedding ritual 
sanctioned sexual relationships. The variety of the symbolic 
language at traditional weddings (namely metaphors in 
speech, and those pertaining to objects and actions) was aimed 
to ensure successful application of the rite-de-passage ritual and 
guarantee correct functioning of the society. 

The concept of honour occupies a central part in the 
wedding ritual complex (Kabakova 2013: 184). The set of 
symbolic markers of girl’s virginity is quite wide, including 
the motif of “saving/losing keys.” In a Belorussian wedding 
song the father asks his daughter if she lost the keys, and she 
answers: “Ya u tebe, tatku, verno sluzhyla, tvoikh klyuchikov ne 
pogubila…” (I served you well, dear father, and did not lose 
your keys...) [Krachkovskiy  1874: 78]. In a Ukrainian wedding 
song the girl refuses to give “golden keys” to the young fellow:

Oi u poli krynychen’ka,

Zoloti klyuchi;
Obitsiala ta i ne dala,
Haha-haha-haha-chy!  

(Bandurka... 2001: 108)

There is a well in the middle of a 
field,
And golden keys;
She promised and refused,
Haha-haha-haha-tchi!

V. Hnatiuk recorded a kolomyika where the dialogue 
between the girl and the young man reflects the same motif of 
losing keys: 

– Viter viye, sheveliye, divchyno, ty 
chuyesh? / Pusty mene do svitlon’ky, de 
nichku nochuyesh. /  
A ya by ti upustyla, ino ya sia boyu,
Pohubyla-m dribni klyuchi vid svogo 
pokoyu.

(Bandurka... 2001: 186)

The wind is blowing, girl, do you 
feel it? / Let me inside the room 
where you spend your night. / I 
would let you inside, but I’m afraid 
/ that I would lose little keys from 
my chamber.
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In contrast to the wedding songs, kolomyikas do not use 
obscene vocabulary and describe sexual relations only through 
hints, for example:

Vid poroha do poroha klyuchykamy 
dzen’-dzen’,
Oi vstavai zhe, miy mylen’kyi, bo vze 
bilyi den’-den’.

(Bandurka... 2001: 183)

(From threshold to threshold the 
keys ring-a-ding, / Hey, wake up 
my sweetheart, because it’s already 
daylight)

Non-symbolic, literal description of sexual relationships is 
almost entirely absent in ritual texts. However, as a productive 
component, obscene vocabulary is widely used in the wedding 
songs of the final stage of the wedding ritual, which are the 
most explicit in this regard. In Ukrainian tradition there are 
perezvy songs, including the so-called pisni do komory (songs 
for the garner) aimed to ensure the bond between the newly-
weds and the bride’s fertility. In Belorussian folklore “the 
erotic content of kalinkas (the garner songs) followed the belief 
in the magic power of the word and accumulated productive 
energy around the garner” (Lobach 2006: 87). Traditionally, 
multiple repetition of the theme of fertility, including open 
erotic description of the groom, is not only allowed but 
even welcomed, which is related to charms protecting from 
impotence. The groomsman’s kolomyika uses the motif of the 
key which opens the box with the bride’s shirt, showing signs 
of her honour, which could guarantee successful wedding:

Da klyuchiv, maty, klyuchiv –
Odimknuty da shkatulochku,
Podyvyt’sia na koshulechku – 
Nekhai budem znaty,
Yakoyi spivaty… 

(Bandurka... 2001: 33)

Give me the keys, mother, the keys
To open the trinket box,
And look at the pouch,
Then we’ll know
Which song we should sing.
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In the texts that accompany the ritual of presenting gifts to 
the bride the union of the male and the female is represented 
by the metaphor of “the golden key from the silver box”:

…Ty, novobrachnyi molodoy kniaz’,
Ne zagliadyvaisia, nie zasmatrivaisia
I vynimai-ka zolotoy klyuchik,
Otpirai-ka serebriannyi yashchik,
Vynimai-ka podarochki,
Kladi na tarelochki. 

(Svadebnye prigovory... 2009: 31)

You, newly-wed young prince,
Don’t glare, don’t stare,
And take out the golden key,
Unlock the silver box,
Take out presents,
Put them on plates.

The metaphor of “golden keys” appears also in South Slavs’ 
wedding songs which, following the Balkan tradition, are 
filled with the feeling of love-longing and suppressed passion. 
Connotations of love and eroticism are hidden in allegorical 
allusions, whereas the emotional message is provided through 
vivid metaphorical images and detailed story-lines. A Serbian 
song from Bosnia and Hercogovina Niko ne mogaše lastavicu 
otvoriti, već soko (No one could open a sparrow but a falcon) 
tells the story of the sparrow that is locked in a cage waiting 
for someone who can open it. She promises gifts and herself 
as a reward to her saver. Tailors heard about the sparrow and 
sold their brocade to forge golden keys, but could not open the 
lock. Fur-dressers sold their sable coats and also made golden 
keys, but these keys could not open the door of the cage either. 
Jewellery-makers tried their luck and sold pearl pafte (a special 
buckle on a woman’s belt), forged golden keys, but did not 
succeed. At last, a falcon flew to the cage and touched its door 
with his wing and the lock opened.
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Dok doleće sivo soko,
Tresnu krilim’ o vratima,

Ali vrata zakovana
Sama mu se otvorila.

(Petranović 1867)

Then the grey falcon came
And touched the door with his 
wing,
The locked door
Opened to him.

In the 1869 hand-written collection of Serbian folk songs 
from Herzegovina by V. Vrchevich Srpske narodne pjesmice 
i pripjevi (koji nijesu za štampu) (Serbian folk songs and rhymes, 
not for publication) there is the text of wedding song with the 
motif of opening city gates where “the key/padlock made of 
taxus wood” represents virginity:

U Alije, u balije
Duzel Ajka bi!
Skrojio joj šaren gaće

Do samije tli;

Napravi joj katančića
Od tisovine,
Pa je pošla na bunaru
Da se umije
I donese dugum vode
S rosne livade.
Navrani se mlado momče,
Srećko, protov sin,
Podera joj šaren gaće
Sve do doline,
I salomi katančića
Od tisovine 
Gradu mu se otvoriše 
Obje vratnice… 

(Ljubinković 1993: 47)

Ajka was a beautiful daughter
Of Alije, the Turk!
He sewed for her colourful 
garments
So long that they touched the 
ground;
He made a padlock for her
From Taxus wood,
Then she went to a well
To wash her face
And bring a jar of water
From a dewy valley.
A young rider appeared,
Srechko, the son of a priest.
He tore her colourful garments
From top to the ground
And broke her padlock
From taxus wood.
The city opened both halves
Of its gate for him...
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In the same collection we find another example of 
metaphoric erotic text, also influenced by the Muslim folklore 
tradition in its theme, vocabulary and poetics. Here, the girl 
addresses her lover and invites him to bring a “bunch of keys 
filled with honey” to open city gates “in the morning, in the 
evening.” The Oriental tradition found its representation 
in the detailed and intricate metaphorization, according to 
which man’s sexual organ is described as a “bunch of keys 
filled with honey” or “a precious pouch full of sugar” with 
“two clappers”:

Poručuje Ašik-Ajka
Ispod feredže
Svom draganu, Kur-Alanu:
“Dodji doveče,
I donesi čekrk ključa
Puna melema,
Te otvori gradu vrata
Jutrom, večerom;
I uz čekrk dilber ćesu

Punu šećera,
A u ćesi kuc-delije,
Dva klepetala!

(Ljubinković 1993: 44)

Asik-Ajka talks
From under her veil
To her darling, Kur-Alan:
“Come to me this evening
And bring a bunch of keys
Filled with honey,
And open city gates
In the morning, in the evening;
And with the key take a precious 
pouch
Full of sugar,
And in this young man’s pouch
There are two clappers!

The motif of the padlock and the keys is reflected in the 
motif of “guards.” A girl sits by a cold water stream at the foot 
of Janina mountain. The guards are set to watch the cold water 
and only young horse-rider can “make the water turbid.” 
Here the female body is presented through the metaphor of 
the landscape: 
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Gdje ona Janina planina
Pod njoj sjedi lijepa djevojka,
Na pupku joj sjajna mesečina,

A pod pupkom ona gora raste.

U gori ladna voda bila,
A kod vode u vrljenu straža.

Kad evo ti na konju delije,
Pogubi joj u vrljenu stražu,

A ladnu je vodu zamutio 
                (Ljubinković 1993: 48).

Under Janina mountain
A beautiful girl sits
Sparkling moonlight is on her 
belly-button,
And under her belly-button grows 
a forest.
There is cold water in the forest
And near the creek there are 
guards.
Then a young rider appears
Who defeates her guards at the 
creek
And makes her cold water turbid.

In a Ukrainian text the girl goes out when the guards  
fall asleep:

Posiyu ya rozhu, – 
Postavte storozhu – 
Sterezhite mene, prehoroshu. 
Storozha zasnula – 
Nichoho ne chula,
Ya, moloda, hulyat’ polynula.
 (Bandurka... 2001: 41)

I will sow rye, – 
Put guards – 
To watch me, beautiful.
The guards fall asleep – 
Do not hear a thing,
I, young girl, go to have fun.

Some minor folklore genres, which belong to the periphery 
of the wedding texts, represent even more vivid erotic 
symbols. Riddles, comic questions, proverbs and sayings use 
the semantics of key locking padlock to represent a coitus. 
Here are some examples of riddles with the common answer 
“the key and the lock”: 

Rus.: Na poveti kolo kleti paren’ devku drochit… (At the porch 
near a chamber a guy fucks a young girl) 
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Tychu, potychu, nochyu ne vizhu, dai-ka, nevestka, dnem 
poshchipayu. 

(SD: 266) (I stick and stick, but can’t see in the dark, let me, 
darling, fuck you during the daylight)

*     *     *

Bel.: Dzed laskocha, baba ne hocha,

Yak pryshou dzed da tsela,
Dyk i baba skhatsela; 

When the man tickles, she doesn’t 
want,
But when he comes closer,
Then she gets turned up.

Visits’ karova – dzirka hatova,
Pryshou byk – u dzirku tyk. 

(Belorusskiy eroticheskiy 
fol’klor 2006: 314, 318, 325)

The cow is hung with a hole ready,
The bull comes and stuck it in.

This semantic communication can be further extended. 
Undoubtedly, representation of erotic texts in ritual folklore 
(and in culture in general) varies according to different 
periods of a society’s development. Although the once 
popular magic functions of wedding rituals are seldom 
represented in contemporary ceremonies, the traditional 
cultural connotations of certain objects “continue to find their 
echo in the action sequence of rituals and in the verbal code of 
accompanying texts” (Britsyna 2013: 21).

The key and the padlock as symbols in literary texts

Due to cultural and temporal connotations, as well as 
mythological and Biblical allusions, a fictional narrative 
suggests a much wider understanding of the key-padlock 
symbolism than folklore texts. In the present paper our 
attention is drawn to two examples of contemporary Serbian 
literature which were published in Ukraine in our translation: 
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– Mylorad Pavych, Kapelyukh iz rybyachoyi shkiry. Lyubovna istoriya, 
„Vsesvit,” zhurnal inozemnoyi literatury /„Vsesvit,” review of world 
literature/ 1999, no. 7, p. 51-63; 

– Mykhailo Pantić, Yakshcho tse lyubov, Kyiv: Tempora, 2012. 

In The Fish Skin Hat. A Love Story  that was published in 1996, 
Milorad Pavich invites his readers into intricate symbolical 
search where the key is both a symbol and an attribute of the 
protagonist. Here it the metaphor of mystery and silence and, 
at the same time, represents divine knowledge, providing 
a further allusion to the semantics of the mediator:

Mladić je već ranije znao da čita na grčkom, ali sada je učio da čita latinski. 
[...] Čitao je gde god bi se nesto za čitanje našlo. [...] I naročito na katancima 
i ključevima. Jer, imao je Arkadije jednu potajnu strast, voleo je lepe ključeve. 
Bez obzira da li su iz brave nekog kovčega, od gradskih kapija, iz starog lokota 
ili od nekog hrama, on se dovijao, uzimao kradom otiske ključeva u vosku i vešto 
izlivao u metalu kopije.Uopšte uzev, voleo je da radi s topljenim metalom. 
[...] Povremeno je dobavljao stare ključeve koji su odavno bili van upotrebe. 
Ključeve udovce, ključeve bez brava. Da ih ulepša lio im je ili kovao nove drške, 
u obliku zvezde, ruže, ili ljudskog lika. Najviše je voleo da svojim ključevima 
umesto drške uglavi novčić sa likom imperatora Filipa Arapskog, ili neki drugi 
gde se na poleđini javlja i ženska prilika i piše „Abundantia” ili „Fortuna” 
(Pavić 1996: 8, 11).

The young man could already read Greek, and he was learning to 
read Latin. […] He read whatever he could find. […] And especially 
what was written on padlocks and keys. Because Arkadije had one 
secret passion: he loved beautiful keys. He didn’t care whether 
they were from some trinket’s lock, from city gates, or from an old 
hanging padlock at some cathedral; he managed to take hold of them 
and secretly made a copy in wax and metal. He loved and knew how 
to work with hot metal. […] From time to time, he found old keys 
that were not used for a long time. Keys-widowers, keys without 
a lock. To decorate them he made new handles for them, in the 
shape of a star, a rose or a human face. Most of all, he preferred to 
make handles from a coin with the face of Emperor Filip Arabskij or 
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from any other coin with the figure of a woman on one side and the 
inscription Abundantia or Fortuna.

When Arkadije, the main character of the book, sets out on 
his journey he takes along only two objects: a bunch of keys 
and a fish skin hat. One day at a market he buys a “strange 
object” – the wooden figurine of a boy with outstretched arms, 
the crucifix which turns out to be “a kind of key”:

 Umesto drške bile su raširene ruke, a prekršena stopala služila su kao “pero,” 
kao onaj deo ključa što ide u bravu.  Ključ je imao 4 otvora, po jedan u svakoj 
šaci, jedan zajednički u onim prekrštenim stopalima i jedan među rebrima.
– Ko je to? – nastavi Arkadije da pita.
– Jupiterov sin. A mati mu je Jevrejka.
– Od kakve brave je on ključ?
– Bravu tek treba naći. Kažu da je od svih brava, ali ja nisam pokušavao.
Arkadije se nasmeja i kupi ključ (Pavić 1996: 25-26).

In place of a handle the key had spread out hands, and crossed feet 
were its top. The key had four holes, one in each palm, one in crossed 
soles of the feet and one in-between the shoulders.
What is this? – Arkadije continued to ask.
The son of Jupiter. And his mother is a Jew.
Which lock does this key belong to?
The lock is yet to be found. They say that it is for every lock, but 
I didn’t try.

Once he has the key the protagonist comes into possession 
of Mikaena, the girl with a bird cage. The wires of the cage 
ring like a lira, and the girl teaches him to sing a song about 
fish. The girl leaves Arkadije once he sells the wooden key. 
However, many years later the key again appears in his house 
when the protagonist discovers his daughter. This postmodern 
text represents polyphony of motifs, metaphors and allusions 
that are related to Biblical text, Byzantine tradition and to 
Serbian – as well as to Slavic and Balkan – folklore. 
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In his fiction Mihajlo Pantich deals mostly with the life of 
modern Belgrade, the district known as the New Belgrade. This 
topos allows the author to research the topic of lack of identity 
in a megapolis, indifference and loneliness of a human being. 
Through his psychological short stories Pantich attempts 
to affirm the existence of the ultimate meaning to justify 
humane existence. According to him, only a short story can 
reflect “the moment of human crystallization” because “the 
meaninglessness which fills the world is inversely related to 
the amount of transmitted information.” The text’s message 
is symbolic: literature is “the key which can help solve life’s 
misfortunes, even if the solution is not final” (Pantić 2009: 
116). In other words, the final solution does not exist and life 
is unpredictable, and only writing can make it more bearable.
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Photo 1. Karlov Bridge in Prague, 2012. It is considered that rubbing the 
railings with locks brings good fortune (photo by the author).

Photo 2. “Millenium Bridge” in London, 2012 (photo by the author).
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Photo 4. A place of interest in Kyiv, Park Bridge (also called Lovers’ 
Bridge, Devil’s Bridge), 2012 – a pedestrian bridge, built after Evheniy 
Paton’s engineering project and opened on November, 22, 1910 (photo by 
the author).

Photo 3. “Ira + Bodia = Love”, Kyiv, 2012 (photo by the author).
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Reception Rites in Polish Traditional Folklore. 
From Extended Ritual Complexes 

to Abbreviated Ludic Elements

Abstract

The paper is intended to present the dynamic 
transformation of folk reception rites from texts and behaviors 
taken seriously to ludic elements serving sheer fun. Folk 
reception rites accompanied both accepting a newborn baby 
by village community and taking the bride and the groom 
back into the community after they were transformed from 
maiden and bachelor into married man and married woman. 
In traditional folklore (19th-early 20th century) both these 
rites were extended into multi-element and multidimensional 
complexes. They were extremely important, especially as 
apotropaic activities, preventing the persons concerned (the 
newborn babies and newlyweds) from evil forces and from 
the so-. called “evil eye.” Besides, these rituals were to lead the 
bride and the groom into their new social roles. That was their 
creational function – through them new, mature persons – the 
husband and the wife – were made. As time went by, however, 
the reception rituals were significantly reduced, losing 
their crucial functions – apotropaic and creational ones. In 
contemporary times some fragments of these traditional rites 
are retained and can be seen on the occasions of christening 
parties and wedding receptions. But their function has 
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changed completely and now they contain merely hints of the 
old traditions, or, especially in the case of weddings, their role 
is utterly ludic: serving good fun of the party guests.      
Keywords: reception rites, birth rites, marriage rites, rites de passage.

This paper is an attempt at demonstrating that reception 
rites constitute a constant element of nearly every traditional 
Polish folk rites of passage. Obviously, they are most clearly 
visible in the birth and wedding ritual complexes. However, 
they have undergone significant changes, mostly reductions, 
throughout the ages.

In the past reception rites started already at birth which, 
obviously, had to be eased. In order to facilitate the baby’s 
coming into this world everything had to be open and 
untied. This was dictated by the magic of Alcmene. Thus, 
the woman in childbirth had to have her hair untied and 
her garments loosened. She could not wear any jewellery or 
hairpins. Sometimes the woman in labor was given a string or 
handkerchief with knots. To help the progress of birth she was 
asked to untie them. Also, all the doors, windows, wardrobes, 
and drawers, had to be open. If the birth was exceptionally 
difficult the village midwife, who helped the woman, had to 
send someone to ask the parish priest to open the church door 
(Pieńczak 2013: 70-77).

Nowadays, these magical activities aim at making the 
birth easier, they are no longer practiced in Poland, primarily 
because most children are born in hospitals and both them 
and their mothers are taken care of by medical specialists. 
Obviously, the magic and rituals described above are no longer 
treated seriously and, mostly, they have long been forgotten. 

In the traditionally minded ancient peasant family a child 
born in wedlock and, especially, as the first one, was welcomed 
very warmly and solemnly, like the guest who was long- 
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awaited, longed for and looked forward to be seen. Besides, 
the child, seen as a newcomer from “the beyond,” a stranger, 
was generally seen as a sign of God’s blessing but also, as 
a stranger coming from the Other World, and had to be tamed, 
or domesticated – magically included, first into the family then 
into the whole community. Such an attitude to the newborn 
baby was demonstrated through various gestures. The most 
important, symbolic ones, were these performed by the father. 
When the midwife gave him his newborn son or daughter he 
raised the baby high in the air, made the sign of the cross on 
his or her forehead, then kissed him or her on the forehead 
and then put the bundle with the baby on the floor, next to the 
stove. Each of these acts had symbolic meaning: raising in the 
air meant acknowledging the fact of being the child’s father and 
readiness to to raise the child. Making the sign of the cross was 
obviously a gesture of blessing – it was an apotropaic gesture, 
assuring God’s protection of the baby. Kissing expressed 
love and acceptance – just like you kiss your dear guest at 
the threshold of your home. Putting the child on the floor, 
symbolizing the earth, next to the stove, which is a symbol of 
hearth and home, was to secure the child’s attachment to the 
family and homeland. To emphasize that the father uttered the 
following words: “Remember that here is your home and your 
land” (Simonides 2007: 115).

In Silesia there was yet another ancient reception custom 
involving the father. Namely, the midwife put the child on the 
floor next to the threshold or stove and said to the father: “He 
who has sown let him gather.” Then he took his child in his 
arms saying “God bless you” (Simonides 2007: 115).      

The act of raising the child high in the air was frequently 
performed by contemporary young dads (that, however, does 
not concern very young babies, obviously for safety reasons). 
Nowadays, however, its meaning of acknowledging and 
accepting the child seems to be left unnoticed. That gesture is 
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now understood as a sign of love and affection and, obviously, 
is usually performed to amuse the child. Young children 
thrown in the air by their fathers seem to enjoy it very much  
and respond with giggling and laughing aloud.

The gesture of holding the child and blessing it with the 
sign of  the cross or with a verbal formula was then repeated 
by other members of the family and the neighbours who came 
into the house (usually women). That meant acknowledging 
the newborn as family and community member and assuming 
responsibility for his or her future upbringing (Simonides 
2007: 116).

The welcoming gesture of the community towards the  baby 
was also the custom of midwife forcing the men (including 
the baby’s father) entering the house on the day when he or 
she was born to remove hats from their heads (Zowada 2010:  
75-79). It clearly resembled the contemporary men’s gesture of 
greeting and paying respect to a person met in the street and, 
obviously, removing their hats when entering somebody’s 
house. However, in this particular case, the hat taken away 
had to be “bought back” by its owner with the money which 
was offered to the midwife as gratification for her help. 
Sometimes with that money she bought vodka or sweets for 
everyone in the house. Sometimes other times the money was 
only for the baby and from the father. Such behaviour showed 
joy caused by the birth of the child. That joy obviously had to 
be shared with the whole village community (Pabian 2005: 79; 
Bisek-Grąz 2011: 142). Another form of expressing happiness 
on such occasions was the custom according to which the new 
father had to treat his friends and neighbours (men only) to 
some vodka, usually in  the village inn (the so-called pępkowe 
/navel vodka/) [Zowada 2010: 75-76]. This custom has been 
known and preserved to the contemporary times, although 
not all new dads respect it due to lack of time and being 
overwhelmed with the new duties.  
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Gift giving is another sign of receiving the newborn child 
into the community. Traditionally such gifts as for example 
a piece of bread or a religious object-medallion, a cross or 
a rosary, were of apotropaic and protective character (Pabian 
2005: 79; Bisek-Grąz 2011: 142). These objects were either put 
into the piece of cloth in which  the baby was bundled, into the 
cradle, or even into the water before his or her first bath (in this 
case it could be a coin to make the child rich in the future, or/
and a wedding ring lest he or she would not be lonely in the 
future) [Simonides 2007: 114].

Practically in all regions of  Poland women in childbed 
were visited only by their female relatives and neighbours 
as soon as possible after the childbirth. Men were forbidden 
to participate in such visits as the lying-in woman and her 
newborn child were regarded as impure and dangerous for 
them, because of their ambivalent status. Before churching the 
woman was “contaminated” by the original sin and contact 
with the beyond. Her child, not christened yet, was also 
regarded as impure and belonging to the world of demons 
(Diakowska-Kohut 2013: 120-128; Bisek-Grąz 2011: 140-141). 
Some other persons were also unwelcome at the homes of 
new mothers, including pregnant and menstruating women 
(also regarded as impure and dangerous), unmarried girls (as 
it was unseemly), as well as persons with the so-called evil 
eyes (Bisek-Gąz 2011: 120-128). That is why the child was 
offered something red – usually a ribbon tied to his or her 
cradle or clothes. It was believed to protect the baby against 
dangers from the devil and beings from the other world. The 
custom of using red-colour objects as apotropaions has been 
preserved until today (Baranowski 1969: 120; Bisek-Grąz  
2011: 41; Simonides 2007: 119).  

The custom of visiting was a kind of reception rite for both 
the child, as a new member included into the community, and 
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the woman who was thereby included into the group of mothers 
which created a sort of “community of joy” (Pabian 2005: 78). 
These visits were also combined with declarations of  providing 
help to the new mother with housework and looking after the 
remaining children. However, they obviously also involved 
merrymaking, joking, gossiping and drinking flavoured 
alcoholic drinks or wine – allegedly to provide good health and 
luck to the mother and the baby (Simonides 2007: 119). 

Traditionally the women visiting the new mother brought 
gifts for her. That expressed their will of help and support to the 
woman in childbed, as well as the conviction that gifts were to 
protect the child against poverty and starvation (Diakowska-
Kohut 2013: 100-105; Pabian 2005: 78; Bisek-Grąz 2011:  
139-141). They included such food products as flour, grain, 
grouts, eggs, chicken or some other kind of poultry, as well 
as pieces of cloth and yarn to provide clothes and linen for 
the baby. The food was exclusively for the mother, to help 
her to regain strength and good health quickly. For the same 
purpose the relatives and neighbours cooked for her broth 
with noodles and brought flavoured alcoholic drinks or red 
wine, which were to be treated as medicaments.

Nowadays, the custom of paying visits and giving gifts to 
the mother and her child is still practised all over Poland. The 
difference is that visiting is not restricted to female relatives 
and friends (although it is them who come to see the mother 
and the child most frequently). The woman in childbed is 
no longer regarded as impure and dangerous. However, 
even nowadays some new mothers may feel awkward in 
the presence of men at that time, so other women are most 
frequent and wanted guests. They are wanted also for their 
good advice as experienced mothers.   

The contemporary presents for the mother and the baby are 
of both practical and symbolic nature. Practical gifts include 
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clothes and accessories for the baby, which are not always new. 
Frequently they have been used by other children. Nowadays 
the new mothers often get flowers (as they usually accompany 
congratulations), fruit and sweets – to ensure the child’s “sweet 
life” in the future. In the second half of the twentieth century 
a frequent and not always jocular present was a bag of sugar 
(there were problems with getting it in Poland at that time) 
[Bisek-Grąz 2011: 141].

In contemporary times women receive golden jewellery 
from their husbands as “thank you gifts” for giving birth to 
the child (Bisek-Grąz 2011: 141). Nowadays there is also the 
custom according to which the grandparents buy a pram for 
their first grandchild (Bisek-Grąz 2011: 144).

In Silesia and other regions of Poland traditional formulas 
were used to congratulate the mother on the birth of the child. 
One of the most popular ones was the following: Winszujemy ci 
na ten dar, co ci go Bóg dał, aby ci się w szczęściu i zdrowiu chowało, 
Panu Bogu na chwała, a tobie na pociecha! (We congratulate you on 
that gift that God gave to you, so that the child is raised happy 
and healthy, for God’s glory any your joy) [Simonides 2007: 
119; translation mine: A.M.M.]. Nowadays similar formulas 
are used too, but they are usually written on greeting cards, in 
e-mails and text messages (Bisek-Grąz 2011: 141).

Churching was an extremely important pre-christening 
rite. The mother was not allowed to enter the church before 
it and the child could not be left unattended for fear of being 
swapped for a demon by a fairy. The rite was of purifying 
and apotropaic nature – it relieved the woman of her 
impurity and protected both the mother and the child from 
demons (Diakowska, Kłodnicki 2010: 232-233). It also was of 
receptive character as it symbolically returned the woman to 
her community – this time in the new role of the mother. The 
ceremony of churching involved blessing the woman and her 
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child by the parish priest in the church vestibule or vestry. Then 
she had to go round the altar, holding a candle to make her 
offering. Obviously, she also had to give some money or some 
other gratification to the priest. If the woman was unmarried 
the priest said a propitiatory offer for her (Bisek-Grąz  
2011: 144; Simonides 2007: 120). The obligation of churching 
was extremely important, because failure to undergo that rite 
could allegedly bring draught to the whole area around the 
village (Bisek-Grąz 2011: 144).

The custom of churching is no longer practiced. However, 
it seems to be preserved until nowadays in the form of blessing 
for mothers (and fathers and godparents) that the priest says 
after christening.

The most important reception rite, however, is christening. It 
is the act of including the baby into the community of Christians. 
It is also performed to relieve the child of the original sin and 
offer it to God for protection.  Customarily, in traditional village 
communities children were christened as early as possible – 
sometimes even on the next day after the birth. It was considered 
a sin to keep a “pagan child in the house” (Baranowski  
1969: 110; Bisek-Grąz, 2011: 148). When the baby was 
extremely weak or ill and could die soon the christening had 
to be immediate because it opened the door to heaven for the 
child’s soul. In such a situation anyone could christen the baby 
sprinkling blessed water on his or her head and giving him/her 
a name. Usually it was a relative – frequently a grandmother 
or a midwife. If the child recovered he or she was properly 
christened in church (Baranowski 1969: 110).

When the child was brought back home a special formula 
was uttered by the godmother: wywieźliśmy poganina, 
przywieźliśmy chrześcijanina / we took a pagan away and 
brought back a Christian (Baranowski 1969: 110; Simonides 
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2007: 122; translation mine – A.M.M.), which clearly was 
a form of receiving the child into the community of Christians.

Nowadays children are christened later – when they are 
a few months or even a year old. This is dictated by convenience 
and aesthetic reasons. It is easier to christen a child in spring 
or summer when not too many clothes have to be worn, some 
people believe that babies look prettier when they are older, 
and sometimes it is easier to organize a family gathering during 
a holiday like Easter or, less frequently, Christmas. Sometimes 
families wait for a respectable and wealthy godparent to come 
back from abroad (Bisek-Grąz 2011: 148) .

After christening there was always a reception in the 
parents’ or grandparents’ house. It was accompanied by 
music, dancing, singing and drinking a lot of alcohol – the new 
parents shared their joy with the whole village community. 
The food for the party was provided not only by the host and 
the hostess but also by the guests. Again, it was most often 
a gesture of the neighbours’ readiness to support the child and 
the whole family (Baranowski 1969: 11). 

Currently christening receptions are organized at homes, 
but also, for convenience, in restaurants and inns. The food 
is never brought by the guests – it is the parents’ or the 
grandparents’ duty to provide it. The guests do drink alcohol 
but they usually do not dance. The receptions are usually not 
long as they are  held on Sundays and people go to work the 
next day (Pabian 2005: 87-90). 

In the old days gift giving was practiced only by the 
godparents. Traditionally, the godmother sew a christening 
shirt for her godchild. The godfather gave some money which 
was put into the baby’s sleeping bag or under the pillow. 
Symbolically, it was to secure wealth and good life for the new 
member of Christian community (Pabian 2005: 87).

Currently, it is all the invited guests who give gifts. These 
are usually religious objects, such as crosses or medallions 
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with holy images, sometimes also clothes, accessories, toys or 
money (Pabian 2005: 88).

The wedding is another typically receptive complex ritual. 
It involves a multi-stage ceremony of welcoming and including 
two persons into their new family, as well as welcoming 
a newly established family into the village community and 
entering the circles of respectively married men and married 
women. Obviously, it also involves leaving the old families 
and homes, separating from the community of unmarried 
friends and bidding farewell to freedom and being carefree. 
However, in this paper we focus exclusively on the receptive 
features of this rite of passage.

Marriages were traditionally arranged by the parents for 
financial and material reasons. The young people were able 
to meet and spend time together exclusively during the 
community events, such as holiday festivities or receptions 
held on the occasion of big family celebrations (Pabian 2005: 
104-107; Bisek-Grąz 2011: 55).

The first step to marital union was the visit of usually two 
representatives of the young man’s family (sometimes these 
were the father and the son themselves), their neighbours or 
men who were respected by the village community, to the 
future bride’s parents to evaluate their proprietary situation 
and suitability of the girl. Such visits were called zwiady/
inspection (Kupisiński, Łuczkowski 2016: 42-46). That was also 
a form of reception or rejection rite, depending on whether the 
candidate was accepted or sent away.

Nowadays there is no such tradition because young people 
get married without paying much attention to the parental 
opinion about the candidate or – even less – their consent to 
marriage, or they simply live together without getting married.

The next step towards becoming a husband and a wife 
was betrothal or hand fasting. It involved  the rite of tying the 
hands of the girl and the boy with a kerchief or a ribbon over 
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a loaf of bread in the presence of witnesses. It is during that 
ceremony that the young man officially asked the girl’s father 
for her hand and was bound to get it as everything (including 
the girl’s dowry) had already been established during the 
discussions about financial arrangements (zmówiny) between 
the two families before. Betrothal involved exchanging gifts – 
the boy usually gave the girl a ring (this custom was preserved 
until nowadays), a myrtle garland; she could give him 
a handkerchief or a shirt (Królikowska, Nadolska-Styczyńska 
2011: 274–275). Betrothal or hand-fasting was a  reception rite 
in the literal sense – the young couple mutually accepted each 
other as  candidates for husband and wife.

In many regions of Poland the period of courting 
demonstrated features and signs of reception rites: they 
included mutual gift-giving of the couple, but it was the boy 
who was mainly  obliged to show affection to his chosen one 
by offering her presents (jewellery, clothes, headdresses). 
Besides, the young man had to win the approval of his future 
in-laws by giving them gifts: good alcohol for the girl’s father, 
a small present for the mother and, naturally, a bag of sweets 
for the girl’s younger siblings (Simonides 2007: 138). The 
custom of gift-giving was preserved in a similar form until 
today, especially in Polish villages and small towns.

The traditional wedding ritual complex was full of 
reception rite elements, as it was the time when the bride and 
the groom were mutually received and solemnly welcomed 
in their respective new families. Besides, the  newlyweds 
were included into the village community anew – this time 
in their new roles of spouses, the adults who just assumed 
their new responsibilities towards each other and the people 
around them.

The first important reception rite took place before the 
wedding. It was the parental blessing of the bride and the 
groom which meant the acceptance of their will to be married 
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and wishing them God’s grace for their future life. It involved 
the young couple kneeling in front of both sets of parents who 
made a sign of cross on their heads and said their blessings. 
In some regions (e.g. in Silesia, near Wałbrzych) the bride and 
the groom are blessed by their godparents and grandparents 
as well, which demonstrates the receptive character of the 
rite. The blessing, usually performed by the parents only, has 
been practiced in all regions of Poland until the present times 
(Simonides 2007: 144; Bisek-Grąz 2011: 86–87).

On their way to church the bride and the groom were 
frequently stopped at the so-called “wedding gates,” at 
which they either had to give some money or vodka to the 
neighbours who were standing there (or sweets to the children) 
or perform some funny task (e.g. the groom could be asked to 
chop some wood). This custom is practiced in many regions of 
Poland and has survived until nowadays and is practised in 
many regions of Poland (Bisek-Grąz 2011: 88-90; Pabian 2005:  
128–130; Królikowska, Nadolska-Styczyńska 2011: 278). 

At the beginning of the wedding party another important 
receptive rite took place. Namely, the bride and the groom 
were greeted by both sets of parents with bread and salt. The 
bride’s mother (or, less frequently, the groom’s mother) asked 
her daughter (or daughter-in-law): “What do you choose: 
bread, salt, or the groom?” The bride answered: “Bread, salt 
and the groom, so that he could earn money for all that.” Then 
they both drank vodka and threw the glasses behind them 
for good luck (Kupisiński, Łuczkowski 2016: 108).  Alcohol 
and salt were regarded as strong apotropaions which were to 
protect the newlyweds against bad luck. Bread was obviously 
the metonymy of abundance, wealth and God’s grace. Also 
grains and, more recently, coins, thrown over the bride and the 
groom after the wedding have been used in the same function.

In most regions of Poland the wedding ritual included the 
ceremony of “capping,” i.e. exchanging the bride’s garland for 
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the bonnet of a married woman. It is the rite of both excluding 
the young girl from the group of maidens and simultaneously 
including her into the group of married women. Putting the 
bonnet on the young woman’s head (usually by the so-called 
starościna – the mistress of ceremony) was accompanied by 
a blessing, making the sign of the cross on her forehead and 
spilling blessed water on her (Kupisiński, Łuczkowski 2016: 
122-128; Pabian 2005: 126-128).

Usually there is also the ceremony of collecting money into the 
bonnet from all the wedding guests (Simonides 2007: 147; Pabian 
2005: 159). Traditionally, it was a magical procedure securing 
wealth and abundance for the newlyweds. It can be understood 
also as a form of  reimbursing the cost of reception to the host and 
the hostess. It has been retained till today in quite a reduced form.

However, the idea of reimbursing the cost of wedding 
reception is  carried forward  to our times in the custom of 
giving gifts to the newlyweds by the guests. They are frequently 
in pecuniary form. 

Nowadays the capping ceremony is exclusively of ludic 
nature. It involves funny and frivolous party games with 
some sexual undertones, such as for example the blindfolded 
groom’s task to recognize his wife through touching her knees.

The only symbolic element retained is the action of 
removing the bride’s veil by the bridesmaid and replacing it 
by a flower pinned up to her hair. Then the bride throws her 
veil at the circle of her unmarried female friends and the one 
who catches it is to be the next bride.

Analogously, in contemporary times bachelors form a circle 
and the groom dances in the middle, suddenly throwing his 
bowtie in the air. The man who catches it is to marry as the 
next one.

The last receptive element in the complex of wedding 
rituals took place when the bride was moved to her new 
home – to live with her husband and his family. It included  
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greeting with bread and salt, blessing (by the groom’s mother), 
throwing grain or coins on her and, frequently, making the new 
housewife pass a test in household chores (tidying up, cutting 
bread and then dividing it among the guests) [Kupisiński, 
Łuczkowski 2016: 162-163]. This custom is no longer practiced 
in contemporary Poland.

In traditional peasant culture (for example in the region 
of Opoczno) on the Sunday after the wedding reception, 
which frequently lasted as long as a week, the newly married 
woman was churched – liturgically purified and blessed (the 
ceremony similar to that performed over the mother after 
childbirth). Afterwards she could be truly included into the 
group of married women (Kupisiński, Łuczkowski 2016: 167). 
This is no longer practiced nowadays. 

Polish reception rites, included into both the birth and 
the wedding ritual complexes, seem to have a few common 
elements. They include apotropaic procedures, religious 
ceremony in church, blessings, feast (the meal eaten together), 
alcohol drinking, merrymaking and gift-giving. They have 
all been preserved until nowadays, though in substantially 
reduced or altered form. What is emphasized in them is, 
however, not their magical character but elements of play and 
socializing.  
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Abstract

Folklore eschatological narratives that were recorded in 
Belarus in the twentieth early twenty-first century, among 
other things, reflect the stress upon acculturation, primarily 
technophobia, and social tensions connected with destruction 
of traditional values. In technological sense it is the influence of 
a more highly developed culture upon a less developed culture. 
These narratives adaptively interpret the changes in social 
life which were negatively assessed by the traditional mind. 
Changing socio-historical reality motivates transformation 
of the eschatological images and scenes in which this 
reality is conceptualized. Global processes of urbanization, 
modernization and formation of the secular consumer society 
are conceptualized in traditional oral narratives about the end 
of the world, with an important role played by Christianity in 
their creation. In the figurative-symbolic composition of such 
narratives images of apocalypse appear instead of traditional 
folk stories and characters. They are united by the theme of 
divine punishment of the lost world (removal of the seals, the 
four horsemen, Blowing Angel, sickle, reaping the earth, the 
seven bowls of the wrath of God, Babylon, the Great Whore, the 
Antichrist, the last battle, and others). The social explanatory 
models that are presented in modern eschatological narratives 
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include the following topics: “The Tainted World,” “The 
Wonderful World,” “The Inverted World,” “The Enchanted 
World” and “The suffering and disaster.” The article deals 
with transformation of these motifs towards mythological and 
religious interpretations of rational phenomena.
Keywords: Belarusian folklore tradition, acculturation, eschatological 
narratives, transformation, topics, images, scenes, figurative-symbolic 
composition.

Eschatology is usually interpreted as  teaching about the 
ultimate fate and death of the universe, the ultimate meaning 
of history. It is a symbol of faith which is meaningful  and 
generates a certain cultural archetype. This article reports 
interwievs conducted with residents of contemporary 
Belarusian villages. Among other things, folklore eschatological 
narratives  recorded in Belarus in the twentieth and  early 
twenty-first century reflect emphasis upon acculturation, 
primarily techno-phobia, and the social tensions connected 
with destruction of traditional values. In technological 
sense it is the influence of a more highly developed culture 
upon a less developed culture. These narratives adaptively 
interpret the changes in social life negatively evaluated by the 
traditional mind. This article is based on the material entitled 
“Nature of Collective Representations with the End of the 
World (on the Material of the Belarusian Folk Eschatology)” 
submitted for publication to Cambridge Scholars Publishing 
in 2017. The changing socio-historical reality brings about 
transformation of eschatological images and scenes in which 
this reality is conceptualized. Global processes of urbanization, 
modernization and formation of the secular consumer society 
are conceptualized in traditional oral narratives about the end 
of the world,  with an important role in their genesis played 
by Christianity.  
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In the universal eschatological stories of nature degradation 
and man in Belarusian folklore tradition in the final phase 
of World War II overturning the social hierarchy is closely 
intertwined with traditional Christian theology and constantly 
complemented by rational interpretations: signs of the end of 
time are seen as natural and man-made disasters, crop failure, 
diseases of plants, animals, people and so on. These effects of 
natural and man-made folk stories are treated not only as signs 
of future destruction of the Earth and its inhabitants but also as 
the conditions that motivate the inexorable approach of the end 
of the world. Belarusian as well as Russian (Bessonov, 2010) 
folk tales about the eschatological age develop the following 
themes which we shall examine further: “The Tainted World,” 
“The Wonderful World,” “The Enchanted World,” “The 
Inverted World” and “The suffering and disaster.” Thematic 
structuring of popular eschatology, understood in terms of 
I. A. Bessonov’s proposal (Bessonov, 2010), traces the role of 
images in disclosure of the essence of certain topics.

The Tainted World. According to traditional folk views, the 
world of the eschatological era is irreversibly deteriorating. 
Almost all the analysed Belarusian folk texts highlight 
the corruption of the world by pointing to environment 
degradation  and gradual depopulation of the Earth.

At the end of time natural resources are depleted yet wildlife 
remains unchanged. Humans will enjoy the growth, and the 
flowering of plants, but the earth will not yield the edible fruit 
needed to sustain humans. Grown crops will be diseased and 
people will have nothing to eat. As an example, an informant 
introduces the “second bread” of Belarusians – the potatoes, 
which “seem to be up, but the whole is patient.” And he 
continues: “the whole nation will be dead from diseases, from 
wars, and so on, like flies” (Belaruskaya “narodnaya Bibliya” 
2010: 139). In such narratives understanding and assessment 
of this projected plight often happens through comparison 
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with the past. And this comparison is always in favour of the 
past which could be interpreted as a time of social and natural 
harmony (the mythology of the “golden age”), the wealth of 
natural resources, fertility, unspotted purity and holiness of 
the land (the myth “Mother-earth”), health, physical strength, 
longevity of people, and so on. The informants emphasize 
that compared to the previous times nowadays there are 
fewer stars in the sky, and those that remain are not as bright 
as they were before. During large calendar holidays (Easter, 
Midsummer) it is less and less possible to see the “game” of 
the sun, or this “game” can be seen only by sinless people. 
In the wild nature (the forest) there are fewer wild animals, 
mushrooms, berries, nuts, medicinal plants, there are no fish 
in rivers and lakes; field crops decreased due to drought, 
floods, and the “depravity” of soil pests. It is  often said as well 
that in comparison to the recent past (before the revolution of 
1917 or the Second World War) there is not only less wildlife 
but also fewer otherworldly visitors genetically related to 
the souls of dead people. For example, before the war, as we 
were told by a resident of the village Guta in Brest region, one 
could frequently see the “show” which would take place from 
midnight to 2 a.m. which featured lords and women wearing 
one-metre-long hats, but that now people almost never see 
them. After the arrival of  Soviet power, fewer and fewer people 
could see mermaids. Usually, stories about the quantitative 
reduction of supernatural beings’ visits, unlike the tales of 
reducing the wealth of nature, are devoid of appraisal and are 
not connected with eschatological expectations.

The marker of the world’s corruption is the physical 
degradation of people. In earlier times they were giants – their 
metre-long bones were allegedly found by archaeologists 
during excavations. They were endowed with health and 
great physical strength. For example, when they built their 
homes they would toss huge boulders one to another. In the 
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world nearing its end people will be born physically smaller, 
and those that are born will experience stunted growth, get 
sick, lose vitality, wither, and “drop dead like flies, people 
even without war will die” (Belaruskaya “narodnaya Bibliya” 
2010: 139). The evidence of the fact that “until the end a few 
years are left” is that half of the people have been “crushed” 
by radiation, and the other half “dying and don’t know the 
reason: someone has a problem with their hand, someone with 
foot, blood, all the women, all the men are diseased. As people 
sing: ‘The diseases and troubles and disasters come, and our  
brothers’ blood will flow’” (Belaruskaya “narodnaya Bibliya” 
2010: 137). The informants emphasize that a small amount 
of apples remains after earthquakes or similar eschatological 
disasters (Belaruskaya “narodnaya Bibliya” 2010: 139). 

In most narratives the degradation of man’s physical nature 
and the environment is associated with the degradation of 
morality, devaluation of human life, apostasy from God and 
faith – “the people have no heart” (Belaruskaya “narodnaya 
Bibliya” 2010: 133).

The World of Wonders. Various miracles, natural and social 
(associated with them) anomalies will be designated in the 
“last days.” Even time itself will change its course – the closer 
to the end of the world the faster time flies. The course of the 
sun is associated with the passage of time and this also will 
change drastically, applying the inverse of the “East/West” 
opposition: “It was said that the sun would be setting where 
now it gets up” (Belaruskaya “narodnaya Bibliya” 2010: 137). 

Another implementation of the theme of “The Wonderful 
World” is constituted by the motives associated with the 
technical innovations which took place from the beginning 
of the nineteenth century until nowadays. In oral tradition 
the unclean world attributed to the “alien” was interpreted 
as miracles. It involved the natural images of birds, horses, 
webs, and so on. By definition, the transfer of these living 
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beings and their secretions (webs) to the class of not alive 
demonic aliens involves marking them as iron, re-evaluating 
their changes from positive to negative ones. And informants 
are clearly aware that these “animals” (birds, flying horses 
walking on the field) will behave as they did before, but they 
are now made of iron. “Kids, soon there will be something. 
There will be the iron horse that will walk on the field. These 
women look at each other and laugh. Well, nobody knows, 
what kind of horse it will be!” (Belaruskaya “narodnaya Bibliya” 
2010: 139). At the beginning of time the Spider-Demiurge 
weaving cobwebs  was conceptualized positively as the initial 
phase of cosmogenesis that establishes a connection between 
all living beings and God (until the present days in some 
areas of Belarus it  is forbidden to kill spiders and tear the 
web), according to a number of Slavic legends. This Spider-
Demiurge wove the World. This positive event is considered 
to be the initial phase of cosmogenesis, when all living things 
entered into a connection with God. So Belarusians (including 
myself) do not kill spiders to this day. But now again, for the 
second time, the World is braided, wrapped up with webs 
(wires). And this web is iron. Re-braiding (flossing) of the 
World with the iron web, the World Wide Web is a sign of 
the end of time. In the process of cosmogenesis the world 
expanded like a natural spider web. Bat at the end of time the 
iron web entangles the world, squeezes it, takes it in chains, 
and does not allow it to develop, expand. It interferes with 
people’s lives and they do not see the road to truth because of 
that web. In Belarus some people think it is necessary to kill 
a spider (this directly contradicts the passage above) because 
it warps the new world, and it is a sinful action. According to 
eschatological narratives, in the  old times the world (or the 
sky) spread freely, but now it is entangled in a steel web. The 
old man says to the young man: “Behold, my son, there will 
be time when the whole world will be covered with web, also 
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there will be iron birds that will fly over the sky” (Belaruskaya 
“narodnaya Bibliya” 2010: 134). The iron web, as we see, along 
with the iron animals stands as a sign of the end  of time.

Images of the Spider-Demiurge, scurrying around the 
“global” spider web, and images of “iron horses” and “iron 
birds (crows)” have ancient mythological roots that appear 
in the traditional genres of folklore – tales, mysteries, and 
conspiracies. For example, in the conspiracy “from worms,” 
otherworldly birds with iron claws rake those worms. In this 
riddle the iron horse is the tractor. However, these zoomorphic 
images bring us back to the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse 
and the locusts. Iron horses can be replaced with iron furnaces: 
“and there  iron furnaces will go on the field – now there are a lot 
of tractors” (Belaruskaya “narodnaya Bibliya” 2010: 132). Images 
of the iron furnaces and iron crows may be contaminated 
(“oven croak,” “croaking oven” merges the images of crows 
and ovens) and may be represented by airplanes, including 
those that arrived in Belarus in 1941 with swastikas on their 
wings and which brought death. In other narratives of death 
the hostilities of the World War II are symbolized by arrival of 
the apocalyptic horse. 

Another topic of Belarusian folk eschatology is the “anti-
natural and antihuman” orientation of technological civilization 
brought about by references to the Chernobyl catastrophe and 
the problems created by it. The use of atomic and chemical 
weapons has quite clear eschatological connotations. At the 
end of time, the enemies of humans will not be only man-made 
objects but natural ones too. In oral narratives locusts are not 
iron but “ordinary,” organic, and separated from nature. But 
eschatological connotations emphasize that locusts will fall 
from the sky in a great number. The appearance of locusts 
and drought on Earth can be rightly identified as belonging 
to the most important signs of doomsday in mythology. They 
are treated as its cause since the locusts and drought are 
instruments of God’s punishment. 
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Another miracle of the ultimate times will be the 
disappearance of  natural death, as it was in the beginning of time 
– the “golden age” did not know death. People will not die and 
“living people will envy the dead ones.” There are a number of 
miracles associated with the immediate onset of doomsday, in 
particular signs in the sky, some of which refer to Christian cult 
of the cross: “Radiant golden cross in the sky can be seen only 
by the righteous ones, the blindness of sin will prevent sinners 
from seeing it” (Belaruskaya “narodnaya Bibliya” 2010: 132). 
But if “radiant (‘divine’) golden cross” appears in the sky as 
a symbol of salvation, atheists have established that crosses/
antennae “in the sky” are rather signs of the coming end of 
the world (Belaruskaya “narodnaya Bibliya” 2010: 136). Thus, 
even the cross can be interpreted in a negative way – if it arises 
from the development of technology seen as the creation of the 
Antichrist. 

The Enchanted World. The folk art representations of evil 
spirits, the Antichrist and his servants, are directly connected 
with the subject of witchcraft encoded in the natural world 
and in the people who have renounced the true faith and 
traditional moral values. In modern eschatological narrative 
coding humans can become zombies created by the Antichrist 
(who could look like a snake) with the assistance of modern 
technology, especially the radio (“talking walls”), the TV, 
and the  computer, all of which are supported with the use 
of zoomorphic and demonological codes. The computer is 
a Beast, the television set in a house features an icon of the 
Beast, the entrance to the other, demonic world. Technology 
is spoiling nature and man by identifying a human being 
through its passport, identity number, electronic device and 
computer chip. Man has been dehumanised and transferred 
into an algorithm by modern technology

The Inverted World. In most mythopoetic traditions the 
structure of the world is presented as a system of oppositions: 
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chaos/cosmos, the sacred/the profane, nature/culture, pure/
impure, you/someone else, up/down, East/West, inside/
outside, living/non-living, limited/unlimited, water/fire, water 
/land, light/dark, male/female, etc. The end of the world is 
conceived as neutralizing these and all other oppositions. 
For example, in the normal world cultivation, the “human 
field,” in contrast to the “pure,” “wild,” has boundaries, 
parcels, “strings.” These boundaries are identical with those 
between the human world and the light. The destruction of 
and the transfer between (the earth) until the end of time can 
break, eliminate boundaries through socializing the land and 
creating collective farms. Moreover, the positions of members 
of these semantic oppositions can be reversed. For example, 
the light gives way to darkness, the land to water, and so on. 
The cosmologization processes that were created by the light 
and the land are opposed to the processes of return to chaos. 
At the end of the time the sun will set itself apart from the 
earth, darkness will come, and the seas will rise and dominate 
over the land, forcing humans to survive on water (Belaruskaya 
“narodnaya Bibliya” 2010: 140). Entering the realm of the 
profane, the sacred natural loci lose their holiness, for example 
sacred healing water springs no longer heal people. This theme 
of inverted world appears in the prophecies about what would 
happen if  males and females are mixed, and this inversion is 
evident in the manner of wearing the costumes of the opposite 
sex. A woman in trousers is nonsense. In recent times the topics 
of inverted world and mixing of the sexes have been associated 
with the theme of inferiority which, among other things, is 
manifested in the circumcision of women and cutting off hair 
of both males and females: “the hair was taken ... If you look 
from behind you do not know if one is a man or a woman…” 
(Belaruskaya “narodnaya Bibliya” 2010: 136). To continue the 
human race God will leave only men because they are strong  
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(Belaruskaya “narodnaya Bibliya” 2010: 140). It is possible that 
at a deeper level such mythological narratives go back to the 
idea of the return of peace after an eschatological cataclysm 
– the return to the pristine, harmonious state in which men 
and women were imagined by the archaic deity-creator as 
androgynous. In these narratives the images of nature are 
based upon the oppositions of “living/non-living,” “helpful/
harmful (to humans),” natural objects v. metallic ones, “man/
animal demons,” and others. Humans begin resemble animals 
and devils in their behaviour. Previously, in these narratives 
the devil (Satan, sin) was an external force acting against 
man, but now he “gets inside and turns to be a man,” “people 
become devils,” and it is difficult to distinguish humans from 
devils. Accordingly, “there is no Satan because he is already 
in us” (Belaruskaya “narodnaya Bibliya” 2010: 136), and the hell 
has changed its temporal-spatial position – we now live in 
hell. According to the interpretation of the TV as a creation 
of the Antichrist the images of people seen on the TV screen 
are perceived as devils (Belaruskaya “narodnaya Bibliya” 2010: 
141). In the eschatological arena the world is inverted and 
natural oppositions are reversed or altered: water/fire becomes 
water (sweat)/blood. In the lake there must be water, but at 
the end of time instead of water there will be blood and fire 
there. Animals will “sweat with bloody sweat” (Belaruskaya 
“narodnaya Bibliya” 2010: 137). Chthonic creatures, traditionally 
painted as “bastards” endowed with demonic qualities and 
located underground, will rise up at the end of times and fight 
for space above ground. For example, the end of the world 
will mark the emergence of a large number of snakes (or their 
fingerprints, “drawings”) on leaves of cherries (Belaruskaya 
“narodnaya Bibliya” 2010: 139).

The suffering and disaster. These images of the eschatological 
changes in nature, the loss of man’s favour with nature, and 
the general picture of raging elements lead to presentation of 
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the “end of the world” as a time of unbearable suffering and 
horror. Most often these narratives refer to droughts, floods, 
hail, fires, earthquakes, storms, during which not only small 
human settlements but also large urban cities are razed. The 
natural objects, the primary and eternal elements of nature 
fundamentally change their properties, humans can expect no 
deliverance but only torture and death. A lake (sea) appears 
not as a cool body of water – a bowl filled with either blood 
or bitter as wormwood, boiling water (into which the Baptists 
themselves climb), or fire (Belaruskaya “narodnaya Bibliya” 
2010: 132-133). The theme of human suffering resulting 
from natural disasters is often supplemented by the motif of 
eschatological war that brings a future invasion of foreigners 
(Chechens or Chinese – “yellow” people will make their horses  
drink water from the border river Bug). The configuration of 
these imagined events is updated by the apocalyptic images 
of horses and occurs in the context of the mass consciousness 
which experiences the realities of both modern and historical 
times. This is supplemented by coded colours, zoomorphic 
character, action symbols of Belarusian folklore. 

So, let us recall the story of the Lamb (Jesus Christ) who 
took the book of St. John the Theologian and began to take 
off its seven seals. He removed the first seal (i.e. opened the 
eschatological era, the revolution in 1917) – and there was 
a white horse with the rider who had a bow and wore a crown 
of victory – it was Lenin, who won the king. After removing 
the second seal there was a red horse which was with the great 
rider with a sword, given to him to take away peace from the 
world – this denoted Bolshevik (Stalinist) repressions. After 
removing the third seal there appeared a black horse and the 
rider with weights and measures – the “collective farm.” Then 
came a pale horse and after him the death – the German War. 
Then he removed the fifth seal – “Chechens attacked us... they 
will kill everyone.” Only Belarussian nature, the forest, will 
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defend us and our children in all wars, will protect us from 
the invaders. Chechens reach the White Sea and the Black 
Sea, and “there will all die.” The result of strong atheism will 
be a “great earthquake” which will last for three hours and 
turn everything to rubble. Following this, there will be a red 
dragon with the mark “666.” He will behead all those who do 
not agree to be stigmatised but, as the myth says, we should 
not be afraid since God will return to these people their heads. 
After removing the final seal there will come seven angels with 
bowls full of sores. After pouring air and water out of the bowls 
all life on Earth will become dead, clean will become unclean, 
that which is fit for human consummation will become useless 
and harmful. “All that is alive in the water will die, there will 
be blood instead of water” (Belaruskaya “narodnaya Bibliya” 
2010: 130-131).

The eschatological catastrophe may take various forms: 
as a global earthquake, burning of the world by fire, water, 
drowning, or a collision of the Earth with another “planet” 
or asteroid. In Belarussian folk tales we see reconstructions 
of inverted semiotic oppositions of “up/down,” “stability/
precariousness,” etc. The sky will fall into the Earth (Belaruskaya 
“narodnaya Bibliya” 2010: 131). It should be also emphasized 
that the fate of humanity at the Last Judgment will depend on 
“living nature.” Nature turns its back on people as punishment 
for their sins: “they will be followed by many people – from 
one to another end of the Earth, but they won’t be accepted 
by Nature on that horrible day of Christ’s Final Judgement” 
(Belaruskaya “narodnaya Bibliya” 2010: 131).

Our analysis of modern Belarussian peasant eschatological 
narratives shows that they are very much mythologized and 
are characterized by strong religious and moral content. 
Traditional apocalyptic characters and plots are organically 
intertwined with rational notions of environmental and social 
disaster in the past and find a logical explanation. In the 
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eschatological narratives that prevail in the urban environment 
rational interpretations replace pre-existing mythological and 
religious motifs of doomsday. Both mythologized and rational 
interpretations of responsibility for the end of the world concern 
global catastrophes that could be caused by supernatural, 
natural or man-made causes, directly or indirectly imposed on 
people-sinners. 

Ancient narratives about “the last days” have been 
updated in the environment of  Belarusian peasantry in 
response not only to the historical events associated with the 
Second World War, collectivisation, totalitarianism, but also 
with problems of acculturation, changes in social structure 
and axiological systems.

WORKS CITED

Belaruskaya “narodnaya Bibliya” w suchasnykh zapisakh, 2010, ed. and 
Introduction A. M. Bohanevoy, Minsk.

Bessonov, I. A., 2010, Russkaya eskhatologicheskaya legenda: istochniki, 
syuzhetnyy sostav, poetika, typescript, Moskwa.

Acculturation as a Factor of Change...





Folk Music and Folk Costume





Abstract

The fast process of globalization going on during the last 
decades in Lithuania caused significant changes in all domains 
of the society. The rich inherited traditional culture was no 
exception: deep changes influenced its forms and content, 
the ways of transmission and dissemination in the society, 
the usage of its values in everyday life. Lithuanian practice is 
overwhelmed with examples of various attempts at adaptation, 
modernization, transformation, regional unification of its 
component parts – feasts, customs, habits, costumes, religious 
chants, songs, dances, tales, etc. The political impact in the 
form of various prohibitions was changed by economical 
influence, and the supermarket is now one of the main players 
in the field. All these factors caused unification of festive days 
and gastronomic repertoire. The global internet, traveling and 
personal contacts among people of all the world erase national, 
regional and local differences. This process is not one-sided as 
new forms of behavioral patterns, mixtures of musical styles, 
dances, feasts and customs emerge. And in the nearest future 
we shall see which of these new forms will be accepted and 
which will not. 

This research is focused on the process of change of 
Lithuanian traditional music. Despite the evident acceleration 
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of social life at the beginning of the third Millennium, two 
or three decades are perhaps too short a time frame in the 
centuries-long history of traditional music to see and evaluate 
significant changes it came through. Hence, I shall try to 
discuss the stylistic and generic components of music, the 
ways of its transmission, and the musical instruments which 
underwent changes since the beginning of the 20th century 
until nowadays, and the issue of their revitalization. Along 
the way, the political, economic, social and cultural context 
will be analyzed with the aim to reveal possible reasons for 
those changes. Our research, focused on the issue of change, 
will concern a comparison of old recordings of Lithuanian 
traditional music with later collections of musical recordings 
made in nearly the same places and areas. They are stored 
in the two main archives of Lithuanian traditional music: 
The Institute of Lithuanian Literature and Folklore and The 
Ethnomusicology Section of Lithuanian Academy of Music 
and Theatre. Our contextual analysis will be combined with 
the contextual analysis of diary records of the collectors and 
remarks of performers and researchers.  
Keywords: Lithuanian traditional musical culture, changes of medium, 
style, genres, ways of transmission, musical instruments, revitalization.

Brief overview of the literature of the subject 

There is a large literature dealing with the issue of changes 
of musical folklore during the 20th century in various regions 
of Lithuania. Such changes are treated from various scholarly 
perspectives. It is worth to mention one particular conference 
devoted to the topic and a special volume of the journal 
“Tautosakos Darbai,” vol. 18, 2003 related to the issue of stability 
and change in folklore, where various genres of folklore with 
evident changes in ritual, textual and musical structure are 
analyzed, with a special focus on the genres of lamentations 
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(Žičkienė 2003: 30-36) and calendar feast folklore (Daugirdaitė 
2003: 37-47). There are also numerous publications which deal 
with general questions of change of Lithuanian traditional 
culture during various time periods from sociological 
perspectives. They are comprised of materials from different 
regions: see Trinkūnienė 2005; Trinkūnienė 2007: 12-22); and 
the monograph Homo narrans 2012 concerned with changes in 
narrative folklore. The contemporary tendency of traditional 
folklore getting its new life in the internet is analyzed in 
Aida Savicka‘s article “Virtual ethnicity: illusion or hope?” 
published in the book Development of Lithuanian Europeism: the 
present and the future challenges (Savicka 2006: 155-168) and in 
a few other books and articles. 

The starting point of the comparison

The starting point for the comparison are Balys Buračas’ 
ethnographic photographs from Kaunas War Museum 
collection (1929-1935), his traditional culture diaries and 
published materials, the phonograph records of the Institute 
of Lithuanian Literature and Folklore Archives (1935-1941) 
and the fieldwork materials of the Lithuanian Academy of 
Music and Theatre Traditional Music Archives (2006-2015). 
We also used the memorial materials of famous semiotician 
Algirdas Julius Greimas who lived from 1919 to 1927 in 
Kupiškis, Aukštaitija district, a place of rich and strong 
Lithuanian traditional culture. Balys Buračas, the collector 
and photographer, was commissioned by The M. K. Čiurlionis 
Gallery to capture in his photographs and to buy, if possible, 
the most interesting examples of Lithuanian traditional art:

… In 1929 I traveled across Lithuania at the request of The M. K. 
Čiurlionis Gallery, and I collected artifacts of folk art. I took about 
300 photographs of 10 x 15 cm.; … In 1932 I took about 700 negatives 
in eastern, northern and western Lithuania [“Rytų Aukštaitijoje, 
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Šiaurės Lietuvoje ir Žemaitijoje”]; … In 1933 I took 700 photographs 
in southern Lithuania [“Dzūkijoje”]; [… and] in 1934 I took about 800 
photographs. And I made notes about the folklore and folk customs 
in the area of the villages of Kupiškis, Skapiškis and Šimonys”; (from 
B. Buračas’ diary, translated by S. Žvirgždas, see Žvirgždas 2015).

The reason of this endeavor can be found in the notes 
made by Buračas where comments upon the details and 
circumstances of his work as well as various representations 
of traditional culture alive at present. The detailed inventory 
of his daily work concerning the musical traditions was later 
published in a separate volume and is treated by scholars as 
a valuable source of ethnographic material (see Buračas 1993). 
In his diaries from 1929 and 1936 he mentioned the process 
of reformation of stripe villages into separate steadings which 
was going on in Šiauliai district (1929) and a few years later in 
Zarasai district this was the main reason to intensify collecting 
and recording the materials which remained. The main focus 
was on objects of Lithuanian traditional culture; manors 
and villages with prevailing non-Lithuanian dwellers were 
avoided as it was thought that Lithuanian cultural elements 
would be absent there. From 1919 to 1941 Buračas made about 
18,000 photo negatives and 36,000 positives. Unfortunately, 
the biggest part of the collection vanished during the Second 
World War, but a valuable part of it (11,000 items) survived, 
presenting a reliable picture of the country dwellers and their 
culture in the second quarter of the 20th century.  

What can we see on Buračas’ pictures? On the one hand, 
they show that at that time (the second and third decades of 
the 20th century) the traditional culture was rich and alive 
in Lithuanian countryside districts. It was represented by 
a large collection of artistic items: traditional architecture, 
crests, costumes, customs, ornamentation, various homemade 
musical instruments still in use, portraits of singers, dancers, 
musicians, etc. 
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1. “Petras Tamošiūnas (85) 
playing ancient spooned five-
stringed kanklės, which are 
250 years old,” 1934 (photo 
and comment by B. Buračas), 
Vytautas the Great War 
Museum in Kaunas, Balys 
Buračas collection of photo 
negatives 2830.

2. „Skudučiai players from Biržai: Kostas Burbulis (48), Paulė Burbulytė-
Reinatienė (44) and Petras Lapienė (b. 1866),” 1937 (photo and comment 
by B. Buračas), Vytautas the Great War Museum in Kaunas, Balys Buračas 
collection of photo negatives 2810.
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3. „Ožragis player Jurgis Musnikas (41),” 1934 (photo and comment by 
B. Buračas), Vytautas the Great War Museum in Kaunas, Balys Buračas 
collection of photo negatives 2856.

4. “Two musicians and dancer,” 1930 (photo and comment by B. Buračas), 
Vytautas the Great War Museum in Kaunas, Balys Buračas collection of 
photo negatives 7771.
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On the other hand, innovations could be seen in the decoration 
of traditional costumes, the musical instruments which were 
factory-made and bought in the shops: violins, accordions, 
harmonics, guitars, mandolins for a large variety of musical 
ensembles. Let this stage of folk culture be characterized by the 
famous Lithuanian scholar Tomas Venclova: 

A little while ago in Lithuania folklore seemed to be larger than life 
itself. Not the song existed in the human being but the human being 
existed in the song: it sounded before the birth, a lament accompanied 
the deceased. Folklore was a frame and model of everyday life – 
a measure of every step, of love, of work, of every particular (Venclova 
1991: 258). 

The famous French semiotician of Lithuanian origin Algirdas 
Julius Greimas, who spend his childhood in Kupiškis, was also 
affected by the rich and prospering traditional culture of this 
area. It left upon him an indelible impression for his whole life. 
This direct experience had inestimable value for this prospective 
researcher. As he later testified, “this direct experience of 
the mythical world gives us a different look at our folklore 
and ethnographic sources” (Greimas 1991: 65, R. Pavilionis’ 
conversation with A. J. Greimas, 1978.04.07). The rich and  
thriving traditional culture, especially songs, dances and 
instrumental music, could be also testified by half a billion 
recordings made from 1935 to 1940 (Sauka, Stundžienė 2004: 135).

Famous Lithuanian ethnomusicologist Jadvyga Čiurlionytė, 
who worked at the same time in the Lithuanian Folklore 
Archives, summarized the position of folklore – she captured 
a great variety of musical styles: polyphonic, monophonic, 
and homophonic. The great variety of ritual folklore genres, 
characterized by her, included calendar, family and work 
holidays’ rites and music. She also observed and characterized 
striking differences among regional musical features 
constituting separate musical dialects (Čiurlionytė 1938). 
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The medium changes

The Second World War was a real disaster to the people 
and to traditional culture. Significant changes touched the 
inhabitants of Lithuania and nearly all the components of their 
life. A large number of inhabitants became victims of the war, 
were forced to emigrate or deported. Due to social, political, 
economic, demographic and cultural factors, the traditional 
works and technologies, environment, and media disappeared 
or substantially changed. The population changed as well, 
along with its social and sometimes national composition, 
and new communities were created in rural areas. Traditional 
forms of labour and festive practices – communal talks during 
evening parties, religious festivals – significantly decreased 
in the post-war period. Forced collectivization and land 
reclamation changed ownership of the land and settlement of 
the people.   

The old traditional culture changed from active use to 
become memory culture. It is remembered as it was in the past, 
but it is no longer used in live practice. Recently,  traditional 
expressions of culture in rural areas have been supported 
by religious communal rituals (funerals, commemorations 
of the dead, religious festivals) and, occasionally, activities 
of ethnographic ensembles. In Soviet times stylized folklore 
collectives, which were manipulated by the authorities, 
expanded. The medium of these collectives were massive 
song and dance festivals featuring harmonized folk songs 
and stylized dances with the use modified folk instruments. 
Authentic folk ensembles, as an alternative to the culture 
and music officially propagated by the Soviet power, spread 
in cities. Their repertoire of the traditional songs and music 
recorded and stored in archives. Their most active members 
were students and the enlightened part of the society – 
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intelligentsia. It is believed that this folkloric movement was 
a predecessor of the national movement for independence in 
Lithuania. After the restoration of independence in 1990, the 
social importance of folklore decreased while authentic folklore 
expanded in programs of song festivals. Changes in the social 
structure, mobility, the aesthetic taste and priorities of the 
population influenced the function of folklore. For example, 
from the mainstream of cultural activities it transformed into 
an alternative form of leisure, and when traditional folklore is 
performed only by children it becomes a form of entertainment, 
games, etc.

Stylistic changes

After the Second World War the slowly going evolutionary 
changes turned into fast and irrevocable ones. The old 
polyphonic types, sutartines, disappeared. Ethnographic 
differences between the regions started to diminish and 
disappear, their musical expression became convergent. For 
example, the traditional monophony of the Dzūkai region 
was replaced by the homophonic multi-voiced style, which 
eventually spread throughout the whole of Lithuania. The 
change of the performance style can be exemplified by the 
Samogitian example from my personal experience of two 
fieldwork practices in the outskirts of Luokė, Telšiai district, 
in 1973 and 2006.1 In 1973 we found there a lot of traditional 
songs known by elderly performers, and they were sung in 
a traditional way – very slowly, with the performers listening 
to every sound and harmony that resulted from the mixing 
of voices. The elderly performers also remembered and liked 

1 Recordings of the mentioned materials are stored in The Traditional 
Music Archives at Ethnomusicology Section of Lithuanian Academy of 
Music and Theatre.
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to sing romances, songs of other genres were also abundantly 
performed. The 2006 expedition to Luokė showed a different 
picture. The traditional songs that were captured in mass thirty 
years ago were remembered only fragmentarily by very few 
performers. Romances and literary based individual songs 
were prevailing, only one performer who learned to sing in 
a folklore ensemble continued to sing in a traditional way. 

The generic changes

The disappearance of traditional styles of performance 
is closely related to the folklore genres performed and to 
the changing modes of living, work, holidays and customs. 
The researchers noticed the following tendency: the fast 
decrease of genres connected with the rituals and customs. 
Ethnomusicologist Aušra Žičkienė has been studying changes 
of the folk laments and noticed disappearance of mythological 
motifs, diminishing of the volume of texts, and she predicted 
“calm and dignified” extinction of the genre (Žičkienė 2003: 
30-36). Scholar Vilma Daugirdaitė researched folk calendar 
rites and has come to the conclusion that the secularization 
of calendar celebrations continues and traditional customs are 
negatively perceived by citizens. She called the tendency of 
their development “from rite to entertainment” (Daugirdaite 
2003: 37-47). Individual folklore genres were predominant in 
the repertoires of post-war performers but some of them were 
under pressure from the government. They were unacceptable 
in the Soviet era for political and ideological reasons (religious 
music; songs of emigrants, oppositionists, deportees). 
Nowadays, these genres undergo revival and are widely 
practiced by folkloric ensemble members. The remains of 
traditional genres live in the closed circles of their performers 
or in their memory.  

Rimantas Astrauskas
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The change of transmission, 
the musical instruments

Changes in transmission were introduced by writing 
(literacy): instead of verbal, oral communication written 
transmission (notebooks) has become prevalent. Instead of 
the family and the community it was and still is the school, 
the army, the radio, the television, CDs, and the internet 
which transmit traditional cultural values and expressions. 
On Buračas’ pictures we can see a great variety of musical 
instruments used in everyday life on the eve of the Second 
World War. Some of them are quite unique – the five stringed 
kanklės, the pipes skudučiai, the wooden horns ragai, the goat 
horns ozragiai, and many others. In the post-war period 
they were not used, and we see gradual disappearance of 
traditional musical instruments and their change. Home-
made are becoming replaced by factory-made ones: violin, 
accordion, bayan, harmony, mandolin, guitar, balalaikas. 
Sometimes transcribed and printed traditional instrumental 
compositions were sold together with musical instruments – 
this was an experience and practice in American Lithuanian 
community in the 20th century. 

Revitalization

After the War, when it was clear that from the well 
documented rich Lithuanian traditional culture remained only 
fragments, a few persons took the initiative to revitalize them 
from memory or from the recordings stored in traditional 
musical archives or published sources. The movement for 
revitalization of traditional musical culture in Lithuania is 
discussed in detail in the collective monograph by Apanavičius 
et al. (2015). There were two main types of revitalization. One 
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took place in the area where traditional culture was extinct 
(mainly the countryside area), and this movement brought 
creation of ethnographic ensembles. A good example of this 
kind of revitalization is the initiative to revitalize the wedding 
ceremonies of Kupiškis area taken by theater director Povilas 
Zulonas. The second took place in cities and amounted to the 
revitalization based on recordings and on the memory of old 
performers, and this movement brought creation of folkloric 
ensembles. The leader of the second movement was choir 
conductor Povilas Mataitis who organized folkloric theatre 
to perform already extinct sutartinės. His wife, designer Dalia 
Mataitienė, reconstructed traditional folk costumes from 
historical sources.         

During the Soviet era folklorization in cities became a mass 
alternative form of culture, as opposed to forms propagated 
by the government. According to the latest research data, 
young people and commercial media do not pay tribute to 

5. Sutartinės performers of Folkloric Theatre, 1972 (photo by P. Mataitis).
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traditional culture, except for mixed folk and popular music 
forms. Meanwhile, folklore festivals, song festivals and some 
other State initiatives (announcements of the Years of dialects, 
of regions, of national costumes) create such focus. Global 
networking, virtual communities, virtual identities are the 
new realities where traditional values are also present in the 
form of cultural heritage. Fortunately, the desire to know more 
of traditional culture remains among school children, and in 
the communities of emigrants it even grows, and this gives 
a little hope for the future. Postmodern global philosophy often 
underestimates the role of traditional culture and expressions 
in development of the society, but many traditional principles, 
such as environmental care, benevolent mutual assistance, 

6. Prezident of Lithuanian Republik Dalia Grybauskaitė in national 
costume, 2014 (photo by R. Dačkus).
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collectivity, respect for human rights are very important 
to humanity, and traditional expressions of culture are an 
inexhaustible source of creativity and cultural variety. 
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Authenticity Versus Modernity 
in Latvian Folk Costumes of Today

Abstract 

With the development of the tradition of Song Festival 
in Latvia, people became more interested in their cultural 
heritage, family roots and understanding of traditional 
values, including the development of ancient clothing through 
time and space. Manifestations of local distinctiveness and 
heritage in the development of clothing, as well as perception 
of symbolic meanings of separate articles of ancient clothing 
play a significant role in Latvian sense of identity and 
national belonging. 

These days the Latvian national costume carries emotional 
load and symbolic meaning. It is worn mainly at national 
festivals, especially the Nationalwide Latvian Song and Dance 
Celebration and the events linked to its preparation. Thanks 
to this 145 year old tradition, the national costume has been 
preserved within the general population. In Latvia more than 
43.000 adults and many children wear traditional costumes on 
appropriate occasions. It can be asserted that such costume 
has become a symbol of the national identity of Latvia.

To make it easier for people to choose a proper national 
outfit scientists continue to work on the history of clothing and 
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national costumes in Latvia. They explain and justify changes 
in their various forms, elements, materials and ornamentation 
characteristic of each historical period. They also provide 
practical advice for composition of a costume.
Keywords: traditional folk dress, folk costume, stylisation of the folk 
costume.  

Research into authenticity versus tradition in Latvian folk 
costumes of today, contains a wide range of information. 
By studying the 19th century peasants’ dress history, the 
development of woven materials, the construction and 
ornamentation of clothing, as well as fashion trends of the 
time, the historic-cultural layers of clothing in Latvia are 
revealed, leading to  identification of the chronological 
change in clothing as well as in the artistic styling of its 
individual elements.

Evaluation of source materials (written, illustrated, and the 
artefacts themselves) furnishes us with new knowledge and 
broadens our understanding of the factors that influenced the 
changes occurring in people’s clothing over the 19th century. 
These factors include natural and climatic conditions, views 
on hygiene, social demographics, economic development, 
professional status, and trends in cultural and trade links. 
Taking these factors into account it was possible to get closer 
to a more objective rationale of the past, the rationale that 
includes the value systems and knowledge embedded in the 
tradition (received from past generations), as well as in new 
ideas (adopted and tested in daily life).  

In order to understand better modern view on symbols in 
Latvian folk dress it would be useful to clarify the meaning 
and content of the following terms: folk dress, folk costume, and 
stylisation of  folk costume.

Aija Jansone
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Folk dress  

By traditional folk dress (folk dress for short) we understand the 
festive clothing of Latvian peasants that has developed within 
the framework of existing traditions and has evolved over many 
centuries in the climatic and economic conditions of the territory 
of Latvia. Traditional folk dress existed in the territory of Latvia 
until approximately the middle of the 19th century when it 
was gradually replaced with European urban style clothing. 
Folk dress expresses regional characteristics which, in terms 
of location, is a narrow concept but, in terms of chronology, is 
a wide concept, pointing to the collective experience nurtured 
in one inhabited location over many centuries.  

The question of what exactly the ancient peasant attire looked 
like in Latvia cannot be definitively answered. There are many 
opinions, all based on different sources. Ethnographers believe 
that the clothing from the 16th to 18th centuries continued to 
use the same elements that were used in the clothing from the 
9th to 12th centuries as found in archaeological excavations 
– namely tunic style linen shirts, jackets from woven wool 
cloth, items whose style and size were dictated by the width 
of the loom and not sewn together (skirts, head and shoulder 
wraps), textile and leather belts. The 16th to 18th centuries 
saw a continuing tradition of clothing styles across a large 
part of Europe because of sumptuary laws proscribing the use 
of “grand” clothing for lower orders (to maintain differences 
between social ranks), they even stated the kind of clothing 
that certain classes should wear (Taube 1960; Feodālā Rīga 
1978: 167). After the repeal of these laws there was a marked 
change from traditional clothing to urban styles, coinciding 
with rise of the middle classes in Europe (1789-1914) and their 
influence on economy, politics and culture (Rubenis 2002: 9). 

The pace of change in the folk dress was not the same in 
all of Latvia’s historical regions and therefore the proportion 
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of traditional and new elements in the various regions 
differed. As a result, in many places both traditional and 
modern techniques of making and ornamenting clothes were 
preserved, which overlapped one another and at times existed 
side by side. Due to limited amount of tangible evidence it is 
difficult to specify precisely when a certain transformation 
took place in the Latvian folk dress. The samples of folk dress 
that have survived are fragmentary and they cannot form 
a basis for complete understanding of how costume elements 
were assembled at a given time or in a given place, we can only 
estimate some trends in their development. 

Folk costume  

A particular phenomenon is the reconstructed or “renewed 
Latvian folk dress,” or the so called folk costume, that was created 
anew in the early 20th century (LR 1924-1931; Slava, 1966) and 
rooted in the historical idea to shape Latvian culture, develop 
the national identity and national belonging. “Until the end of 
the 20th century this was in effect the accepted representation 
of folk cultural heritage” (Karlsone 2013: 158). The “renewed 
Latvian folk dress” combined elements from different periods.

Stylised folk dress  

During the 1960s-80s there was a tendency to create stylised 
folk dress – contemporary stage costume with elements of 
archaeological or traditional folk garments that combine 
traditional knowledge inherited from previous generations 
with recently acquired knowledge, thus creating a great 
stylistic medley. It must be noted that the so-called folk 
costume and its stylisations are very different from historical 
accuracy as presented in the real history of clothing in the 
territory of Latvia.

Aija Jansone
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The development of garments in the territory 
of Latvia in the nineteenth century

Ethnographical materials show significant differences among 
the peasant clothing of the early, middle and late nineteenth 
century. In the peasant clothing of the early nineteenth 
century, local materials (wool, flax, hemp) and traditional 
methods of making clothes (straight thread cut) and traditional 
ornamentation (coloured embroidery) prevailed. Men’s and 
women’s outerwear was mainly monochromatic, in natural 
shade of the material (white, different shades of grey, and brown) 
(Fig. 1) or dark blue, dyed with the use of the natural plant dye 
of woad (indigo). Knitwear (mittens and socks) were knitted 
from natural fibre yarn (wool, flax), sometimes incorporating 
in the borders small bands of patterns dyed with natural dyes. 

In this period, new items of clothing were produced 
following individual styles of the time. They used the following 
traditional methods:

Fig. 1. Clothes of Madliena at the beginning of the nineteenth century. 
J. C. Brotze, Zīmējumi un apraksti /Drawings and descriptions/, Riga 2002, 
vol. 3, p. 215.
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•   women’s clothing was characterised by straight-grain-cut 
skirts, tunic-style blouses, long, rectangular shawls – the 
size of which was determined by the width of the loom, 
and headcloths;

•   there were many examples of wrap-round skirts, held in 
place by patterned, woven sashes; the sashes continued 
to be worn, even with skirts that were sewn together;

•   married and unmarried women’s festive headwear 
differed: maidens wore bead-embroidered coronets but 
married women wore head cloths. For ordinary, work 
wear, both married women and maidens wore home-
woven, linen headscarves;

•   cotton thread and ready-made cloth and silk products 
(scarves, ribbons etc.) were becoming more prominent 
with the increase of trade;

•   men’s formal wear, consisting of short, half-length or full-
length coats and half-length trousers, was produced by 
local tailors;

•   men’s traditional clothing (straight-grain-cut tunic-style 
shirts, work trousers and underpants) continued to be 
sewn by female members of the family);

•   men’s fur coats didn’t yet have button or hook fastenings 
but were simply held in place around the waist with 
a textile belt, tablet woven or plaited;

•   footwear consisted of foot and leg bindings (puttees), or 
knitted socks, worn with shoes woven of birch or linden 
bark, or leather moccasins;

•   men’s neckerchiefs became popular (Jansone 2016: 176).
The change to urban styles in Latvia in the first half of the 

nineteenth century occurred first in men’s wear (gradually 
switched from traditional clothing to the classic English-type 
suit with long narrow trousers, short vests, and jackets with 
lapels, i.e. the so-called English collars). Such male attire was 
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made then by specialist male tailors, while women modernised 
their dress a full generation later. 

In the mid nineteenth century in Latvia the typically local 
style of attire began to decline. The Biedermayer artistic 
movement and its associated fashions strongly influenced 
the relatively fast change in Latvia’s dress style the making of 
which required specialist skills at that time. It was then that 
the female tailored suit appeared with its characteristic form 
and proportions, style of wearing, use of specific fabrics and 
combination of colourways as well as ornamentation.  

During the mid-nineteenth century new and traditional 
forms of dress existed side by side, but with each decade, 
urban fashion took a greater hold in the daily life of country 
folk, and the acquisition of new fabrics, particularly for festive 
wear, came packaged as an ensemble and followed particular 
individuals’ requirements. Typically, at that time in Latvia:

•   the straight-grain cut disappeared in the production 
of outer wear, replaced by clothing produced by 
professional tailors;

•   striped and plaid fabrics became popular for making 
women’s suits (i.e. matching skirt and jacket), along the 
lines of western European middle-class fashion;

•   linen blouses and shirts still maintained their tunic-style 
straight-grain cut, because women continued to produce 
these in their domestic setting;

•   linen blouses and shirts were decorated with whitework 
embroidery (flat stitch and ladder hem stitch);

•   there was an increase in factory produced goods: silk 
scarves, large woollen shawls, bonnets made of tulle and 
other fine fabrics, and dress fabrics;

•   maidens no longer wore beaded coronets with modern 
ensembles;

•   for best wear both men and women donned black leather 
shoes or boots;
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•   men’s clothing had now mainly moved to the so-called 
English style suit;

•   the styling of fur coats improved, now employing buttons 
and loop fastenings (Jansone 2016: 176-177).

In the second half of the nineteenth century in the countryside 
clothes, especially those designed for special occasions, were 
made by local craftsmen (weavers, tailors, or dressmakers) 
who quite often used factory produced/manufactured fabrics. 
Embellishment of the outerwear followed the tendencies 
prevalent in the handicrafts of the time: crochet and various 
techniques of white drawn thread work (embroidery) became 
popular. With the introduction of chemical dyes, from the 
1860s onwards, fabrics and knitwear became more brightly 
coloured and more decorative (Fig. 2).

Fig. 2. Clothes of Limbaži. Teodor Gelhar drawing (1860). The National 
Museum of Finland.
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In the second half of the nineteenth century:
•   men’s and women’s linen shirts and blouses maintained 

their tunic-style cut but women’s summer, work blouses 
had half-length sleeves;

•   women’s blouses were decorated with one-way drawn 
thread work and only a few examples displayed two-
way drawn thread work;

•   women’s skirts were in a single colour, woven in stripes, 
in herring-bone pattern, chequered, with rosette designs, 
or with an overall pattern;

•   often a short waist-coat or bodice was made to match the 
skirt, similar in fabric and colour, with silvered button 
fastenings;

•   both maidens and married women wore ready-made silk 
scarves with their festive dress;

•   large shawls, produced by professional weavers, became 
fashionable, replacing long shoulder wraps;

•   knitwear became more colourful and patterned with 
the perfection of chemical dye technology and import 
of European embroidery methods some areas, however, 
still retained traditional embroidery on their knitwear;

•   men’s formal outer wear was produced mainly with the 
use of greyish coloured, home-woven broadcloth, but 
waist-coat fronts were frequently made from factory 
produced fabrics which were more patterned and 
colourful;

•   the growth of trade brought the flourishing of men’s 
summer and winter headwear (winter – hard peak cap);

•   across the whole of Latvia sewing craft shops sold beaded 
belts for men’s fur coats, imported from Germany;

•   women in rural areas wore black leather shoes or laced 
bootees with their best wear, men wore top-boots 
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(i.e. knee length boots with trouser bottoms stuffed into 
the tops of the boots) (Jansone 2016: 177-178).

At the end of the nineteenth century, when Impressionism and 
Art Nouveau came into vogue, transition to urban fashions in 
clothing in rural areas of Latvia already fully took place (Fig. 3).

Men’s and women’s clothes returned to monochrome 
fabrics. Factory-produced fabrics and ready-to-wear clothing 
was available. Nevertheless, many country people continued 
to wear home-woven clothes which they fashioned according 
to the latest styles. The traditional straight-grain-cut blouse 
lost its place: women’s underwear was completely refashioned 
(camisoles, vest and underpants, full petticoats); mens shirts 
also became more moden in style and fabric.

Especially:
•   women’s formal wear was made by professional tailors;
•   the suit was often decorated with fashionable colourful 

embroidery or with accessories made of beading or 
tightly woven silk praids;

Fig. 3. A family from Rauza (Vidzeme), 1905. Collection of A. Jansone.
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•   the traditional tunic-style blouse was no longer worn 
under the suit, replaced by finer lingerie, petticoats 
and bodice fronts with a collar decorated according to 
different techniques;

•   women wore headscarves or small, ornate caps with their 
festive dress, or even went bareheaded;

•   the large shawl continued to be a necessity for both 
everyday wear and festive wear; large, purchased silk 
shawls were common;

•   men’s suits retained their classic cut and were dark in 
colour. The owner’s status was displayed through the 
quality of the cloth and the stitiching;

•   men no longer wore neckerchiefs, they adopted modern 
ties (Jansone 2016: 178).

Whereas at the beginning of the nineteenth century each 
person from the peasant class had one set of clothing for work 
and one set for Sunday best, then, in the second half of the 
century, as material wealth began to increase, the traditional 
garb was supplemented with a new, urban styling: the peasant 
woman’s wardrobe contained 3 different outfits just for going 
out: (1) a smart outfit for church, (2) a smart but slightly older 
outfit for Sundays, (3) a festive dress for weddings, christenings 
and, later, funerals.

The peasant attire has been changing all the time in Latvian 
teritory as it did elsewhere in the world. It always followed 
the latest trends and, responding to current events, borrowed 
many ideas shaping them to serve local needs, understanding 
and traditions. In the nineteenth century Latvia, the peasant 
attire developed and acquired its own style based upon the 
people’s shared history and life-experience that became 
reflected in its artistic expression. This was defined by fashion 
and technological developments that were closely linked 
to improvements in European textile manufacturing and 
tailoring skills. 
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The dynamic developments in clothing in Latvia in the latter 
half of the nineteenth century were influenced by both changes 
in local domestic life and by quickly growing industrialization 
in Europe, particularly in the textile and chemical industries. 
They displayed movements towards specialisation:

•   Trained tailors and seamstresses made smart outer wear 
and festive clothing;

•   Local peasant women increased their earnings by 
supplying knitwear and woven fabrics;

•   Some means for mechanising the processing of woollen 
and woven items were set up in parishes, which 
accelerated possibilities of acquiring new, qualitative 
clothing.

Young, unmarried women were more attracted to the new 
fashions while the older generation stuck to tested traditional 
styles. There was some delay before the urban styling reached 
parishes as the path to rural areas went via the manor, 
trading posts, craftspeople and travelling salesmen, and not 
all peasants had the opportunity to travel to town to acquire 
new ideas. The pace of change in the countryside depended 
largely on local skilled people who picked up new ideas and 
transformed them to suit the local taste (in the cut of clothing, 
the style of and skill in embroidery), thus creatively adapting 
the new to the traditional taste (Jansone 2017: 257). 

Even though in the second half of the nineteenth century 
there was an accepted set of traditions which included clothing, 
no items were identical as each woman wanted to be individual 
and introduced something new and unique; she was not afraid 
to supplement her outfit with modern, fashionable ideas and 
take up novel opportunities. As a result,

•   New raw materials, hitherto unseen in traditional 
clothing, were introduced (silk, cotton) as well as factory-
produced jacquard weaves; new items of clothing 
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appeared (bespoke jackets, large woollen or silk shoulder 
shawls, etc.), as well as; factory-made accessories for 
ornamentation (silk, brocade, velvet and lace ribbons);

•   The cut of clothing changed: straight cuts were discarded 
for professional tailor-made outer clothing, adjusted to 
an individual’s body.

The rate of change was not the same in every household, 
thus the proportion of the new and the traditional varied. In 
many places the traditional styling co-existed with the new, 
so it is difficult to pinpoint exactly when specific changes 
occurred. From the early twentieth century photographs, 
however, it can be seen that, by then, the change to European 
style dress took hold (Jansone 2017: 258-259). 

These days (the beginnig of the twenty first century), the 
folk costume carries predominantly the emotional load with 
symbolic meaning. It is mainly worn during national festivals, 
especially the Nationwide Latvian Song and Dance Celebration 
and events linked to its preparation. Thanks to this 140-year-
old tradition, the folk costume has been preserved among the 
general population. In Latvia, more than 40,000 adults and 
just as many children wear their costumes on appropriate 
occasions. Therefore, it can be asserted that the folk costume has 
become a symbol of national identity in Latvia. 

In this case the question arises over which style this 
costume should adopt: should it be “authentic” (Fig. 4), i.e. 
adhering strictly to historical fact (the folk dress), or should 
it be stylised according to the guidelines for folk costume 
reconstruction developed in the early twentieth century (the  
so-called “recommended” costume, or “renewed costume”)?

There are different opinions on this matter:
1)   Scientists continue their work on the history of 

clothing and folk dress: books concerning these matters 
have been published on the Vidzeme (Jansone 2014), 
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Zemgale (Jansone 2016) and Kurzeme (Jansone 2017) 
historical regions;

2)   In Latvia there are many workshops producing folk 
costumes that take customers’ orders: they sew costumes 
for individual customers as well as dance groups and 
choirs;

3)   Two years ago the movement “A Folk Costume for 
Each”1 was launched in Latvia. Within the framework 
of this movement appropriate materials were published 
on the Internet and TV programs were created and 
public discussions were organized on what kind of folk 
dress to make and how to make it. And proper reaserch 
into the traditions of folk dressing accompanied these 
endeavours.

4)   Young people are keen to use folk costumes for their 
creative intentions. For example, photo artist Jurģis 

1 http://www.katramsavutautasterpu.lv/
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Fig. 4. Replicas of the festive dress of the late nineteenth century, Rucava 
2017 (photo by A. Aigars).
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Rikveilis2 has created a calendar showing his vision of 
the folk costume (a modern view of the artist) that has 
been accompanied by scientific commentary on folk 
costume history.

Nowadays the choice of folk costume shows two tendencies:
1)   Some people try to preserve the historical truth and 

make traditional folk dress (they organize exhibitions, 
competitions, workshops).  

2)   Other people make reconstructed or renewed Latvian 
folk costumes. They are guided by their feelings for free 
styling and creativity. This approach is illustrated by 
the exhibition “My Folk Costume’s Way” (10.11.2017-
06.01.2018) at the Valmiera Museum.3 In this exhibition 
costumes of people well-known in Latvia were displayed. 
This event supported the movement “A Folk Costume 
for Each” on the way to the Centenary of Latvia and 
encouraged people to feel attachment to our national 
cultural heritage, as well as displayed the costumes 
created and worn by contemporary people. Through the 
wearers’ personalities this exhibition emphasized the 
uniqueness of each costume by adding stories about its 
creation and wearing or any other events related to it.

It is up to each person who wears a folk dress to fashion it 
according to his/her own preference, but there is a growing 
trend to ensure that costumes worn on national occasions or 
at the Song Festivals are assembled with historical accuracy. 
There is, nevertheless, a significant number of people adhering 
to the principles prevalent in the early twentieth century (the 
“renewed” folk costume), which in no way belittles their sense 
of identity and national belonging.

2 https://www.facebook.com/ieskaties/photos/pcb.1754360061552901/17
54359418219632/?type=3&theater

3 http://www.muzeji.lv/lv/museums/valmiera-museum/2017/manatau-
tasterpa-celjsh/
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Abstract

Folk costume has always been one of the main markers of 
regional identity, and currently it is perhaps the most vital 
and representative aspect of traditional local culture. Much 
like rural art as a whole, traditional dress is shaped by local 
patterns, tools and raw materials inherited from generation to 
generation. It has always been an expression of a community’s 
everyday needs. While everyday clothes were modest, simple, 
sometimes even humble in shape and form, festive traditional 
dress worn at celebrations and rituals was distinctive in terms 
of cut and ornamentation. Its role went far beyond that of 
practical clothing, and became a signifier of the sacrum, with 
all the consequences thereof. The template for traditional 
dress typical for a given family, village, parish or region was 
adjusted and improved over the years.

The richness of style or modesty of form was an expression 
of a shared sense of beauty, value system, rules of behaviour 
and ritual. Its structure, formed by generations of wearers, 
beca me a symbolic code for the social standing and ritual role 
of the owner. Thus, traditional dress was a marker of prestige, 
individuality and belonging to a certain social and regional 
group. Its role was religious, magical, erotic and aesthetic; 
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it supported the social order and tradition (Bazielich 1997; 
Bogatyriew 1975: 26-96).

Consequently, it may seem that traditional dress is 
unchangeable and stable. This would be an incorrect 
assumption. Despite the censorship and criticism aimed at 
novelty, traditional dress and other elements of folk culture 
underwent changes. Research on folk culture and traditional 
dress is a source of information about broader social and 
moral changes rather than just individual preferences of dress 
owners. These general insights are applicable also to the folk 
dress of Podhale, Żywiec Beskids and Silesian Beskids (as 
a part of the Cieszyn Silesia), to which I try to refer in the 
present paper. 
Keywords: folk costume, the culture of Polish Highlanders, contemporary 
folk culture, southern Poland  regions. 

However, these regions have a lot of common features 
and they are located in close proximity, in the Carpathians. 
Their cultural specificity developed under the influence of 
similar factors: first and foremost their  economy is  based on  
sheep farming. Wallachians’ culture was the  most important 
element which influenced the shaping of folk dress of Polish 
highlanders. From the fifteenth century onwards Wallachians 
were bringing the formerly unknown shepherding economy 
to the slopes of the Carpathian Mountains. 

Highlanders’ clothing had to be practical and  useful. Its 
form was based on primitive cuts, homespun local fabrics, 
like wool and linen, used for sewing many elements of 
clothing, leather for shoes and belts and modest, almost poor 
decorations. The border position of the areas in question 
was another important factor shaping the folk dress of these 
three regions. Their location made them borderland between 
Poland, the Czech Republic and Slovakia in both the regional 
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and the ethnic sense. The area is a melting pot for a variety 
of trends which appear throughout Europe (Dobrowolski  
1970: 13-294).

There were certain reasons  for changes in  both male and 
female outfits, particularly during the last two centuries. The 
regional dress, shaped by the socio-political factors as well 
as the cultural influences which came from the elites and 
neighbouring regions, was a symbol of changes, especially 
in the  community of Podhale. The dynamic and diverse 
processes taking place in those regions formed three different 
categories of folk dress worn by the locals. 

Changes 

Between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries the 
traditional dress of highlanders, especially those from 
Podhale, was strongly influenced by urban fashion brought to 
the region by tourists visiting Zakopane as well as the Cracow 
folk costume. The development of textile industry improved 
the availability of mass-produced fabrics, of  which highlander 
women made festive skirts, corsets, jackets, shirts, and others. 
Female outfit in particular has undergone interesting changes, 
adopting various, sometimes very distinct forms. Male costume 
was less open to changes, its main elements have kept their 
traditional form, except decoration: colourful embroidery has 
grown on many elements of the folk dress,   

First, the wave of transformation of “the old” into “the 
new” which also meant “urban,” brought change to material 
culture enforcing an evolution in terms of clothes. Newcomers 
brought their own clothing with them. Frequently they rejected 
the traditional dress as an unwanted symbol of their origin and 
wore urban outfits instead. This helped the development of 
new dress conventions in towns but not in villages where folk 
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costumes became the stronghold of tradition and faith. With 
time, changes have reached them as well, causing traditional 
clothes to go out of fashion. This process escalated after the 
First World War, spurred by young women who wanted to 
follow fashionable trends. Many of them took jobs in towns 
and cities, spending most of their wages on improving their 
image. Hair, clothes, dowry – everything had to be bought in 
a town, and according to the  newest trends. Clothing choices 
are inextricably linked to the personality of their owner, thus 
individual aesthetic preferences and approach to fashion 
also had an effect. It should be remarked that the strict canon 
of folk tradition was affected by individual preferences, 
although elements of traditional and modern dress did not 
go together – causing the former to gradually fall out of use  
(Kantor 1982).

The development of Podhale traditional dress was also 
supported by the efforts of promoters of Zakopane and its 
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1. Podhale, Kościelisko, 2013 (photo by A. Nędza-Kubiniec).
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culture, as well as the attention of contemporary intelligentsia 
who appreciated the national values of the Podhale heritage 
and whose interest bordered on glorification. The promotion 
and development of the folk dress was partly in response to 
the growing tourism industry. It started to develop in Podhale 
in the mid-nineteenth century and became one of the main 
sources of income for the local highlanders. Another equally 
important factor was the mass emigration from Podhale 
to the US that took place between 1880-1910 and involved 
approximately 30 thousand people. The economic migrations 
of family members ensured financial stability for many 
highlanders’ families. All these factors brought changes in the 
clothing of the local community (Hermanowicz-Nowak 2000).

Similar changes took place in the costume of Żywiec 
Beskids. The same factors (the short distance to Kraków and 
the intense migration) made Żywiec Highlanders’ dress very 
similar to the outfit from Podhale. However, the changes were 
not so spectacular (Filip 2009; Filip, Rosiek 2009).

Folk Costumes: Tradition – Changes – Perspective...

2. Żywic Beskid, Juszczyna, 2012 (photo by A. Kupczak).
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A completely different situation was in Silesian Beskids. The 
capital of the region was  Cieszyn. This town was the source of 
change for the local highlanders. The townspeople’s  dress was 
the most popular one in all the Silesia Cieszyn region. Since 
then, the fashions worn by the Cieszyn townspeople have 
kept up with European trends, and the towns in the region 
saw a rise in the number of stores and fashion houses offering 
clothes fit for even the most sophisticated tastes. 

Around 1900 the urban  outfit was adopted by rich women in 
villages of the Silesian Beskids. The highlanders’ dress, modest 
and based on archaic cuts and homespun fabrics, was gradually 
replaced by the rich and attractive Cieszyn dress, popular 
especially among women. As the area where the Cieszyn dress 
was worn expanded, the dress gained a new type of wearer 
but also gradually changed in form. Among the modifications 
were the cut, the fabric, and the ornamentation. Wealthy 
peasants refused to be less well dressed than the townsfolk, but 
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3. Silesia Beskid, Czeski Cieszyn, 2011 (photo by M. Kłek).
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the increasing economic hardships in rural regions prevented 
them from purchasing and keeping original clothes. The cost 
of the admired folk dress was often difficult to afford, and 
so imported fabrics were replaced with homespun linen and 
woollen cloth, and later with cheap mass-produced fabrics. 
When it comes to adopting traditional dress by women from 
rural regions, one of the biggest challenges were decorations 
(lace and embroidery) and jewellery. Fashionable ribbons, 
lace and threads, imported from remote European markets, 
were bought at local fairs or stores whenever possible. The 
high prices of haberdashery boosted the development of local 
lacemaking and embroidery.1 Imported patterns have been 
gradually replaced with goods manufactured locally by skilled 
women who used foreign patterns at the beginning but later 
developed their own characteristic style. 

The development of embroidery followed the unwavering 
popularity of female dress, in particular the need to decorate 
żywotek, a type of corset that signified the wealth of its owner. 
Throughout the ages, the shape of żywotek has gradually evolved 
from a low 7 cm belt to a 28 cm corset. Originally, metal springs 
or thread called szych 386 made a symmetrical composition 
with pieces of fabric trimmed with gold, silver or blue galloon 
that contrasted with dark velvet background: black, red, green 
or navy blue. The scarce availability and high price of these 
ornaments forced the embroiderers to use multi-coloured 
velvet and cotton thread; cheaper blue tapes, rows of beads 
or embroidery replaced galloons. With time, the traditional 
symmetry of żywotek ornamentation was abandoned, and new 
compositions began to be used. The amount of work required 

1 Lacemaking techniques used in Cieszyn include: bobbin lace, filet 
lace and point lace, particularly beloved in the Beskidy villages, especially 
Koniakow. Agnieszka Dobrowolska wrote about lacemaking, “here, the 
creativity of the Silesians is in full bloom” (Dobrowolska 1938).
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by embroidery contributed to the disappearance of kabotek, 
a type of white blouse richly decorated with embroidery. First, 
it was replaced by the kabotek with machine-made embroidery, 
later by fashionable brightly coloured, low cut urban blouses.

When it comes to adopting traditional dress by women 
from rural regions, one of the biggest challenges was jewellery. 
In Cieszyn Silesia jewellery was opulent and expensive. 
A jewellery set consisted of a collar stud, orpant (a type of 
necklace), chains, studs, hoczki (a type of hook used for lacing 
the corset, which later became purely decorative), and belts 
which signified the wealth of local townsfolk. Silver and gold 
jewellery was originally imported from abroad, likely from 
Venice, but the demand contributed to development of the 
local goldsmith industry in Cieszyn, Skoczów and Jabłonków. 
Jewellery was the most important and expensive element of 
a young maid’s dowry; only the wealthiest could afford it. 

Those who could not afford precious metals bought 
imitations made of pankfong.2 In the interwar period and 
after the war belts were made from haberdashery tapes 
decorated with beads and sequins (Iwanek 1973; Dembiniok, 
Rusnoková 2000).

Urban fashion also had an influence on the male outfit. 
Even in the second half of the 19th century men’s dress showed 
influences of the conventions dominant in Central Europe. 
Urban accents adopted by rural men included hats, waistcoats 
with silver buttons, boots, and red kerchiefs tied on the 
neck over the shirt. The cut was dictated by the skill of local 
manufacturers, as they were the only source of the coveted 
products. Urban dressmakers promoted certain shapes, sizes, 
dominant colours, and even the softness of the leather uppers of 
the boots. Initially, the urban dress was worn by men returning 

2 Pankfong is an alloy of copper, nickel and zinc, significantly cheaper 
than silver.
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from migrations and by rich farmers. With time, this cheap and 
practical clothing gained popularity among the locals. Men’s 
suits, known as ancug, and blazers that were either tailor-made 
or store-bought, replaced traditional male dress in its everyday 
as well as festive form. This is why much of the data about 
traditional male dress comes from the archives. Like in the 
neighbouring regions, the end of the 19th century also marked 
the point when traditional male dress virtually disappeared, 
replaced by landowners’ fashions.

A critical period for the development and sometimes far-
reaching changes of folk dress was the nineteenth century, in 
particular its second half. During that time historical, economic 
and social changes intensified. The expanded railway 
network, together with the communication infrastructure, 
connected the region from within, but also opened up even 
greater possibilities in terms of communication with the whole 
Europe. Urbanisation  and emergence of industrial valleys in 
Ostrava, Trzyniec and Bielsk enforced a new way of life that 
was different from traditional lifestyle. Mass migrations of 
new settlers from outside Cieszyn Silesia contributed to this 
phenomenon. 

The retreat of traditional dress and the changes of its form 
were significantly affected by the partition of Cieszyn Silesia 
that took place in 1920. The fall of the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire and subsequent introduction of new state borders cut 
off the access to foreign markets of Paris, Vienna and Prague. 
Naturally, this affected the clothing industry. Patterned 
precious fabrics, like damask and silk, used for making 
headscarves and aprons, became nearly impossible to buy. 
They were replaced with more  available equivalents in solid 
colours, and the pattern was painted with the use of oil paints 
and templates. 

Transformation has also affected the decorative industry, 
as there was limited access to threads and lace. In order to 
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find haberdashery to fulfil immediate needs goods were 
purchased in Małopolska (Little Poland), for instance, gold 
tape for trimmings on the żywotek was purchased from local 
Jews. Furthermore, manufacture and craft developed locally. 
Women became increasingly interested in learning crafts, 
which were soon adapted to fit the needs and demands of 
local buyers.

Despite efforts to keep the original motherland unified, 
the border gradually divided the people in the region. In the 
part that belonged to Czechoslovakia industrialisation efforts 
caused folk culture to lose its vitality. In the 1930s traditional 
dress was rejected in favour of modern urban fashions. This 
political division, and the resulting influence of incoming 
migrants severed the bond between the locals and the traditional 
dress, especially among the youngest generations. Difficulties 
in purchasing necessary dress elements, which could be found 
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4. Silesia Beskid, Istebna, 2010 (photo by Ł. Dusek-Francuz).
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only in stores across the border, contributed to this process.  
At the same time, the traditional dress remained popular and 
kept unchanging in the Polish part of Cieszyn Silesia, especially 
in the villages of the Beskids. As a result, in the inter-war period 
women from the Czech Cieszyn were not able to recognise the 
traditional dress that used to be worn by former inhabitants of 
the town area (Czerwińska 2013).

Changes in the dress after the Second World War

The traditional dress changed even more radically following 
the Second World War. The social and moral change, coupled 
with a sense of independence from the moral authority of the 
older generations, caused rejection of the role of traditional 
dress in the cultural fabric of the rural community. The young 
generation was the most susceptible to town fashions, because 
they attended schools and found jobs in urban environments. 
Consequently, much of the previous lifestyle was rejected 
along with the traditional dress which betrayed its owner’s 
rural origins and became a symbol of backwardness. Mass-
produced urban clothes were popular not only because 
of fashion but also due to their practicality and low price. 
Hence, the unification of urban and rural dress proceeded 
dynamically, regardless of the chagrin or even outrage of the 
older generations.

The former festive dress became a costume worn on 
important family occasions, religious celebrations and, most 
importantly, national holidays, for instance the harvest 
home festivals in the villages of Podhale and Beskids. With 
time, the increasing popularity of town clothes caused the 
traditional festive dress to fall out of use. It was worn rarely, 
mostly by members of regional folk ensembles. Meanwhile, 
as everyday dress more and more resembled urban, mass-
produced fashions, the former canon of traditional dress was 
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only enriched with new fabrics and ornaments. Colourful 
nylons and brocades imported from France, America and 
China increased the attractiveness and decorative value of the 
dress in the eyes of its owners. Gradually, modern fabrics and 
decorations became so different from the original form that it 
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5. Podhale, Koscielisko, 2013 (photo by the author).



131

was difficult to identify the origin of the outfit. This situation 
was typical of the Podhale region. There, in this period the 
most popular was a characteristic combination of traditional 
elements of folk dress with  modern shoes, shirts, blouses, 
coats or vests (Trebunia-Staszel 2010).

Another function of traditional dress was that of stage 
costume and artefact. Due to the requirements of the stage 
and the characteristics of folklore performances, traditional 
dress lost even more of its authenticity. The professional and 
commercial character of performances enforced  unification of 
dress forms (Kantor 1987).

Perspective

Today, the traditional dress of highlanders is one of the 
key ingredients of local reality. Although much of its original 
function has been gradually lost, it has remained important in 
contemporary times despite all the changes it had undergone. 
It has been elevated to the status of a symbol of highlander 
culture, and even a marker of national identity. For several 
dozen years now, we have witnessed a renaissance of traditional 
dress. Despite the fact that it is a product from a different, 
previous epoch, the traditional dress of highlanders from 
Podhale, Żywiec Beskids and Beskid Silesia has remained an 
important part of culture. A lot of people from these regions 
wear their highlander outfit willingly to attend religious 
holidays, regional celebrations, folklore meetings. Most 
importantly, perhaps, the traditional dress accompanies them 
during key events in their lives: baptism, first communion, 
wedding, and funeral.

It is true that nobody wears highlander dress on the 
everyday basis. Admittedly, many inhabitants of these regions 
never wear it. The traditional dress is worn by those who feel 
a connection with the cultural heritage of the region. Whether 
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to wear the traditional dress or not is an exclusively personal 
decision. We cannot bring back the old times when everyone 
needed to dress in highlander clothes. The socio-cultural reality 
has changed, as well as the context and function of the dress. 
The traditional significance and social function of folk costume 
in traditional communities has waned. They have been replaced 
by new references and meanings, equally valid and important 
and verified by the contemporary reality.

The traditional dress no longer signifies the financial or 
social status of the wearer, nor of a particular age group. The 
aesthetic function of the traditional dress is at the forefront, as 
it became a tool for self-expression. 

The dynamic regional activity and the promotion of local 
communities’ cultural heritage have brought the traditional 
dress back to the forefront. It remains the most representative 
and visible marker of old traditions, which is why it is again 
in demand as a hallmark of regional culture. Wearing the 
traditional dress for important events, such as national, family 
and religious celebrations, is once again in fashion. Even 
owing the traditional dress is considered attractive. Many 
local restaurants dress their staff in a traditional manner, 
and members of folk music groups dress in this way during 
performances. The awareness of cultural and aesthetic value 
of the traditional dress is increasing. This is a result of the 
activity of local promoters of regional culture. For example, in 
Cieszyn, the locals celebrate Tradition and Regional Dress Day. 
Its 12th edition was held this year. This process makes the folk 
dress or its attractive elements inspire artists and designers 
and become a part of marketing efforts.  

As a result of various activities, the folk dress and its 
artistic styling constitute a vital and significant cultural 
phenomenon in Polish culture. To classify it, we can 
distinguish the following types:
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1.   The folk dress continuing the traditional, authentic  forms. 
Experts of local culture take care to keep it authentic 
(i.e. that from the nineteenth century) and use the old 
cuts, patterns and fabric whenever possible. These folk 
costumes are used especially by folk groups, but not 
only, for example highlanders from Beskid Silesia go 
back to their own dress.

2.   The adaptations of folk dress to new needs, which 
entail some freedom in adding modern elements to the 
traditional solutions and continuous experimentation 
in fabric whenever possible, as well as lack of 
constraints in terms of ornamentation and tailoring 
(e.g. the contemporary female dress from Podhale or 
Żywiec Beskids is available in a great variety of forms 
and decorations). The most common ornamentation 
techniques are embroidery with colourful threads and 
ornamentation with beads or sequins. Dresses are made 
of a variety of tybet fabrics, constituting a marker of 
highlander folk culture today. 

3.   Copying elements of folk dress and combining them with 
modern clothes. For example the embroidery pattern 
called parzenice which decorate jeans or traditional shoes 
with high-heels – kierpasy. And the half-corset belts are 
current bestsellers: they are made of solid fabric or fake 
leather.  Female dress is affected the most.

The new solutions, new variants in the folk dress are 
more functional but still representative of the character of 
the home region. On the other hand, however, this situation 
bring questions: How can we ensure that changes do not cause 
deformations? Will fashion destroy the beauty of tradition? 
Such questions demonstrate the sheer scale of emotions and 
approaches to modern changes in the traditional dress. At 
the same time, they express many highlanders’ concern for 
preserving the beauty of the traditional dress.
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As we can see, the folk costume is still a dynamic and 
important phenomenon that continues traditional values 
and aesthetic canons. At the same time, it is under constant 
influence of social and cultural factors. It is an expression of the 
regional awareness and the need for ethno-identification. In 
the age of cultural uniformity this can be regarded as a unique 
value of traditional dress.

WORKS CITED

Bazielich B., 1967, Moda w strojach regionalnych, Bytom. 
Bazielich B., 1997, Stroje ludowe narodów europejskich, Wrocław.
Bzielich B., 2000, Odzież i strój ludowy w Polsce, Wrocław. 
Bazielich B., 2006, Strój cieszyński. Atlas polskich strojów ludowych, Wrocław.
Bogatyriew P., 1979, Semiotyka kultury ludowej, wybór, Warszawa.
Czerwińska K., 2013, Stroje ludowe Śląska Cieszyńskiego. Tradycje – przemiany 

– perspektywy, in: Stroje ludowe jako fenomen kulturowy. Atlas polskich strojów 
ludowych, eds. A. W. Brzezińska, M. Tymochowicz, Wrocław, p. 131-142.

Dembiniok M., Rusnoková S., 2000, Krojové stříbrné šperky Tĕšínského Slezska, 
Czeski Cieszyn.

Dobrowolska A., 1930, Żywotek cieszyński. Ze studiów nad strojem i haftem 
ludowym, Katowice.

Dobrowolski K., 1970, Studia podhalańskie, in: Pasterstwo Tatr Polskich i Podhala, 
ed. W. Antoniewicz, vol. 8, Wrocław, p. 13-294.

Filip E. T., 2009, Strój górali żywieckich, Żywiec. 
Filip E. T., Rosiek B., 2009 Strój górali żywieckich, Kraków.
Hermanowicz-Nowak K., 1997, Strój górali Beskidu Śląskiego, Warszawa.
Hermanowicz-Nowak K. 2000, Strój ludowy, in: Podhale. Tradycja we 

współczesnej kulturze wsi, ed. D. Tylkowa,  Kraków, p. 245-304.
Iwanek W., 1973, Złotnictwo na Śląsku Cieszyńskim. Próba zarysu, Bytom.
Kantor R., 1982, Ubiór – strój – kostium. Funkcje odzienia w tradycyjnej 

społeczności wiejskiej w XIX i w początkach XX wieku na obszarze Polski, 
Kraków.

Karwicka T., 1995, Ubiory ludowe w Polsce, Wrocław. 
Kiereś M., 2008, Strój górali śląskich, Kraków. 
Piskorz-Branekova E., 2003, Polskie stroje ludowe, part 1, Warszawa.
Piskorz-Branekova E., 2007, Polskie stroje ludowe, part 2 and 3, Warszawa.
Trebunia-Staszel St., 2010 Śladami podhalańskiej mody. Studium z zakresu 

historii stroju górali podhalańskich, Kościelisko.



Contemporary Non-traditional Forms 
of Folklore 

and Folklore Digital Preservation





Violetta Krawczyk-Wasilewska,
University of Łódź (Emerita),
Łódź, Poland

European Intangible Heritage 
and the Information Society

Abstract

The oral and intangible cultural heritage has become 
internationally recognised as a vital determinant of cultural 
identity, creativity and diversity. It plays an important role 
in sustainable development and tolerant interaction between 
cultures. That is why the UNESCO intangible heritage 
definition put special attention to preservation, protection 
and safeguarding of masterpieces of folklore. The concept of  
heritage safeguarding is linked to the notion of  ethnic and 
cultural identity and creativity on the national, regional and 
global level.

As for Europe, the problem of cultural identity has got a new 
meaning today because its modern connotations give rise to 
the identity issues created by global multi-media. On the one 
hand, there are considerations of human rights and acceptance 
of individual  and collective identity. On the other hand, there 
are social, politicial, and economic issues connected with 
European integration and progressive globalisation as well as 
the omnipotential cultural power of electronic devices.

The concept of European cultural integrity and common 
cultural heritage emerged after World War II in response 
to the war crimes and deficiencies in the regional laws and. 
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Today, the cultural European heritage promotion and activity 
is regulated by the Council of the European Union. 

The author underlines the milestones in European socio-
cultural policy towards safeguarding regional cultural 
heritage. This heritage consists of  the resources inherited from 
the past  in all forms, including tangible, intangible and – in 
the postmodern world – digital heritage. Therefore, in this 
paper special attention is put to the digital cultural heritage as 
a strategic resource for sustainable Europe. 
Keywords: intangible heritage, digital repositories, Europen cultural policy.

The holistic approach to cultural heritage is the subject of 
UNESCO governance on a global and European level. The 
definition of cultural heritage is vast, mainly because the 
concept contains multiple expressions of human knowledge 
and creativity and the ways of life developed by communities. 
The definition is worded as follows:

[…] People’s learned processes along with the knowledge, skills and 
creativity that inform and are developed by them, the products they 
create and the resources, spaces and other aspects of social and natural 
context necessary to their sustainability; these processes provide living 
communities with sense of continuity with previous generations and 
are important to cultural identity, as well as to the safeguarding of 
cultural diversity and creativity of humanity (Proclamation… 2001: 5).

The notion of cultural heritage has enlarged its scope 
considerably in the recent decades. Cultural heritage is not 
limited to the collections of objects and monuments inherited 
from our ancestors. According to the above mentioned 
UNESCO definition, it also includes the intangible traditions 
and living expressions passed on to our descendants, such 
as folklore and oral traditions, performing arts, rituals and 
customs, festive events, values, practices, and creative skills, as 
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well as audio-visual heritage. These obviously non-renewable 
and unique resources originate in the interactions among 
people and places over time, and they influence contemporary 
life in all aspects.

The socio-economic value of this transmission of 
inherited resources is relevant for ethnic minorities as well 
as for mainstream groups within a country or a state. An 
understanding of the continuity and sustainability of the 
intangible cultural heritage helps to conduct an intercultural 
dialogue and build respect for the ways of life based on the 
processes representative for the local identity and community. 
In this way, the long-standing UNESCO idea of safeguarding, 
protecting and preserving intangible heritage masterpieces 
means maintaining cultural diversity in the face of growing 
globalisation. 

On the other hand, more than 20% of the postmodern 
global population, including all Europeans, have experienced 
the overwhelming cultural power of electronic devices and 
global multimedia which have created new modes of inclusive 
communication and information based on digital technology 
(Krawczyk-Wasilewska 2016: 24). In the postmodern world 
revolutionary changes have opened up a new civilisation 
sphere based on information technology. Cloud computing, 
development of virtual economies, and most forms of mass 
and social media, as well as entertainment, games and recorded 
music are produced and distributed digitally. Because online 
life has become an integral part of modern people’s existence, 
there is also a new sort of web-entangled community of 
“netizens” with their digital culture, e-folklore, multiplied 
identities and constrained tribal or inherited traditions 
(Online Identities… 2012). Having in mind the definition of the 
intangible heritage, this new cultural process has to be taken 
into account too.
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In Europe, promotion and activity of the cultural heritage1 
is regulated by the European Council. It should be mentioned 
that a milestone in European socio-cultural policy was, in fact, 
the Council of Europe Framework Convention on the Value 
of Cultural Heritage for Society, held in Faro (Portugal) in 
2005. The Faro Convention defined the concept of a heritage 
community2 and postulated the opinion that the society itself 
was the beneficiary, since it assigned moral and economic 
value to the cultural heritage for the benefit of individual 
local communities, as well as fostered the development of 
trans-border communities. This Convention also underlined 
that tangible and intangible resources provide the basis for 
a sustainable model of the progress of humanity.

Furthermore, the definition of cultural heritage is subject 
to constant evolution. What one generation considers to be 
its cultural heritage may be rejected by the next generation, 
or perhaps  revived only by the subsequent generation. In 
the postmodern world the cultural heritage consists of all 
the inherited tangible and intangible resources and a digital 
heritage as well. UNESCO defines it as embracing “cultural, 
educational, scientific and administrative resources, as well 
as technical, legal, medical and other kinds of information 

1 Cultural heritage is a group of resources inherited from the past which 
people identify, independently of ownership, as a reflection and expression 
of their constantly evolving values, beliefs, knowledge and traditions. 
(Article2). See: https://rm.coe.int/CoERMPublicCommonSearchServices/
DisplayDCTMContent?documentId=0900001680083746 (date of access: 
10.03.2018).

2 A heritage community consists of the people who value the specific 
aspects of the cultural heritage which they wish, within the framework of 
public action, to sustain and transmit tchem to future generations”(Article2). 
See: https://rm.coe.int/CoERMPublicCommonSearchServices/DisplayDCT
MContent?documentId=0900001680083746 (date of access: 10.03.2018).
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created digitally, or converted into digital form from existing 
analogue resource.”3

That is why safeguarding the digital heritage is a matter of 
not only the past but also, and especially, of the future. This 
approach was taken by the European Commission which on 
28th October 2011 announced its Recommendation on the 
Digitisation and Online Accessibility of Cultural Material 
and Digital Preservation.4 The main aim was to treat the 
digital cultural heritage as a strategic resource for sustainable 
Europe and to intensify the process of bringing European 
culture online, because online access would make it possible 
to use and reuse cultural material for leisure, study or work. 
The document (paragraphs 6 & 7) emphasises that digitising 
and providing wider access to cultural resources also offers 
enormous economic opportunities for both non-commercial 
and commercial purposes as an important input into creative 
industries and new business models.

According to the above, digital heritage denotes the use of 
digital media in the service of preserving cultural heritage 
(New Heritage… 2007; Theorizing Digital… 2007). The value 
of the existing European intangible heritage is enormous 
and it should be preserved with the use of modern digital 
tools. There are many activities and funding possibilities for 
digitisation and for making accessible the cultural heritage in 
Europe. Never before has it been dealt with so prominently in 
an EU-treaty as in the Lisbon Treaty (2007).

The best example of such activity, supported by the 
European Commission, is the Internet portal governed by 
the Dutch foundation called Europeana. It acts as an interface 

3 Charter on the Preservation of Digital Heritage in: https://portal.
unesco.org/en/ev.php-URL_ID=17721&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTI 
ON=201.html (date of access: 29.04.2016).

4 http://eurlex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2011:283:0
039:0045:EN:PDF (date of access: 29.04.2016).
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to a multilingual online collection of millions of digitised items 
from European museums, libraries, archives and multimedia 
collections. The beta prototype of the project was launched 
at the end of 2008, and soon the website www.Europeana.eu 
started with the interface available in all the European Union 
languages. At the moment of writing this paper computer 
users are able to explore over 53 million artworks and artefacts 
as well as video and sound recordings from 3000 contributing 
institutions (and counting) that give access to their collections 
of cultural heritage from prehistory to the modern day.5 It 
should be mentioned that Europeana will be closely associated 
with the European Year of Cultural Heritage 2018, and will 
continue pursuing the objectives of the Europeana Strategy 
2015-2020: „We transform the world with culture.”

Bearing in mind that folklorists’ representation in the 
academic world is much smaller than in other milieux, the 
development of folklore digital repositories cannot be regarded 
as well developed. Nevertheless, European folklorists, together 
with IT experts, are making efforts to develop the use of digital 
technology. The adjustment of old catalogues and traditional 
folklore inventories into new digital folklore archives is not 
easy, and also rather expensive. That is why not many folklore 
institutions are able to proceed quickly, but some successful 
initiatives have been already taken in Europe. I would like to 
mention them.6

The first example is the Hellenic Folklore Research Centre 
of the Academy of Athens established in 1918. In the years 2004 

5 Digital objects are not stored on a central Europeana computer but 
remain with the cultural institutions and are hosted on their networks. 
Europeana collects metadata about an item, including a small picture. Users 
search for this contextual information and click through to the original site 
that holds the item.

6 Updated information regarding  the digital folklore archives in Europe 
is based on the author’s book (Krawczyk-Wasilewska 2016: 46-51).
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and 2008 it developed The National Centre for Documentation 
of Traditional and Contemporary Greek Culture as a part of 
the European Commission’s Information Society Programme 
(Polymerou-Kamilaki 2008: 25-28). It enabled them to digitise 
550,000 pages of manuscripts, folk songs, riddles, distiches 
(rhyming couplets) as well as 11,500 photographs and 1600 
hours of archive films and records. During the next few 
years further digitisation will include 29 volumes of Annales, 
a multimedia atlas of traditional Greek culture, and creation of 
a portal on Greek folklore.7

Another successful initiative was undertaken much earlier, 
i.e. in the late 1990s, by the Estonian Folklore Archives8 
established in 1927 in the frame of Estonian Literary Museum. 
Since 1997 more than 20 folklore databases of different folklore 
genres, primarily based on old collections, have been compiled 
and listed on its website. Today these Archives hold 1.5 million 
records (manuscripts pages, runic songs, photographs, video 
and audio recordings) that have been digitised quite recently 
(2011-2012). In 2012 a new file repository was created, as well 
as the archival infosystem called Kivike,9 a monumental digital 
project supported by the European Regional Development 
Fund (Kulasalu 2015: 141). 

Another Baltic State repository belongs to The Digital 
Archives of Latvian Folklore10 at the Institute of Literature, 
Folklore and Art, University of Latvia, Riga. These archives, 
founded in 1924, form one of the biggest European collections, 

7 http://www.kentrolaografias.gr/default.asp?V_LANG_ID=5; www.aca
demyofathens.gr/en/HFR C (date of access: 14.04.2017).

8 http://www.folklore.ee/ebaas (data of access: 01.05.2017).
9 Kivike is the acronym of the phrase Kirjandusmuuuseumi Virtuaalne 

Kelder („the virtual cellar of the Literary Museum”). See: http://www.
kirmus.ee/est/info/in-english/, and http://kivike.kirmus.ee, (date of access: 
08.04.2018).

10 www.garamantas.lv/e (date of access: 01.05.2017). 
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keeping more than 3 million folklore items with special 
attention given to its database of runic songs (75,000) as well 
as web jokes, place-lore, folktales, droodles, and ethnobotany. 
There is also a big folk songs collection (17,000), enlarged in 
2002 by the so called Dainu Skapis – 150,000 song texts written 
on tiny paper slips11. Also, 5000 audio-visual recordings are 
digitally available, as well as databases of genres, names, 
places, and illustrations. There are also five remarkable folklore 
collections of Latvian minorities – Germans, Jews, Russians, 
Romes and Belarusians – which are available online in native 
languages as well as in Latvian.

Let us also mention the Danish Folklore Archives,12 a branch 
of the Royal Library13 in Copenhagen, Denmark. They hold 
a rich collection of manuscripts, including the largest collection 
of mediaeval ballads across the Nordic countries, with images 
and sound recordings of songs and stories primarily from 
Denmark but also from other parts of the world. The digital 
audio collection currently consists of more than 7000 files, 
the image collection contains ca 400 images and the video 
collection – approximately 100. The digitisation process began 
in 2010 and is continuing. More files will be accessible via the 
Folklore Archives’ website.

11 Dainu skapis [Cabinet of Folksongs] was the idea of Krišjānis Barons, 
a great Latvian folk songs collector (1835-1923). As a documentary heritage 
Dainu Skapis has been included into the UNESCO Memory of the World 
Register in 2001. Fore more information see http://www.unesco.org/new/en/
communication-and-information/memory-of-the-world/register/full-list-of-
registered-heritage/  (date of access: 08.04.2018).

12 http://www.dafos.dk  (date of access: 21.04.2017).
13 The Royal Library is a partner in Planets, the European joint-venture 

project for research and development in the field of digital preservation 
which has produced a framework and a set of practical tools and services 
to enable institutions to manage and access digital collections for a long-
term. http://www.planets-project.eu/docs/casestudies/PlanetsCasestudy_Di
gitalFolklore.pdf (date of access:  08.04.2018).
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Another Nordic achievement is the Norwegian Folklore 
Archives (Norsk Folkeminnesamling – NFS),14 founded in 1914, 
now located at the Department of Culture Studies and Oriental 
Languages of the University of Oslo. Its digital collection of 
prose narratives contains 700 folktale items gathered by great 
Norwegian collectors: Peter Christen Asbjørnsen (1812-1885); 
Jørgen Engebretsen Moe (1813-1882); Moltke Moe (1859-
1913) and Sophus Bugge (1833-1907). These digital archives 
also contain a selection of 1,300 legend records systematised 
in accordance with Reidar Christiansen’s 1958 catalogue 
(Christiansen 1958), as well as a collection of contemporary 
life stories. The NFS is also proud of its digital Magic 
Department containing grimoires, witchcraft trial records 
and magic legends.

The digital folklore databases of selected 19th and 20th 
century Finnish collections are also accessible from the website. 
They are comprised of big folklore archives of more than 
2 million items (based in Helsinki.15 This is a digital project 
of well-known Finnish Literary Society (Suomen Kirjallisuuden 
Seura – SKS) which has been operating since 1831. The 
SKS Archives are developing an Open Cultural Heritage 
Programme and information packs in digital format. The last 
can be illustrated by the Kalevala information pack, i.e. the full 
text of Kalevala (1849) together with all the information on this 
national epic’s origin, background, impact, etc., available in 
twelve European languages.

Modernisation of former folklore collections via 
digitalisation is also taking place in Germany (WossiDiA… 
2014: 61-84). The latest of these are the Wossidlo Archives (Das 
digitale Wossidlo-Archiv – WossiDiA) of 2.5 million items located 

14 http://www.hf.uio.no/ikos/english/services/knowledge/norwegian-fol
klore/index.html (date of access: 08.04.2018).

15 http://www.finlit.fi/en (date of access: 08.04.2018).
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in Rostock, which have been available online since 2015.16 It 
should be emphasized that Richard Wossidlo (1885-1939) was 
the founding father of Mecklenburgian folkloristics and one of 
the most important field researchers of German-speaking and 
European ethnology. The WossiDiA is a joint venture project 
of the Institute of European Ethnology and the Institute 
of Computer Science at the University of Rostock with the 
supporting funds  from the  German Research Foundation and 
the Federal Office of Civil Protection and Disaster Assistance.

Another example is the National Folklore Collection 
(Cnuasach Bhéaloideas Éireann) at the Digital Library of the 
University College Dublin (UCD), Ireland.17 It started in 
1935 and is now one of the largest folklore repositories in the 
world. It contains over 3 million items digitised since 2005, 
which include such unique materials as Irish famine data, 
folk music, urban/school folklore and life histories in the 
form of manuscripts, voices of contributors, audio recordings, 
photographs and moving images. The project was conceived 
as a means to increase and facilitate access to the UCD’s 
cultural heritage repositories through adoption of digitisation 
technologies. In 2012 the project called dùchas.ie18 was started 
in order to initiate digitisation of all materials of the National 
Folklore Collection, and to provide by the end of 2016 a data 
management system for the NFC to which further material 
could be added in the future. At this stage, digitisation 
consists in making a digital copy (scanned or re-recorded) of 
the index cards and pages as well as the audio and video files 
and photographs. It means that neither rewriting handwritten 

16 http://www.wossidia.de (date of access: 8.04.2018).
17 https://www.ucd.ie/irishfolklore/en/ (date of access: 08.04.2018).
18 The Project’s funding is from Dublin City University, University 

College Dublin, National Lottery and the Irish Folklore Foundation. See: 
www.duchas.ie  (date of access: 21.04.2017).
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material nor using optical character recognition is involved at 
this point. We should also mention the technological advisory 
role of the National Digital Repository of Ireland19 that 
preserves humanities, social sciences and cultural heritage 
data from research institutions.

The last but not least example is the Meertens Institute, 
established in Amsterdam in 1926, and a part of the Royal 
Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences since 1952. The 
Institute deals with Dutch language and culture and is well 
known for its many folklore research initiatives on European 
and global level.20 Currently, the Institute’s library contains ca 
70,000 publications and 4,000 journals, and the archives have 
more than 450 collections consisting of electronically processed 
research data, digitised material, archival collections, printed 
material, handwritten questionnaires, maps and pictures, 
as well as 5,000 audio collections (digitised in 85%). Special 
attention should be paid to the Dutch Folktale Database, 
enabling one to search for historical and contemporary fairy-
tales, legends, saints’ lives, jokes, riddles and urban legends. 
A new initiative is the project called FACT (Folktales as 
Classifiable Texts) aimed at developing software for the Dutch 
Folktales Database with online metadata in accordance with 
international folktale types, language, keywords and genres.

In Poland The Oskar Kolberg Institute (Instytut im. Oskara 
Kolberga), located in Poznań,21 started in 2015 to digitise 
80 volumes of 19th century folklore materials gathered 
by great Polish collector Oskar Kolberg (1814-1890).  

19 http://www.dri.ie/demonstrator-projects/irish-lifetimes (date of access: 
21.04.2016).

20 The secretariat of the International Society for Ethnology and Folklore 
(SIEF) is located at the Meertens Institute. See: http://www.siefhome.org 
(date of access: 23.04.2016).

21 http://www.oskarkolberg.pl/en-US/ (date of access: 08.04.2018).
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This initiative was possible owing to the Polona portal,22 a web 
2.0 interface of the digital National Library. Only in 2014 
(Oskar Kolberg Year in Poland) the Institute Archives digitised 
all (21,000) Kolberg’s musical and textual manuscripts written 
between1840 and 1890. 

The above enumeration of the most developed electronic 
folklore archives shows that their achievements were possible 
owing to the enlightened European Union policy regarding 
the European information society and its cultural heritage as 
a strategic resource for sustainable Europe. 

The ongoing digitisation of otherwise inaccessible heritage 
collections is but one aspect of the system of documenting 
folklore. The heritage digital movement includes also 
archiving digitally such created sources as graphics, design, 
digital storytelling, e-folklore forms, etc. The different forms 
of ars electronica are often labelled as digital folklore in spite of 
the lack of appropriate methodological tools which have not 
yet been developed adequately for the digital humanities. 
Here we should mention the project called Digital Intangible 
Heritage of Europe (DIHE)23 which was Swedish response to 
the Digital Intangible Heritage of Asia. DIHE was founded 
in 2012 as a joint venture of the Interactive Institute and the 
Digital Heritage Center in Sweden, as a “truly unique initiative 
which focuses on aesthetics and creativity by combining 
artistic development with research in design and technology.” 

While studying online e-folklore issues we face a “new 
tradition” in the form of visual and musical animation of urban 
legends and life histories recognised via social networking 
websites where often the local goes global and vice versa. 
Online folk “tribes” are represented by both real people and re-

22 https://polona.pl (date of access: 08.04.2018).
23 https://www.tii.se/about-us/history; https://www.swedishict.se/  (date 

of access:  01.05.2016).
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imagined people living their virtual lives. The Internet is also 
a home for completely new creative practices of performative 
nature, such as, for example, the so-called demotivators, memes, 
movie clips and cartoons, based on applications and distributed 
in many versions via YouTube, Dailymotion, as well as Google 
Doodle, hacker and computer art, etc. Without doubt the above-
mentioned forms represent contemporary participation in 
culture – and they are created via digitally mediated technology. 

As it was mentioned earlier, postmodern digital culture 
is a constantly and quickly evolving phenomenon: today’s 
novelty could be perceived tomorrow as evidence of tradition. 
We should also take into consideration that an infinite number 
of websites and digital folklore data have ephemeral character: 
they are today, and gone forever tomorrow. That is why 
digitally born new intangible heritage data should be collected 
and preserved for the future. But the question is: do we need 
to store them all?       

Fascination with intuitive recognition of the new digitally 
created folklore faces further methodological, technological 
and ethical problems. A few basic questions have not yet been 
resolved:

*  Whose digital community is represented by the digital 
folklore metadata?

*  What sort of data should be covered by the EU umbrella 
term of digital intangible heritage?

*  How can we create new digital heritage inventories, 
repositories, and updated archives?

This is the time to discuss the above-mentioned and further 
upcoming issues. At present, we are unable to give any binding 
answer, but we want to direct readers’  attention toward the 
digitally born cultural heritage. 
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Abstract

The development of globalization, enhanced by electronic 
technologies, created a new style of communication among 
people (as opposed to the traditional, face-to-face type of 
communication in folklore), not only those living in a common 
environment. This new type of social intercontinental 
communication gave birth to e-folklore as a specific kind of 
written and visual folklore – supra-regional, supra-national, 
global. Its ontological status is different from that of traditional 
folklore: it goes beyond the limits of folk culture to belong to 
popular culture.

New contemporary media have modified many traditional 
genres of folklore. For example, they influenced creation of 
new, interactive forms of folklore. E-wishes, the subject of the 
present study, belong to them. I hope my ethno-philological 
analysis of  Polish Easter e-wishes will illuminate some 
tendencies specific for contemporary ways of experiencing 
this feast, most important in Christian liturgical calendar. And 
these processes pertain not only to Polish Catholicism but to 
entire Christian Europe.

The substantial collection of  Polish Easter e-wishes under 
my investigation manifests primarily the process of de-
sacralization of Easter rituals in the public domain, brought 



154

about by omnipresent commercialization and developing 
secularization of Polish people. Thus e-wishes, which belong 
to the realm of the profane rather than the sacred, are becoming 
more and more popular. The symbolism of  Easter festive 
calendar appears in them in the form of temporal signs devoid 
of profound religious meanings. Therefore, they may be 
placed between the serious and the comic, with ludic attitudes 
as dominant.
Keywords: neo-folklore, e-wishes, the sacred, the profane, de-sacralization, 
private religion.    

Andy Ross was right to state in his Foreword to the 
collected essays by V. Krawczyk-Wasilewska Folklore in the 
Digital Age that

Online and digital cultures are both driving and following a process 
of globalization. Global multimedia culture not only endangers 
traditional folklore but also creates new folklore, often in surprising 
ways (Krawczyk-Wasilewska 2016: 9).

E-folklore belongs to these new forms of folklore. It has 
been investigated also by Polish folklorists. It is different 
from the traditional folklore which functioned in the realm of 
oral culture of local, regional and professional communities, 
etc. E-folklore (called also digital folklore) is communicated 
through the electronic medium, it is most often supra-local, it 
crosses cultural and ethnic boundaries. Being devoid of social 
preventive censorship (which was an important feature of 
traditional folklore), e-folklore expresses unlimited individual 
creativity of anonymous web users – non-folk netizens (Kraw-
czyk-Wasilewska 2016: 32-34).

E-folklore includes virtual wishes sent on various occasions, 
they facilitate creation of virtual e-cards. From the beginning 
of XXI century they have appeared on various internet pages 
of well-known all-Poland web portals, such as Interia, Onet, or 
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on pages of newspapers published in regions and towns. Apart 
from wishes attributed to the liturgical calendar (especially 
the Christmas and the Easter cycles), which are the object of 
our investigation, there are also wishes focused on particular 
phases of human life (the principal rites of passage): birth – 
wedding – death (condolences), on the days of particular 
importance in general or for a particular family (Mother’s 
Day, Father’s Day, Grandmother’s Day, Grandfather’s Day, 
Children’s Day, Boyfriend’s Day, Friend’s Day, Women’s 
Day), on the events particularly significant in human life (the 
eighteenth birthday, various jubilee celebrations, St Andrew’s 
Eve), on the professional feasts (e.g. miners’, teachers’, 
firemen’s), the borrowed feasts (e.g. St Valentine’s Day), on the 
border points in the diurnal-nocturnal microcycle (for good 
morning, for good night) and in the annual macrocycle (for the 
new year). And these collections display a growing tendency 
as owners of www. pages encourage their users to contribute 
new wishes (as it was in the case of contributions to memoirs) 
and to use the wish formulae which have been already stored 
in their data bases.  

 In Polish and Slavic ritual tradition (of both the liturgical 
calendar and family rituals) verbal wishes constituted a part 
of multicode magico-symbolic-religious ritual act which was 
effective to project good time. The scope of content of these 
ritual wishes was diverse and determined by the situation 
of performance: they depended upon typical needs arising 
from an individual’s social-cultural role, e.g. wishes for 
a host, a housewife, an unmarried lady, an unmarried man 
(Adamowski 1992: 103). Belief in the causative power of 
such wishes has survived until nowadays, though many 
practitioners of culture, especially in urban environments, 
are not aware of it. Polish linguists place wishes in the area of 
polite acts of speech as a form of communication belonging to 
etiquette (Marcjanik 1992: 27-31). In analytical-interpretative 
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terms this position is an oversimplification because it is not 
the category of politeness but of the ritual which is of primary 
importance here. Such ritual is understood as a religious act 
based on contact with God, an act of definite structure and 
illocutionary potential (Wojtak 1999: 129). Wishes are also 
closely related to prayers as both these forms of expression 
belong to the genre of supplication directed to prime movers 
(Zgółka 2005: 22).

E-wishes perform the functions analogous to those of the 
traditional verbal wishes transmitted in folk culture directly 
(face-to-face). They also directly continue the wishes written 
on traditional printed Christmas and Easter cards which 
have functioned in popular culture since the beginning of XX 
century (Walter 2005; Kaufmann 2005; Podgórscy 2006). In 
the interwar period in Poland (1918-1939) special collections 
of wish formulas and poetic wishes were compiled and 
published to be used as texts more original than standard wish 
formulas evoked from memory (Adamowski 1992: 97-105). 
Such collections of wishes are published even nowadays, and 
they co-exist with collections of e-wishes. Incidentally, some 
texts of e-wishes may be found also on contemporary cards of 
this kind. In terms of structure and means of expression they 
use contemporary forms of verbal communication. They use 
the electronic communication interface-to-interface instead of 
the traditional face-to-face type of cultural communication. 

Investigations of this genre have emphasized mainly 
its strong connection with the language of folklore and its 
constitutive features (poetics) actualized in the new situation 
of communication (Łeńska-Bąk 2009: 115-129). They have also 
highlighted connections of e-wishes with traditional wishes 
and their transformations brought about by new developments 
in culture. However, these studies only minimally pertained 
to ideological aspects of e-wishes, to the relation of religion 
to culture in the context of contemporary global or at least 
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European secularization processes. E-wishes, along with 
their central category of theological awareness/unawareness 
and polarized scale of spirituality, are definitely a touchstone 
of these processes. They correspond to the two types of 
globalizing processes formulated by Thomas Friedman as the 
tension or conflict between “the culture of olive tree” and “the 
Lexus culture” (Friedman 2009). The first of these pertains to 
religious ideology, whereas the second – to the secular ideology 
of consumerism which is becoming nowadays increasingly 
popular in Europe and beyond it. Friedman claims that at 
present we are facing the crucial dilemma of choice between the 
culture of traditional values (“the culture of olive tree”) and the 
increasingly stronger globalization processes (characteristic of 
“the Lexus culture”) [Załęcki 2003: 102]. 

For the present anthropological analysis I selected one 
specific category of e-wishes: Easter wishes, pertaining to 
this religious feast, most important in the Christian liturgical 
calendar. I hope this study will illuminate some tendencies 
characteristic of the contemporary processes relating to modes 
of experiencing other kinds of festive time as well. As we know, 
in general these processes concern not only Polish Catholicism 
but also all Christian Europe. My analysis will focus on 
reconstruction of the models of spirituality inscribed in these 
e-wishes. They clearly fall into the opposition of the sacred 
(religious spirituality) and the profane (secular spirituality). 
They are placed within extraordinary time brought to a standstill 
(Festive Time as No Time). In Easter e-wishes it appears as 
either holy time or at least festive time. Manifestations of this 
time are differentiated  by various degrees of ritualization/de-
ritualization (Christianization/de-Christianization). In recent 
years this stratification has been reflected already in their 
typologies made by owners of www. pages. They have been 
primarily divided into those addressed to Christian believers 
and to atheists. They have been also divided into three categories 
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(serious, religious; entertaining; and business e-wishes) or four 
categories (serious; entertaining; moderate – poised between 
serious and entertaining ones; and business e-wishes). Their 
users are supposed to make their choices,  which are sometimes 
guided by owners of www. pages. For example: “If you do not 
want to send banal rhymed wishes about painted eggs and little 
hares, and if you pay attention to the religious significance of 
Easter, you can use an appropriate set of religious e-wishes 
prepared by us especially for you (www.wroclaw.naszemiasto.
pl).” This is a definite business offer and a symptom of a more 
general tendency: commodification of culture. It may be 
accompanied by advertising services for firms: for example 
proposals of exclusive wrappings with an Easter motif and 
the logo of a firm, painted eggs with the logo of a firm and 
Easter wishes, or Easter gadgets which identify with Easter 
in business terms, not in spiritual terms. The Easter business 
as well as the Christmas business are typical examples of co-
existence of “the culture of olive tree” and “the Lexus culture,” 
i.e. commercialization of religion.  

For Christian culture (in its theological, dogmatic and 
folk variants) actualization of the myth of Jesus Christ’s 
Resurrection, His triumph over death, is both the principal 
axiom and the essence of Easter holy time (as a crucial event in 
the liturgical year). It is preceded by the Holy Week celebrations 
which recollect the principal events from Jesus Christ’s life, 
most significant for Christian faith. For Christians the sacred  
model of Resurrection is the happy time of celebration of 
His victory over evil and death, of redeeming human sins 
and vices, and of hope for eternal life in paradise. Hence the 
opposition of Christ’s death and Resurrection organizes the 
principal symbolism of this festive time. But this symbolism 
has also another dimension, related to the natural calendar: the 
life of Cosmos (rebirth of nature in spring following its death 
in winter, according to the astronomical code) and human life 
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(spiritual rebirth, the performative nature of wishful formulas, 
according to the anthropological code). All these aspects of 
Easter universe are reflected in the so-called Easter alphabet 
which is comprised of signs and symbols of this ritual time. 
They include: the expression ”Alleluja” (dating back to the 
Old Testament), the lamb, the cakes, the egg, the chicken and 
the cock, the Easter Monday, the palm Sunday, the palm, the 
catkins, the painted eggs, the blessed Easter food, the Holy 
Week, the little hare. Easter wishes of all types (both those 
which emphasize the sacred and those which emphasize the 
profane) use them as signs of temporal identification. 

Easter e-wishes are not dominated by those of mystical, 
deeply reflective content which belong exclusively to the 
sphere of the sacred. Sociologists of religion have proven 
that the role of the sacred component has weakened recently. 
In recent years Polish social life has been becoming less and 
less influenced by religion and more and more secular. This 
process is connected also with atrophy of magical attitudes, 
hence the spheres of the sacred and the profane have been 
becoming stronger and stronger separated, and religious 
practices  have been “purified” from magical elements 
(Mielicka 2005: 156). This entails narrowing of the scope of 
the sacred: it is becoming more and more limited to situations 
connected with religious practices and domination of the folk 
type of religion, devoid of mysticism. And, consequently, the 
sphere of the profane is undergoing reinterpretation, due 
to many Christians practicing their private religion – which 
is the tendency more and more popular, especially in urban 
environments. This change appears within the process of 
transformation of a traditional society into a modern one. 

Let us examine first the structure, forms of expression and 
content of serious e-wishes, which convey religious spirituality, 
and then of their opposites: entertaining e-wishes, which reflect 
secular spirituality. Moderate e-wishes, poised between these 
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two, demonstrate border, quasi-religious spirituality, neither 
entirely religious nor entirely secular. German sociologist 
Ulrich Beck distinguished between religion and the religious 
(Beck 2008: 14; Mariański 2012: 104). According to him, 
religion communicates a socially determined set of symbols 
and practical behaviors categorized in either/or terms, to be/
not to be accepted and believed in. Whereas the religious 
orders the realm of religion according to the logic of both-and. 
It is the independent ego which creates its own God who is the 
authority in such conception of religion. Beck follows to argue 
that in the contemporary world religion and the religious do 
not form a unity but rather an antinomy: in his growing sense of 
independence the human being creates his/her own God who 
fits his/her own life and horizon of experience (Beck 2008: 14;  
Mariański 2012: 104). Such people form the type of those who 
believe in their own ways.  

Religious, mystical spirituality is directly connected with 
the sphere of the sacred understood as divinity, or mysterious, 
supernatural power, with Christian experience of death and the 
Cross. In anthropological terms this means creating a human 
being anew in the Mystery of death and resurrection. Religious 
spirituality reflects the experience of Christian theological 
and anthropological awareness rooted in Christian doctrine, 
theology and anthropology (Słomka 1986: 220-221). The sacred 
is based on religious axioms, paradigmatic patterns. It revolves 
around the idea of resurrection understood as rebirth, hope for 
validity of this idea in the human world. Hence the most basic 
and common Easter wish formula – Wesołego Alleluja (happy 
hallelujah) – reflects this content in a condensed form. In the 
Easter alphabet this meaning is conveyed through the words 
of the ancient Eastern chant sung nowadays in numerous 
Polish parishes and regarded as the most solemn Easter song:

Anna Brzozowska-Krajka



161

Many serious e-wishes communicate this belief in an 
extended form: 

*

Religion and Neo-folklore: the Sacred and the Profane...

Alleluja! Żyw już jest śmierci 
Zwyciężyciel.
Dziś z grobu swego powstaje
Chrystus, nas grzesznych Wybawiciel,
Wieczny mu żywot nastaje.

Alleluja! The Vanquisher of death 
is already Alive.
He rises from his tomb today
Christ, the Savior of all the sinners,
To live His eternal life.1

1 All quotations appear in Polish in the original internet sources: 
www.e-zyczenia.pl/zyczenia/wielkanocne.html; www.e-zyczenia.pl/wiel
kanocne,4.html; www.e-zyczenia.pl/wielkanocne,5.html; www.klamer
ka.pl; www.e-zyczenia.pl; www.wiekanoc.gsm.pl; www.zyczeniana
wielkanoc.pl; www.gazetakrakowska.pl; www.wroclaw.naszemiasto.
pl; www.e-zyczenia.com; www.gk24.pl; www.gloswielkopolski.pl; 
www.dziennikzachodni.pl; www.poranny.pl; http://parenting.pl; www.
pomorska.pl; e-kartki.net.pl; https://polki.pl All internet wishes quoted in 
this article were accessed between 2009 and 2017.  They are given in the 
English translation made by the author of this article.

Aby Zmartwychwstały Chrystus
Obudził w nas to, co jeszcze uśpione,
Ożywił to co martwe;
Niech światło Jego słowa
Prowadzi nas przez życie do 
wieczności.
Radosnych świąt  w gronie rodzinnym 
życzy…

We wish that Resurrected Christ 
Awakens what is dormant in us, 
Brings to life what is dead; 
Let the light of His Word
Lead us through life to eternity.
We wish a happy Easter to you 
and your family…

Wielkanoc to czas otuchy i nadziei
Czas odradzania się wiary w siłę 
Chrystusa
I drugiego czlowieka.
Życzymy, aby święta wielkanocne
Przyniosły radość oraz wzajemną 
życzliwość.

Easter is the time of hope
The time of rebirth of faith in 
Christ’s power
And of the power of another man.
We wish the Easter brings you 
Joy, human good will and 
kindliness. 
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*

The last example, including the pronoun “This” written 
with the capital letter and in quotation marks, indicates the 
mystery which is not difficult to be deciphered by a recipient. 
Because Resurrection is a Mystery. In religious terms the 
Time of Resurrection evokes the myth of “eternal return” 
permanently re-actualized in the festive time, characterized 
by the strongest power of the prime mover. Such indirect 
message makes the wishes artistic, original and exceptional. 
The symbolic re-actualization of the myth inherent in the 
religious spirituality of serious e-wishes requires first and 
foremost contemplation upon this phase of the sacred history, 
understanding of its true sense. Hence the emphasis upon the 
ethics and outlook of Easter religious festivity:

The Easter wishes situated in the realm of the profane are 
getting increasingly popular, they are positively evaluated by 
internet users. They are not serious in tone, they even do not 
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Właśnie teraz nad ranem
Kiedy “To” się zdarzyło
Jest czas, by z nadzieją w sercu 
złożyć wam życzenia:
Wesołych świąt Wielkiej Nocy, 
życzy…

Now, in the morning 
When “This” happened
Is the time to pass to you
our hopeful wishes
Of Happy Easter and Easter Time.

Życzymy: zadumy u grobu pustego,
Radości ze spotkania 
Zmartwychwstałego,
Pokoju, nadzieji, jajka smacznego
I udanego oblewanego!
Niech się nie zgubi wśród tylu pisanek
Świąt sens prawdziwy 
– Jezus-Baranek.

We wish you reflect upon the 
Empty Grave,
And you are joyful to meet 
Resurrected Christ,
Enjoy peace, hope, a tasty egg
And a successful Easter Monday!
We hope that the true sense of 
Easter – the Lamb of God 
Is not lost among so many 
painted eggs.
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include the figure of Jesus Christ. They are ludic in nature, 
intended to entertain their recipients, many of them are 
humorous. The comic effect is achieved in them for example 
through juxtaposition of Easter animals with features and 
activities not typical of them. For example: “a sheep walks in 
strings,” “a rabbit smokes drugs in a shed,” “two ducks show 
faintly afar,” “a little hare is drunk / hens dance with him 
/ paint eggs for him / the cock takes drugs / makes the fun 
greater,” “Everybody swings / DJ plays Alleluja.” Nothing is 
tabooed in such e-wishes, even the priest, the spiritual guide, is 
presented in an entertaining fashion: “the priest sways behind 
the festive table.” The language and style of such wishes 
belongs to youth subculture and in terms of expression they 
conduct a game with tradition and carnivalize their presented 
world. In Easter e-wishes the comic, the clownish, the parody, 
the grotesque, mixtures of seriousness and laughter, lead to 
creation of a topsy-turvy world (of which their recipients 
are unaware) which is an important attribute of festive time 
(Czerwińska 1984: 81). Through single signs of the Easter 
alphabet understood superficially (without their symbolic 
depth) or expression of only one kind of mood – secular, 
not religious joy – this realm of e-wishes reflects exclusively 
the time of relaxation/play with its inherent expression of 
happy daily life (every festive time with everyday existence 
suspended is not the time of work, it is symbolically “Church 
time” not “trader’s time”). For example:
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Żeby śmiały się pisanki,
Uśmiechały się baranki,
Mokry śmigus zraszał skronie,
Dużo szczęścia sypiąc w dłonie.

Let your painted eggs be joyful,
Let your lambs smile,
Let the Easter Monday sprinkle 
your temples,
And put a lot of happiness into 
your palms.
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*
    

*

 

Such total desacralization constitutes the mode of 
experiencing Easter time opposite to religious spirituality. 
E-wishes with hidden religious symbolism, of which their 
senders and receivers are not aware, constitute an interesting 
case here. For example those evoking the so called “golden 
convention” in Polish folklore (Czernik 1962):

The motif of “golden little horns” refers to the “golden 
convention,” popular especially in carols, which was 
connected with the pre-Christian solar cult – of invincible sun 
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I wish the Easter rabbit, 
Puts much money and sausage
Into your basket, 
As well as joy of life, 
something to drink,
And strong will to love,
Which would dominate 
everything else.

Na wielkanoc od króliczka,
Niech ci wpadnie do koszyczka
Niezła kasa i kiełbasa,
Radość życia, coś do picia,
I na miłość chęci tyle,
Byś miał wszystko inne w tyle.

Umyj jajka, upiecz babkę
Złap królika, kup sikawkę
Bo wielkanoc już nadchodzi, 
Więc się bawić nie zaszkodzi,
Lecz uważaj też na kaca,
Bo we wtorek czeka praca.

Wash eggs, bake a cake
Catch a rabbit, buy a hose
Because Easter is close,
Which will be the time of joy,
But also beware of hangover,
As Tuesday will be the time 
of work.

Malutki baranek ma złote różki
Pilnuje pisanek na trawce z rzeżuszki,
Gdy nikt nie widzi chorągiewką buja
I cicho beczy wesołego Alleluja.

A small lamb has golden little 
horns
He guards painted eggs on 
cuckooflower
When no one sees he moves 
a small flag 
And the lamb quietly bawls 
happy Alelluia.
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(sol invictus) – assimilated by Christianity into the figure of 
solarized God, Christ, the light of the world. In e-wishes the 
extra-religious source of joy connects with rebirth of nature 
in spring, it implies the isomorphism of man and Cosmos. In 
such wishes the convergence of two systems of order – of the 
calendars of nature and liturgy (“the holy history”) – reflects 
religious syncretism: the cult of nature and personal God 
(the peculiar kind of communication of which contemporary 
senders and receivers of e-wishes are not aware).

Moderate wishes are poised between the poles of the 
sacred and the profane. They manifest shallow religious belief, 
superficial spiritual practices which result from secularization 
processes. They are frequently dominated by secular 
spirituality which is enriched with elements of Easter rituals, 
for example sprinkling with water (fertility symbolism) or the 
Easter food symbolizing the triumph of life over death.

*
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Życzę:
Samych radości
Kolorowych jajeczek, bialych owieczek
Uśmiechu bez liku i bakalii w serniku
Kiełbasy tłuściutkiej i atmosfery 
milutkiej.

I wish you
Only joy
Colorful eggs, white sheep
Countless smiles and nuts and 
dried fruit in your cheesecake
Fatty sausage and nice atmosphere.

Staropolskim obyczajem
Dużo szynki życzę z jajem
Niech zające i barany pospełniają 
wasze plany
Niech to będzie czas uroczy
Życzę wszystkim Wielkiej Nocy.

Following an old Polish custom
I wish you a lot of ham with eggs
Let hares and rams fulfil your 
wishes
Let this time be nice for you
These are my Easter wishes 
to all of you.
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And another variant of these wishes:

(Here the epithet “wonderful” is devoid of religious meaning; it 
is a synonym of “good,” i.e. joyous and splendid time).

E-wishes frequently include computer graphic 
visualizations which most frequently feature a little hare, an 
egg, or a painted egg.

To recapitulate: Polish e-wishes connected with the liturgical 
calendar (especially of the Easter cycle) are dominated by 
the attitude of hedonism and vitality which is characteristic 
of contemporary youth subculture. They manifest gradual 
disappearance of the religious content, and thus, the process of 
building a supra-regional, supra-national, global community 
through a set of universal values. In e-wishes private, 
“invisible” religiousness (see Thomas Luckmann’s theory 
of private religion; Luckmann 2006: 107-115) becomes more 
prominent than church religiousness. According to Janusz 
Mariański, this connects with the process of moving away of 
religion from the sphere of public life to the sphere of private 
life, with the shrinking of Transcendence and highlighting 
problems of personal life (experience of happiness). Nowadays 
religion tends to lose its social forms to become more and more 
an individual cult (Mariański 2012: 99). Such individualism 
is a part of the lifestyle characteristic of Western, developed 
countries with multiethnic and multireligious structure which 
are opposed to traditional, communal nature of religion. And 
this trend of change is reflected in e-wishes in the anonymous 
virtual world. 
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Niech zające i barany 
Pospełniają twoje plany,
Porzuć wszystkie swe rozterki
Bo to dni wielkiej wyżerki
Niech to będzie czas uroczy
Czas cudownej Wielkanocy!

Let hares and lambs
Fulfil your plans,
Abandon all your dithers
Because this is the time of great 
feasting
Let this time be joyful 
The time of wonderful Easter!
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Abstract

In this paper I would like to present contemporary 
transformations of the identity determinants in the community 
of Silesians living in Ostojićevo (Banat, Serbia), whose ancestors 
came there from   the Cieszyn Silesia in the XIX century. I will 
show particular aspects of the cultural and artistic associations 
whose activities affect the modeling objective indicators of 
ethnicity and redefinition of this minority community. 

A new way of cultural affirmation – through participation 
in cultural and artistic associations and folk dance groups – 
requires new emblems of identity. Until 2008 (when the first 
Polish association was founded in the area in question) the 
most important factors distinguishing the Silesian minority 
were their religious confession and the language and narratives 
about their origin. Nowadays they stage material forms of 
affirmation pertaining to the national category. That is why 
we can observe new “Polish” folk dances, songs and costumes 
that are presented by them at festivals of ethnic minorities. We 
can say that this is some kind of “invented tradition” which 
legitimizes “Polish” folk groups and cultural practices. 
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The paper is based on the field research conducted in 
Ostojićevo in November 2016. My thesis was developed also 
in my previous studies in 2008 and 2011.
Keywords: ethnicity, identity, ethnic minority, multicultural society.

In this paper I would like to present the contemporary 
transformations that shape and redefine the identity of the 
community of Silesians living in Ostojićevo village (Banat, 
Serbia). Their ancestors came from Cieszyn Silesia, mainly from 
the area around Wisła, in the XIX century, they left their homes 
in the Beskidy Mountains because of great hunger. They were 
looking for jobs on the south edge of the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire (it took over 5 weeks to walk the distance of almost 
600 km from Wisła to Banat). Nowadays their descendants live 
in Ostojićevo village as an ethnic minority (Drljača 2005, 2011; 
Czyż, Szczypka 2010).

I will show some particular aspects of their cultural and 
artistic associations whose activities affect the modeling 
objective indicators of ethnicity and redefinition of identity 
of this minority community. My paper is based on the field 
research conducted in Ostojićevo in November 2016. My 
thesis has been developed also in my previous studies in 2008 
and 2011. My interviews with respondents were conducted 
in Cieszyn-Silesian dialect because it is the language that 
Silesians in Ostojićevo use every day at home and in contacts 
with members of their own ethnic group. They know, of 
course, the Serbian language, as it is the official language in 
the state in which they live. People of the older generation 
speak also the Hungarian language to contact their Hungarian 
neighbors and they use the Slovak language for church liturgy  
(Marcol 2010).

The village Ostojićevo – and the whole Vojvodina Province 
– is a place of strong ethnic diversity. Interactions among 
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different ethnic groups are visible on the social plane: in 
both organizational and symbolic aspects. These interactions 
have also an impact on the sense of identity of Silesian 
minority members who share their everyday life with Serbs, 
Hungarians, Roma and Slovaks. Banat has always been – and 
still is – a borderland where there are intensive migration 
processes. In the XIX century it was located on the edge of 
the Austro-Hungarian Empire, whereas between 1552-1718 it 
was under Turkish rule. In 1920 Banat was divided between 
the Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenes (later known as 
Yugoslavia), Romania and Hungary. Today, Serbian Banat 
is an autonomous district administratively located within 
the Province of Voivodina, which is a part of the Republic of 
Serbia. It has its own local government and administrative 
center in Novi Sad, although its policy and economy  
depends on the Serbian government in Belgrade (Tanty 2003,  
Markowska 2010).1

Research on the issue of ethnic groups in multicultural 
societies and the characteristics of their identities is an extremely 
difficult and complex task. This is not only because strong and 
substantial competence is needed on the part of the researcher 
but also because the dynamics of certain social processes forces 
the ethnologist and the anthropologist of culture to constantly 
verify the obtained results and analyze them in a new light. 
As Zbigniew Bokszański points out, modernization processes 
are the most important factors affecting contemporary ethnic 
identity. On the one hand, they weaken the cultural aspects of 
social organization, and on the other hand, they increase the 
role of ethnic groups in political activities. Shaping collective 
identities is a dynamic process which is affected not only by 
internal relations in a multicultural society but also by external 

1 See also: the Statute of the Autonomous Province of Voivodina, http://
www.skupstinavojvodine.gov.rs/Strana.aspx?s=statut&j=SRL 
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ones: political (increasing role of the state in strengthening 
or weakening the position of a group), social (progressive 
liberalization, increase in individual and collective freedoms), 
and economic (establishment of international communities) 
[Bokszański 2015: 79-88].

This dynamic situation fundamentaly by affects shaping the 
sense of identity in members of multicultural communities, of 
which Antonina Kłoskowska writes as „ethnic communities 
with partial culture” (Kłoskowska 2012: 19-21). According to 
her, such group is characterized by a heterogeneous culture  
partly adapted to the dominant culture of the state society in 
which it lives, and its own traditional culture is folk culture. 
This group has sharp ethnic self-reflection which is a result 
of its contrast with the dominant culture. If members of such 
group do not want to assimilate completely they must base 
their sense of ethnic separateness on „consciously, reflectively 
recognized elements of ideological bonds, which include 
genealogical knowledge, the myth of blood community, 
reference to the homeland as symbolically expressed territory 
of the group’s origin (landscape, location), and also the whole 
broad category of cultural group symbols (literature, art, 
coats of arms, emblems, colors and banners, historical events). 
Finally, they need consciously cultivated language and 
religion, as long as these two spheres differentiate the ethnic 
group from the dominant culture” (Kłoskowska 2012: 21). 
With reference to the descendants of the Silesian immigrants 
who live in the village of Ostojićevo in Banat (Serbia) this 
definition nowadays becomes more and more valid because 
of the national processes that germinate there. Indeed, on the  
one hand, the dominant Serbian culture causes gradual 
assimilation of younger generations (mainly as a result of 
school education, the availability of Serbian media and the 
impact of politics on the activities of ethnic groups), on the 
other hand – due to increasingly dynamic contacts with Poles 
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from Wisła and The Polish Embassy in Belgrade – Polonization 
processes change their self-identification (Kajfosz 2012: 25-26). 
This is the process that is currently under way, it also raises 
many internal conflicts in both the Ostojićevo and Wisła 
communities, which basically amount to different concepts of 
affirmation of origin and expression of Polishness.

There are no statistical data concerning information about 
people of Polish origin living in Ostojićevo nowadays. In the 
Census from 2011 we can only find information about Čoka 
district (to which Ostojićevo belongs) and its ethnic diversity. 
The biggest ethnic group there are Hungarians (49.67 percent), 
followed by Serbians (38.93 percent), Roma (3.08 percent) 
and Slovaks (0.88 percent). However, a significant number 
of residents did not specify their ethnicity (3.58 per cent).2 
Thus, defining the identity of this Silesian minority is always 
a difficult task. In censuses they were first defined as Slovaks, 
then – when their children were growing up – their nationality 
was more often stated to be Yugoslavian, then Serbian, or they 
left the question of their nationality unanswered (Drljača 2011: 
71-72; Marcol 2012b: 153-156). To distinguish their own group 
they use the terms “Tout,” “Toucica,” “Toutowie” and are 
called so by their neighbors belonging to other ethnic groups. 
The genesis of this word is to be found in the Hungarian term 
“Tōth” which is used in relation to Slavic settlers (Kajfosz 
2012: 20-21). Currently, more and more often the category of 
nationality is the basis of self-identification. That is why the 
Silesian minority define themselves as “Polish people,” their 
speech as “Polish,” and they specify their roots as being in 
Poland. Such statement is a result of the increasingly intensive 
activities and contacts of the community from Ostojićevo with 

2 2011 Census of Population, Households and Dwellings in the 
Republic of Serbia, http://pod2.stat.gov.rs/ObjavljenePublikacije/Popis2011/
Nacionalna%20pripadnost-Ethnicity.pdf   
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the residents of Wisła area in Cieszyn Silesia Poland, and also 
with the Polish Embassy in Belgrade.

This paper refers to the concept of transactionalism 
introduced by Fredrik Barth who explored ways of organizing 
ethnic groups and the nature of boundaries between them. In 
his opinion, ethnic differences bring about the social processes 
of exclusion and inclusion, whereby separate categories 
are able to sustain themselves, despite changes of affiliation 
of individual members of a community. Ethnic differences 
become “important foundations upon which extensive social 
systems are built” (Barth 2004: 349).

I understand the term “ethnicity,” after Thomas Hylland 
Eriksen, as a relationship between groups whose members 
consider themselves different from others. This social 
identity – based on contrast with “others” – is marked by 
a metaphorical or fictional sense of kinship. Ethnic groups 
engage in mutual relations that cause political and symbolic 
interactions (Eriksen 2013: 32). My reflections here are based 
on organizational transformations and the identity of Silesian 
minority that is the effect of everyday interethnic contacts.

As Thomas Hylland Eriksen observes, “In order for 
ethnicity to exist groups must maintain minimal contact with 
one another and perceive one another as culturally different. 
If these conditions are not met there is no ethnicity because 
ethnicity is primarily an aspect of relations” (Eriksen 2013: 31). 
In Ostojićevo, interethnic contacts are an everyday occurrence. 
“Touts” in Banat had to live – from the very beginning – in 
a diverse community. That is why they had to develop the 
behaviors that would allow correct neighborhood relations. 
Contacts with groups with a different view of the world, 
with other cultural and linguistic features, brought about the 
process of adapting some foreign elements to their own culture 
(Marcol 2012a: 39-46). However, their complete assimilation to 
the majority group has never happened due to the features 
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which they have recognized as important in the process of 
establishing the boundaries between “ours” and “theirs.” As 
Fredric Barth noted, not all cultural features have the same 
importance in the process of establishing cultural borders. For 
Silesian minority the most important factors distinguishing 
them from other ethnic groups were the religious confession 
(Lutheran) and the language and narratives about their origin.

Clothing was never a distinctive criterion for Silesian 
minority because when they arrived in Banat they did not have 
a typical costume (they were very poor people who took only 
the most necessary things for their five-week long emigration). 
They have preserved some cultural elements, such as family 
or annual rituals, but at the same time they adopted some 
foreign ones by including them into their canon of behavior 
(Marcol 2012a: 39-46; Szyndler 2012: 54-66). They were mostly 
saltpeter pickers (until the sixties of the nineteenth century), 
and farmers who cultivated mainly rye, wheat, barley, oats, 
corn, sugar beet, tobacco, and also potatoes and cabbage 
(which was the basis of their nutrition in the Beskids of the 
area around Wisła) (Szczypka 2010: 45-46). The architecture 
of their houses did not differ in any significant way from that 
of other buildings in the village of Ostojicevo: “The houses of 
the first settlers from Wisła were like dugouts. After some time 
they began to build spacious flats from beaten clay, as people 
did in Banat” (Szczypka 2010: 45; Drljača 2005: 7). So let us 
repeat: apart from the religious confession, the language and 
the saga of the ancestors, this community did not have any 
other distinctive features.

Their need for distinctive emblems appeared much later, 
with the establishment of cultural and artistic associations. At 
present, there are two associations in Ostojićevo categorized as 
Polish: Kulturno umetničko društvo (KUD) “Wisła” Ostojićevo 
(established in 2008) and Kulturno umetničko društvo “Višljani 
iz Ostojićeva” (established in 2015 by the people who left KUD 
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“Wisła”). These organizations set for themselves the objective 
to “work with preschool and school children, high school 
students, students and adults, to deal with amateur creativity, 
cultivating traditions and preserving the cultural heritage 
of Poles” (from the statute of KUD “Wisla”), “to promote 
and protect Polish culture, music, songs, history, literature, 
national games, customs, education and the like” (from the 
statute of KUD “Višljani iz Ostojićeva”). The activities of these 
institutions are mainly focused on children’s folklore ensembles 
which present their artistic programs at various events where 
they can meet other ethnic groups and interact with them. 
There are two other ethnic children’s groups in Ostojićevo: the 
Serbian Kulturno umetničko društvo “Tihomir Ostojić” and 
the Hungarian Mađarski kulturni krug “Tiszaszentmiklós” 
Magyar Kultúrkör. Those children meet every day at schools 
and backyards, but also in formal situations – as members 
of Serbian, Hungarian and Polish folklore groups – at joint 
events, especially at the school celebrations of the Serbian 
national patron St. Sava, at the school day at Dr. Tichomir 
Ostojić Primary School, or at children’s folklore festivals.

The social relations between members of these groups 
during these meetings are based on affirmation of ethnic 
differences of their dress, repertoire – usually performed 
in their own language – and the choreography of dances. 
Nationality is the main distinctive category in these contacts, 
it also directly influences the sense of self-identification of 
these children. Personal identity is closely related to social 
and political processes, and it is not, as contemporary 
research indicates, given once and for all (Eriksen 2013: 16). 
That is why participation in activities of these cultural and 
artistic associations and folk dance groups  requires new 
markers of identity. Children from the Silesian minority stage 
presentations which display their ethnic-national affirmation: 
we can observe new “Polish” folk dances, songs and costumes 
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that they present at festivals of ethnic minorities. We can say 
that this is some kind of “invented tradition” (the term coined 
by Eric Hobsbawm) which legitimises Polish folk groups and 
cultural practices. 

The necessity of proper self-presentation during stage 
performances makes them search forms of expression 
suitable for this purpose. Touts, who did not have any 
distinctive clothing, had to develop a folk costume for public 
presentation. KUD “Wisła,” which was established as the first 
Polish association there, received support for co-financing the 
costumes from both the Cultural Center in the municipality of 
Čoka and the Wisła Fans Association and individual sponsors 
from Wisła. They bought highlander shoes (kyrpce), man’s 
hats, black vests with red pompons for boys, and textile 
to make pinafores for girls. These costumes were sewn by 
women from Ostojićevo and they were designed like old Wisła 
highlanders’ clothing.

Members of the second association – KUD “Višljani iz 
Ostojićeva” – created their own costume which their children 
call Polish. It was inspired by folk costumes from the western 
Kraków area. Girls wear black corsets decorated with red 
tassels and gold ribbons, red skirts finished with colorful 
ribbons and white pinafores with lace,  they also wear wreaths 
on their heads. Girls’ shirts are white and girded on the sleeves 
above the elbows with red ribbons, as in Serbian folk costumes. 
Boys wear white shirts with a red ribbon under the neck, black 
trousers girded with a red strip of material wrapped several 
times around the waist, and a highlander hat from Wisła. 
When one asks about the inspiration for the design of these 
costumes their team leader replies that she follows materials 
published on websites about Polish traditions. She claims 
she just wrote at internet searcher Google the phrase “Polish 
national dance” and she received information about Kraków 
region, its typical folk costumes, and the krakowiak dance.  
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In this way she created their “Polish” costumes on that design. 
This way the cultural heritage of the Kraków region became, 
in the eyes of the leader of the association, the equivalent of 
Polishness. The ultimate form of clothing is, however, the effect 
of not only a specific choice but also of the financial resources 
and the access to appropriate fabrics and decorative elements.

Folk dances are also often inspired by videos found on 
websites. In the repertoire of these folk dance ensembles there 
are not only Silesian dances (e.g. trojak) but also folk dances 
from other regions of Poland (e.g. krakowiak). The most 
important criterion in choosing a dance to perform is aesthetic, 
not regional. They want their show to appeal to their audience 
and be more attractive than performances by other ethnic 
groups (Serbs, Hungarians).

The repertoire presented on the stage by Silesian folk groups 
are in the Polish language, although children from Ostojićevo 
are not fluent in Polish. They speak Silesian dialect at home, 
but they do not know the standard Polish language. Some of 
the children are not even able to use Silesian dialect because 
their first language is increasingly Serbian. Although the 
Polish Embassy finances lessons of Polish language at school 
in Ostojićevo and children can learn it, the lessons are not 
systematically taught: they should be taught once a month but 
this frequency really depends on the budget of the Embassy. 
Therefore, folk group leaders search for repertoire on websites 
of various Polish folklore groups – and then they make 
phonetic transcription of the texts of these songs using Serbian 
notation so that children could properly sing them. Children 
perform such repertoire during national holidays at the Polish 
Embassy in Belgrade and at festivals. These performances are 
shown in the media. The Polish Ambassador and Consul in 
Belgrade frequently visit the school in Ostojićevo, they founded 
a multimedia equipment room in one of the classrooms and 
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also helped to renovate the “Polish House” in cooperation 
with the municipality of Wisła.

As a result of the activity of such associations the identity 
of the Touts is being currently reinterpreted. They begin 
to be perceived by ethnic groups as Poles, they enter into 
relationships with them. Their self-identity is also changing, 
more and more often they define themselves as Poles. 
Emphasizing nationality as the area of identity in cultural 
activity follows mercantile reasons. Such an attitude gains 
wide support among members of the group. They favor the 
artifacts which raise the rank of this minority group in the 
social hierarchy of the multiethnic village and region (Barth 
2004: 373). Even a kind of “fabrication” of cultural facts, like 
the costume or the choreography of folk dances, is accepted 
by the Touts with appreciation and without prejudice as 
contributing to building their sense of community. We can 
call it “invented tradition,” after Eric Hobsbawn, because its 
repetition in their presentations gives a sense of naturalness 
and suggests a connection to the past (Hobsbawm 2008: 10). 
In the case of Silesians from Ostojićevo the old traditions and 
their institutional carrier – which was mainly the church – 
ceased to be sufficiently flexible and attractive for effective 
manifestations of identity. As cultural features can change 
without consequences for maintaining the boundaries of ethnic 
groups, Touts learn new elements of culture and language 
and they start to treat them as their own. Transformations 
of identity determinants – in this case language and cultural 
elements – undergo conscious re-shaping according to specific 
needs of a group. Social construction of identity does not take 
place in a vacuum, it is a result of objective conditions and 
relations among different ethnic groups.
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Abstract

Movements of people across the globe have shaped societies 
since the beginning of history. Migrants arrive with their own 
cultural background, norms and ethics, as well as values and 
traditions, and are normally expected to adapt to the traditions 
and social norms of the migrant-receiving society. However, 
there is a tendency for migrants and persons of migrant 
background to gravitate to and to socialize within their ethnic 
community. Furthermore, ethnic identity and historical 
conflicts are often transplanted to adopted homelands and can 
create barriers or at least hindrances to integration.

Youth of European Nationalities (YEN) is an independent, 
international, non-governmental youth organization (INGYO) 
which is recognized and supported by the Council of Europe 
and the European Union. According to YEN, many minorities 
in Europe have found a way of preserving their language, 
culture, and traditions while learning from their adopted 
homeland. YEN estimates that out of the 453 million people 
living in the European Union, 37 million consider themselves 
a part of an ethnic or national minority, and 156 ethnic and 
national minorities are resident within the European Union. 
The International Organization of Folk Art (IOV) plays 
a primary role in promoting multicultural and multilingual 
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Europe, in particular through intra-regional events showcasing 
the continuing relevance of folk cultures and intercultural 
understanding.

This paper considers Austria’s largest traditional ethnic 
minority, the Burgenland Croats,  especially their successful 
efforts to ensure preservation of their cultural identity. Their 
success is remarkable considering the rise of more critical and 
socially-aware youth with a non-folkloristic attitude to the 
issue of ethnic minorities.

Through various cultural and academic associations 
a framework has been established for young Burgenland 
Croats to maintain contact with their greater community 
and heritage while providing room for individualization in 
a broader socio-cultural context. Furthermore, through an 
effective information and public relations network they are 
an example of how an ethnic minority can ensure that its 
traditions and culture are not forgotten while living in and 
being responsive to the dynamics of change in our present 
complex and globalized world.
Keywords: ethnic minority, Burgenland Croats, Europe, cultural identity, 
folklore.

Minority rights in Austria

The Austrian Federal Constitution calls for respect and 
promotion of ethnic groups resident in Austria. Special rights 
for Croatian, Slovenian, Hungarian, Czech and Slovak ethnic 
groups and for Roma are established in the Ethnic Group Act 
(Volksgruppengesetz) of 1976 and a number of other laws and 
regulations. The rights of the Croatian and Slovenian ethnic 
groups are also set forth in the State Treaty of Vienna of 1955.

Against the background of this domestic ethnic group 
policy and the long-term protection offered to the German-
speaking ethnic group in South Tyrol, Austria has long 
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supported the strengthening of protection for minorities at 
the international level, particularly within the United Nations 
and Council of Europe.

At the international level increased attention has been 
paid to protection of minorities, particularly since the early 
1990s. With the collapse of numerous states, such as former 
Yugoslavia, and as a result of interethnic conflicts, it has been 
increasingly recognised that  protection of minorities is an 
important guarantee of political and social stability and the 
territorial integrity of states.

In the context of the United Nations Human Rights Council 
as well as the UN-General Assembly, Austria regularly takes 
initiatives on minority rights issues. In 1992 the UN-General 
Assembly adopted the Declaration on the Rights of Persons 
Belonging to National, Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic 
Minorities, proposed by Austria. The Declaration for the first 
time defines the rights of members of minorities and mentions 
specifically article 27 of the International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights, which guarantees the right of persons 
belonging to ethnic minorities to practise their own language, 
culture and religion. In the year 2000 the Austrian Federal 
Parliament adopted in the Austrian Constitution a provision 
for protection of minorities: “The Republic (Federation, States 
and Local Communities) recognises its traditional linguistic 
and cultural plurality which is represented in its autochthonous 
national minorities. The language and culture, existence and 
preservation of these national minorities must be respected, 
secured and promoted.”

In 2005, on the initiative of Austria, the UN established the 
mandate of the Independent Expert on Minority Issues who 
deals with the concerns of minorities throughout the world. 
In 2014, also under Austrian leadership, this mandate was 
transformed into the Special Rapporteur on Minority Issues, 
and thus adapted to the other existing special mandate holders 
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of the Human Rights Council. As part of the reform of the 
UN, the UN Working Group on Minorities was transformed 
in September 2007, again on the basis of Austrian initiative, 
into the Forum for Minority Issues. Representatives of civil 
society and minorities are allowed to participate in meetings 
of the Forum and can thus contribute to developing strategies 
and measures for the worldwide protection of national, 
ethnic, religious and linguistic minorities. In addition, the 
Special Rapporteur on Minority Issues can include the 
Forum’s recommendations in her report to the Human Rights 
Council. Since the establishment of the Forum the following 
topics have been discussed: “minorities and education,” 
“minorities and political participation,” “minorities and 
economic participation,” “rights of women minorities,” 
“implementation of the Minority Declaration” and “rights of 
religious minorities.”

In the OSCE the protection of minorities is the task 
entrusted not only to the Office for Democratic Institutions 
and Human Rights in Warsaw but also, and above all, to the 
High Commissioner on National Minorities. His/her main 
task is to identify and provide early warning of potential 
conflicts between ethnic groups and to offer strategies and 
support in settlement of such conflicts. Through this form of 
quiet diplomacy the High Commissioner makes an important 
contribution to preventing ethnic conflicts.

The Council of Europe is the leading organisation protecting 
national minorities in Europe. The Framework Convention 
for the Protection of National Minorities, to which Austria is 
a party, entered into force in 1998. The advisory committee, 
composed of recognised experts, monitors implementation of 
commitments by the state parties derived from the Framework 
Convention, which also includes visits to these states. Austria 
was last visited in March 2011. The last Austrian state report 
for the Framework Convention was submitted in August 2010.
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Observance of the European Charter for Regional or 
Minority Languages, to which Austria is a party as well, is 
monitored by another independent expert committee, which 
carries out country visits if required. Austria submitted the 
last report for the Charter in 2011 and the recommendations 
of the expert committee, based on this report, were published 
in November 2012.

Traditional ethnic minorities in Austria
   
While the demographic face of Austria is changing due to 

modern migration and urbanization, there are three traditional 
ethnic minorities within Austria – the groups that have found 
themselves within Austria as a result of European boundary 
changes over the years. They are the Carinthian Slovenes, the 
Burgenland Croats and the Hungarians. All these have their 
rights protected by Austrian law under State Treaty – Article 
7 FLG. No. 152/1955. It sets out the following rights of the 
Slovene and Croatian minorities:

1.  Austrian citizens in Carinthia, Burgenland, and Styria 
who are members of the Slovenian and the Croatian 
minorities shall enjoy the same rights on the basis of the 
same conditions as all other Austrian citizens, including 
the right to their own organizations, assemblies, and 
press in their own language.

2.  They shall be entitled to elementary-level instruction in 
the Slovene and Croatian languages and to a proportional 
number of middle schools; in this regard, curricula shall 
be subject to inspections and an education supervision 
department shall be established for Slovene and Croatian 
schools.

3.  In the administrative and court jurisdictional districts of 
Carinthia, Burgenland, and Styria with Slovene, Croatian, 
or mixed populations, the Slovene or Croatian languages, 
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as applicable, shall be permitted, in addition to German, 
as official languages. In these districts, topographical 
names and signs shall be written in Slovene or Croatian 
as well as in German.

4.  Austrian citizens in Carinthia, Burgenland, and Styria 
who are members of the Slovene and Croatian minorities 
shall take part in cultural, administrative, and judiciary 
institutions on the same conditions as all other Austrian 
citizens.

Burgenland Croats

In terms of numbers (50,000-60,000 persons) the Burgenland 
Croats are acknowledged as the largest ethnic minority group 
in Austria. Indeed, about 10-12% of the population of the 
federal state of Burgenland speak Croatian. Smaller Croatian 
minorities in western Hungary, south-western Slovakia, 
southern Poland and southern Czech Republic are often called 
Burgenland Croats. They use the Burgenland Croatian written 
language and are historically and culturally closely connected 
to the Austrian Croats.

Historical context

The first traces of Croatian settlers date back to the 
year 1515 in Urbaren (land registers and tax records) in the 
Eisenstadt district of what is now Burgenland. In the 16th 
century the Croatian settlers accounted for about 30% of 
the total population. While the majority were farmers, there 
were also priests, craftsmen, merchants, petty aristocracy 
and nobles among them. The Burgenland Croats lived in 
small settlements removed from urban centres and the main 
impetus which formed the basis of Croatian communal life in 
Burgenland came from religious-cultural associations.
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Chronological survey of the Burgenland Croats

1515 The first mention of Croats in the Eisenstadt town records.
1564 The mass book of Klingenbach (Klimpuh) with Glagolitic, 

Cyrillic (bosancica) and Latin alphabets, the oldest written 
document of the Burgenland Croats.

1568 The translation of the Protestant sermon book of Antun 
Dalmatin and Stipan Konsul for the Burgenland Croats.

1573 The secret imperial decree against further settlement of 
Croats, enacted out of xenophobic fears.

1609/1611 The beginnings of the Croatian written language in 
Burgenland: the first Protestant collection of sermons 
published in Burgenland (Deutschkreutz), “Dusevne peszne” 
by Gregor Pythiraeus-Mekinich.

1732 The first Burgenland Croatian Gospel book, “Horvacko 
evangyelye” (Anonymous).

1744 Publication of the first catechism in Croatian.
1754 The first publication of the Croatian prayer book, “Hisa 

Zlata” by Laurentius Bogovics.
1805 “Novi Horvaczki Kalendar” (New Croatian calendar) – the 

beginning of secular literature in the Burgenland Croatian 
language.

1811 The translation of the Holy Scriptures into Burgenland 
Croatian – unpublished.

1853 The central authorities in Vienna print elementary textbooks 
in Burgenland Croatian.

1867 The first Constitution of Austria, the Fundamental Laws, 
guarantee specific language and political rights to the “tribes” 
of the empire.

1879 The first Hungarianization laws to curb the use of minority 
languages in primary schools.

1902 The first farmer’s almanac, “Kalendar Svete Familije,” of 
Mate Meršic-Miloradic.
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1907 The strict Hungarianization laws for schools and official 
language use (it becomes mandatory to translate place names 
into Hungarian); the adoption of Hungarian family names is 
encouraged.

1910 The founding of “Nase Novine,” the first newspaper of 
Burgenland Croats which, despite brief interruptions and 
changes in name, continues to be published to this day. The 
present title: “Hrvatske Novine.”

1912 The Croatian workers from Hornstein (Vorištan) found the 
first Social-Democratic organization on the territory later to 
become Burgenland.

1919 Serious clashes between the troops of Hungarian Soviet 
Republic and Croatian farmers in Nikitsch (Filež) leave two 
dead.

1919 The Czech “Corridor Plan” with the Croatian-speaking 
areas of Burgenland as a link between Czechoslovakian and 
Yugoslavian territories.

1919 The Treaty of St. Germain regulates the rights of minorities 
in the newly established Republic of Austria.

1921 Annexation of Burgenland by Austria; in a memorandum the 
leadership of the Croatian Culture Association in Burgenland 
requests that the Croats remain under the jurisdiction of 
Hungary.

1922 Numerous Croatian localities along the Hungarian border are 
given to Hungary.

1923 Establishment of the newspaper “Hrvatske Novine” in 
Vienna.

1929 Re-establishment of the Croatian Culture Association.
1934 Croatian organizations are incorporated into the structures of 

the authoritarian state; founding of the Burgenland Croatian 
Culture Association in Vienna.

1937 The new Burgenland School Act regulates Croatian and 
bilingual education according to the proportion of the 
population.
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1938 Anschluss of Austria to the Third Reich. The cultural life of 
Burgenland Croats comes to a standstill; bilingual education 
is forbidden.

1941 The Nazi plan to resettle Burgenland Croats is thwarted by 
the party’s offices in Burgenland.

1942 “Hrvatske Novine” is closed down by the Nazi party.
1943 Father Matthias Semeliker is sent to Dachau.
1945 The Croatian Culture Association achieves the release by 

Marshall Tito of Burgenland Croatian prisoners of war from 
Yugoslavian custody.

1946 Croatian Dr. Lorenz Karall is voted provincial governor.
1946 Founding of the Croatian Catholic newspaper “Crikveni 

Glasnik.”
1947 Yugoslavia calls for either an exchange of the population or 

autonomy for the Croats in Burgenland.
1948 Founding of the Croatian Association of University 

Graduates in Vienna.
1948/1949 Autonomy demands voiced by the Burgenland Croats.
1955 The rights of the Croatian minority in Burgenland are defined 

in Article 7 of the State Treaty signed in Vienna and they are 
partially granted constitutional-level status.

1962 Reorganization of education. The former upper classes of 
the eight-year primary school become the lower secondary 
school (Hauptschule). Bilingual instruction is limited to the 
first four-grades of primary school.

1976 Organizations of ethnic groups successfully call for boycott 
of the “Census of a special kind.” The Ethnic Minority Act 
is rejected by Croatian organizations which do not send 
representatives to the Ethnic Minority Advisory Board.

1977 Founding of the Social-Democrat-dominated “Committee of the 
Mayors and Vice-Mayors of the Croatian and Mixed-language 
Communities of Burgenland.”

1978 The media campaign for Croatian radio broadcasting over 
the ORF (Austrian Broadcasting Company).
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1979 The first Croatian radio broadcasts over Ö2 (ORF) Austrian 
Broadcasting Company.

1982 The dictionary of German, Burgenland Croatian and 
Croatian.

1984 Founding of the Adult Education Center of the Burgenland 
Croats.

1987 The Constitutional Court repeals part of the Ethnic Minority 
Act. Effective immediately, Croatian becomes the second 
official language of Burgenland.

1987/1988 The pilot project with Croatian as a compulsory subject in 
secondary schools.

1989 The first Croatian television broadcast in the regional 
program of ORF.

1989 After the Fall of the Iron Curtain cooperation intensifies 
between the Burgenland Croats and those parts of this ethnic 
group that remained in Hungary and Slovakia in 1921.

1991 A provincial census reports that 29,600 use Croatian as their 
colloquial language; of these 19,100 live in Burgenland 
and 6,500 in Vienna. According to estimates by Croatian 
organizations, 35,000 to 40,000 live in Burgenland, and 
10,000 to 15,000 in Vienna.

1992 For the first time Croatian organizations send their 
representatives to the Ethnic Advisory Board.

1992/1993 The inauguration of the bilingual upper secondary school at 
Oberwart/Borta/Felsöör.

1993 Hrvatske organizacije šalju po prvi put zastupnike u Savjet 
za narodne grupe.

1993 The Croatian Ethnic Advisory Board declares itself 
unanimously in favour of bilingual place-name signs in all 
bilingual areas of Burgenland.

1994 Opening of the Burgenland Croatian Center in Vienna.
1995 The Burgenland Minority Education Act exempts children 

from enrolment in Croatian language classes in communities 
with a majority of ethnic Croats, but permits Croatian 
language classes if at least 7 persons enrol – applicable in all 
communities of Burgenland.
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1998 The parliament in Vienna ratifies the “Framework 
Convention for the Protection of National Minorities” (FLG 
III 120/1998). This document of international law, drawn up 
by the Council of Europe, obliges all European governments 
to observe minimum standards in protection of minorities.

1999 MORA Association (Open Minority Radio) broadcasts 
Croatian and bilingual news and its own minority programs 
over Antenne 4, a private radio station. As the Austrian 
government cut its financial support these broadcasts have to 
be stopped one year later.

2000 The Austrian Federal Parliament adopts in the Austrian 
Constitution a provision for protection of minorities. 
A decree concerning bilingual place name signs is adopted.

Impact of industrialization and urban migration 
on traditional structures

The reconstruction of Burgenland after WWII was delayed 
by the fact that it belonged to the Soviet occupation zone, and 
later on due to its location right next to the Iron Curtain. The 
consequence was that the social structure of Croatian villages 
remained unchanged. Only at the beginning of the 1960s, 
when industrialization started gaining ground in Vienna, the 
Vienna basin region and Graz, and transportation facilities 
improved, did many Croats start taking on industrial jobs. 
Approximately 25% of the persons employed in Burgenland 
commuted to workplaces in agglomerations. They broke free 
of tradition and dissociated themselves from the influence of 
traditional authorities. This resulted in the crisis of the old 
Croatian extended family, the Croatian village communities, 
and led to individualization. The number of mixed marriages 
rose, bilingual education declined. While the communities in 
northern Burgenland were able to retain their total population, 
though they experienced higher assimilation rates, most of the 
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communities in central Burgenland and some communities 
in the southern part of this province did not experience any 
assimilation but rather very strong out-migration losses.

However, the poem “After Seven Days the Week is 
Complete” by Burgenland Croat Andi Novosel tells another 
story – that of a commuter longing for the very same traditions 
that many were breaking free from. Born in 1948 in Neuberg, 
Novosel attended secondary school evening classes for 
workers and went on to study commerce and law. He became 
Secretary of the Croatian Academic Club and has published 
poetry in literary journals:

After Seven Days the Week is Complete
early in the morning 
of the first day
in the direction of the city
where work is sold
body and soul are broken
for four days 
travelling back on the fifth
the column eats its way out of the city
two days are left for living
until Monday comes again.

The development 
of cultural identity through language

The early settlers brought with them various Croatian 
dialects, such as Cakavian, Kajkavian and Shtokavian, so that 
the colloquial language varied considerably from place to 
place. Until the mid-19th century, the literature in Burgenland 
Croatian had religious character, being written mainly by the 
clergy for the peasantry. The beginnings of literacy are closely 
linked to Klimpuški misal (Klimpuški Missal) (1501), S. Consul 
Histrianus and Antun Dalmatin’s Postila (fasting) (1568), 
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Duševne pesne (Spiritual songs) (1609) and Grgur Mekinić 
Pythiraeus’s Druge knjige duševnih pesan (Other books of 
spiritual songs) (1611).

In the second half of the 19th century, as a consequence 
of the Hungarian revolution of 1948, the central authorities 
in Vienna started encouraging independent cultural 
development of small non-Hungarian ethnic groups within 
the Empire in an attempt to weaken the liberal and anti-
Habsburg camp in Hungary.

The Primary Education Act of 1868 stipulated primary 
education in the native language and the demand for 
schoolbooks strengthened the position of the independent 
written language based on the Cakavian and Ikavian dialects 
and also the acceptance of modern Croatian spelling and 
punctuation rules. In the course of language development, 
while the same diacritical modifiers as used in the alphabet 
of Croats and  Burgenland Croats, the following examples 
clearly indicate divergences from Croatian spelling as well 
as punctuation rules. Although based primarily on Cakavian, 
one of the main dialects of Croatian, Burgenland Croatian has 
incorporated elements of two other main dialects, Kajkavian 
and Shtokavian.

English Standard Croatian Burgenland Croatian
Black Crna Črna
Word Riječ Rič
Jesus Christ Isus Krist Jezuš Kristuš
lower Donji Dolnji

While the Latin alphabet is used it has been modified to 
this end. The letters q, x, y, and have been removed and the 
following four letters have been added:
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“č” for the sound “Cz” as in “Czech” 
“ć,” a somewhat softer “c,” like “tj” 
“ž” for the sound “zh” as in the French “journal” 
“š” for the sound “sh” as in “shoe.”

Burgenland Croatian is nowadays accepted as an official 
language of the Republic of Austria in six districts of 
Burgenland, as well as with the high-ranking authorities in 
Vienna and Graz. Language instruction is offered at primary 
schools of the bilingual communities of Burgenland and 
western Hungary, at bilingual lower secondary schools and 
polytechnic education programs, and at some middle schools; 
it is also taught at the University of Vienna and the Pedagogical 
Academy of Eisenstadt. Modern Burgenland Croatian was 
codified in the German/Burgenland Croatian Dictionary of 
1982. Furthermore, Burgenland Croatian is one of the officially 
used languages in the liturgy of the Catholic Church in the 
Diocese of Eisenstadt.

Dorotea Zeichmann-Lipković is a Burgenland Croatian 
poet, novelist and translator. She was editor-in-chief of Novi 
glas, the magazine of the Croatian Academic Club between 
1981-1982, and has published poetry and prose in literary 
journals. The following poem “My sweet mother tongue” 
(Moja lipa, slatka rič) testifies to her love of the Burgenland 
Croatian language and concern for its survival:

My sweet mother tongue
that my mother taught me,
will you perish, will you die?
Or are you already in your grave?
How could I bear that?
How could that has happened?
I am too weak and exhausted
to fight against so many.
And even some of us trample the language.
I feel powerless.
In the cradle of green Burgenland
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it is being rocked this way and that.
It is waiting for a mother’s smile.
But the mother merely drops in
and is gone in a flash.

It testifies to resiliency of the indigenous cultural tradition 
and language in which the most important articles in Hrvatske 
Novine appeared, the most widely read newspaper of the 
Burgenland Croats, published since 1910; they have been 
published also on the Internet in a version available in German.

Managing the dynamics of change in folk culture

The 1980’s saw a rise of the more critical and socially-aware 
youth with non-folkloristic attitude to the issue of ethnic 
minorities. The annual event Dan mladine – Croatian Youth 
Day – organized by the Croatian Association of University 
Graduates and Students, became the meeting place and focal 
point of this new movement. In order to strengthen inter-
generational ties the Burgenland Croatian Intelligentsia 
thereby became the architects of survival of folkloric traditions. 
Today, at this annual event, traditional dress appears next to 
punk, avant-garde next to folk art, which reflects the impact of 
this new initiative.

Through a very effective information and public relations 
network the image of Burgenland Croats has evolved from 
the cliché of a people wearing national dress and playing the 
tamburica to one of a people who embrace their cultural roots 
and are responsive to changing dynamics. These associations 
provide meeting points for individuals, families and 
communities – local, national and international – and outreach 
through the media, including newspapers, television, radio 
and internet; they also support forming lobby groups at policy 
making levels in the government of Austria.
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Through regularly scheduled events for informing and 
further educating the public concerning the legal, political, 
social and cultural aspects of the minority as well as scholarly 
projects and symposiums and the bringing together of 
generations during Dan mladine – Croatian Youth Day – the 
Burgenland Croats flourish.

Burgenland Croatian cultural associations
 
The Croatian Association of University Graduates and 

Students (Hrvatski akademski klub, HAK) was founded in 
Vienna in 1948 where its headquarters are located. The 
Association is run jointly by the Burgenland Croatian Culture 
Association of Vienna and the Burgenland Croatian Centre 
in Vienna. The stated goal of the Association is to promote, 
preserve, and further develop the Burgenland Croatian 
language, culture, and identity, primarily in Austria, but also 
in Hungary and Slovakia. HAK is regarded as representing 
the interests of the Burgenland Croats, as set out in Article 
7 of the Austrian State Treaty signed in 1955 in Vienna; its 
goal is to support improvement and adaptation of the legal 
and political situation of this ethnic minority to present day 
requirements. At the international level, HAK is active also as 
a founding member of the Youth of European Nationalities 
and is represented on the advisory board for the Croatian 
ethnic group at the Federal Chancellery.

The Burgenland Croatian Center (Gradišćansko-hrvatski 
Centar, CGH) was established as an intercultural institution 
which works together with numerous organizations and 
institutions from Vienna, Burgenland, the other provinces 
of Austria, and the neighbouring countries. It offers new 
perspectives and possibilities for fostering independent life of 
this ethnic group and opportunities for working with other 
groups and the majority population. Through its activities the 
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Center aims to provide a bridge to the general population and 
other ethnic groups in the country. The Burgenland Croatian 
Center receives assistance from the Federal Chancellery 
(assistance to ethnic minorities), the Federal Ministry of 
Education and Cultural Affairs and the Cultural Department 
of the City of Vienna.

The Burgenland Croatian Culture Association in Vienna 
(Hrvatsko gradišcansko kulturno društvo u Becu, HGKD) 
has been in existence since 1934 and is a non-partisan 
organization of the Burgenland Croats in Vienna. The 
focal points of its operation include fostering existing 
language programs (bilingual children’s groups, language 
courses), developing a model for bilingual instruction and/
or education from kindergarten through upper secondary 
school, establishing the Burgenland Croatian language at 
the post-secondary and university levels.

The development 
of cultural identity through music

In the 19th Century the publication of folksongs collected 
by Croatian ethnologist Fran Kurelac contributed to 
dissemination and establishment of the Burgenland Croats’ 
written language. Kurelac led the Rijeka Philological School 
(Riječka filološka škola) offering a set of solutions for issues 
involved in standardization of Croatian literary language. 
Croatian folksongs were first published in the form of almanac 
and became very popular among the general population. 
Indeed, folk dance and folk music played an important role in 
the cultural life of this ethnic minority with Croatian national 
instrument, the tamburica, becoming their ultimate symbol. The 
numerous song books of Michael Nakovich, Johann Vukovich 
and Jakob Dobrovich have helped to keep the folksongs and 
language of the Burgenland Croats down to the present day.
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What does rock and pop played on the tamburica mean 
for preservation of folkloric traditions and practices of 
Burgenland Croat ethnic minority? Such music groups as The 
Tambecari now use the tamburica, the instrument traditionally 
reserved for folk music, to perform a wide-ranging repertoire, 
from folksongs to modern pop music. Since its inception in 
1996, the group has performed on many stages in Burgenland, 
Vienna, Carinthia, Slovakia and Hungary. The tamburica 
thereby maintains continuing relevance as part of the musical 
scene for youth who experience their cultural roots as alive 
and evolving.

In this same spirit The Hatski Trio offers authentic music 
of the Heideboden Croats of northern Burgenland, Haci in 
Croatian. In the songs of the Haci a unique song tradition lives 
on where Croatian, German, Hungarian and Slovak cultures 
meet, with the additional influence of Yiddish and Roma 
musical elements. In addition to authentic folk music, the 
Hatski Trio includes in its repertoire readings of authentic texts 
from the 500 year long history of the Croats in Burgenland. 
Beginning with 1539, the officially recognized settlement of 
Croats in Lower Austria and Burgenland, covering the history 
of the Croats over the centuries and up to the present, these 
historical texts provide a brief and interesting view of how the 
so-called natives have acted toward newly arrived immigrants 
thereby addressing issues of relevance to the waves of 
migrations experienced from Eastern Europe westwards in 
recent history.

 
Conclusion

The culture and traditions forged and nurtured for over 
500 years survived the real possibility of disintegration 
in the 1960’s with outward migration from the villages in 
Burgenland by adapting to changing circumstances. Cultural 
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and academic associations ensure a framework for Burgenland 
Croats to maintain contact with their community and heritage 
while providing room for the processes of modernization, 
transformation and integration.
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A short list of writers writing in Burgenland Croatian: J. Mulih (1694-1754),  
G. Palković (1714-78), L. Bogović (1719-89), E. M. Kragel (1725-88), 
M. Laáb (cca. 1746-1823), J. Ficko (1772-1843), M. Drobilić (1808-91), 
T. Jordan (1815-93), G. Glavanić (1833-72), M. Naković (1840-1900), 
I. Mušković (1848-1930), M. Borenić (1850-1939), I. Čuković (1865-
1944), P. Jandrišević (1879-1938), I. Blažević (1888-1946), M. Meršić 
Miloradić (1850-1928), Ignac Horvat (1895-1973), M. Meršić, A. Blazović  
(1921-2004), F. Probst (1919-93), N. Benčić (b. 1938), I. (Lav) Sučić 
(b. 1938), A. Novosel (b.1948), M. Bölcs (b. 1949), P. Tyran (b. 1955) and 
H. Gassner (b. 1955) J. Čenar (b. 1956), D. Zeichmann-Lipković (b. 1957).
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A Study of Ukrainian-Polish-Belarusian 
Ethnocultural Borderland

Abstract

Borderland poses a wide range of problems for researchers, 
requiring innovative approaches and assessments. Particular 
attention should be paid to study of the identity of border 
territory where its model has an integral construction due to 
better preservation of folk traditions in local regions. Research of 
the Ukrainian-Polish-Belarusian ethnocultural frontier, including 
the current state of preservation of folk traditions, is impossible 
without the Belarusian factor. This was confirmed by field 
studies in the Volyn region, including the Lubomilskiy area on 
the Polish-Ukrainian-Belarusian border and records of Ukrainian 
folklore in Northern Podlasie where the Ukrainians who lived on 
the Polish-Belarusian borderland for many years after the war 
were considered to be Belarusians, while they were carriers of 
Ukrainian folklore and language though remained residents of 
their “small homeland. The authenticity of folk traditions and 
the ethnic consciousness of that area sometimes differs from 
Ukrainian, Polish or Belarusian ethnic groups and appears 
primarily as “local” mentality. Such analysis was shown by the 
studies carried out recently in the region by local researchers  
(Yu. Havryliuk) and Ukrainian scientists (V. Borysenko, 
L. Vakhnina, V. Davydiuk, V. Holovatyuk, N. Kravchuk, 
E. Ryzhyk etc.). Some studies also concerned religion.
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A study of contemporary ethnic and cultural processes 
which take place in these lands, as well as in Ukraine, including 
Volyn, and in Eastern Poland and Belarus, in particular its 
western and southern parts, confirms that nowadays local 
aspects of national culture continue to be of particular interest 
for researchers. Special attention is paid to reports on these 
problems in the context of UNESCO Convention “On Protection 
of Intangible Cultural Heritage” which in recent years has been 
widely discussed in various European countries. It is important 
that the Ukrainian frontier ethnic culture is presented as part 
of European civilization and the cultural values   of modern 
European folklore and ethnological discourse.

The Beresteyshchina region also requires new studies. 
It is compactly populated by Ukrainians and the level of 
preservation of their traditional culture and identity is being 
investigated by The Rylsky Institute of Art Studies, Folklore 
and Ethnology of The National Academy of Sciences of 
Ukraine in a joint Ukrainian-Belarusian project “Ethnocultural 
heritage of the nations of Ukraine and Belarus in the context of 
contemporary sociocultural discourse” funded by the State of 
Ukraine fund of fundamental research. 
Keywords: borderland, globalization, identity, cultural space, folklore.

Research of changes and transformations of the ethnoculture 
of Ukraine’s borderland, in particular one bordering upon the 
Republic of Belarus, deserves special attention in the context 
of contemporary globalization challenges and negative trends. 
The object of such study would also include modern migration 
factors that cause transformation of the ethnocultural space 
as well as changes in the consciousness of the carriers of folk 
traditions.

Scientific relations of The Rylsky Institute of Art Studies, 
Folklore and Ethnology of The National Academy of Sciences 
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of Ukraine with scientists and cultural figures of the Republic 
of Belarus have a long and consistent tradition. They go 
back to the ‘60s when  that time Institute’s director, poet and 
academician M. Rylsky, established personal friendly relations 
with prominent Belarussians Yakub Kolas and Yanka Kupala.

Comparative analysis of historical and cultural interactions 
of the Ukrainian and Belarusian ethnocultural heritage on the 
material of folklore has been scarcely conducted. However, it 
should be noted that in the ‘80s of the twentieth century field 
research of the region was carried out by Ukrainian folklorists 
M. Haidai, N. Shumada, V. Yuzvenko jointly with Belarusian 
scientists K. Kabashnikov and H. Bartashevych. Materials 
of the joint Ukrainian-Belarusian expeditions are stored in 
the archives of manuscripts and phonographs of The Rylsky 
Institute of Art Studies, Folklore and Ethnology. These are 
unique materials from the areas that were soon affected by 
the Chernobyl disaster where some of the population was 
relocated. Therefore, today the mentioned materials can be 
included in the already lost Polissya culture. Between 1993-1995 
The Rylsky Institute of Art Studies, Folklore and Ethnology 
conducted expeditions to places of compact residence of 
settlers from the accident zone,  villages of the Chernihiv, Kyiv 
and Zhytomyr regions.

Migration processes associated with the Chernobyl tragedy 
came into focus of scientific attention of The Rylsky Institute 
in the ‘90s of the twentieth century when the Institute initiated 
and organized the international scientific conference “Polissya: 
language, culture, history“ on the initiative of academician 
H. Skrypnyk. At the mentioned conference the emphasis was 
placed on importance of studying migration processes of the 
population.

In recent years, scientists have begun to consider already 
collected field materials and to conduct monitoring of the 
ethno-culture of population of the Ukrainian-Belarusian 
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border areas, in particular of resettlers (H. Bondarenko). The 
influence of migration among this population on the existence 
of folklore is quite a topical issue since the mentioned region 
is productive because folk art has always been supported and 
developed there in almost all settlements. At the same time, 
bearers of the folk traditions of the borderland try to act as 
representatives of the national language and self-awareness. 
Apart from influencing self-determination of its own national 
affiliation, this amateur Ukrainian movement affects the 
awakening and development of national consciousness in this 
region, the need for revival of Ukrainian national traditions. 
Trips to Ukraine have become traditional for residents of 
Gomel, as well as for residents of Chernihiv trips to Belarus.

Therefore, penetration of folk traditions in the area between 
Ukraine and Belarus is most productive, undoubtedly it affects 
the revival of Ukrainian culture in Belarus and strengthens the 
cultural potential of the Ukrainian state. Watching Ukrainian 
TV channels owing to installation of numerous satellite 
antennas became popular among the Belarusian borderland 
population, especially in recent years. Thus, the Ukrainians of 
the Gomel region can enjoy, first of all, their closer ties with 
the Ukrainian capital, which is also connected with regional 
factors. Therefore, it is relevant to conduct research work on 
identification processes in Ukraine and Belarus, to monitor 
preservation of the ethnocultural heritage and the attitude of 
civil society towards it.

Together with Belarusian colleagues from The Center for 
Belarusian Culture, Language and Literature Research NAS 
of Belarus (A. Lokotko, H. Kasperovich), The Rylsky Institute 
of Art Studies, Folklore and Ethnology of The National 
Academy of Sciences of Ukraine conducted research upon 
the Ukrainian-Belarusian borderland, the conceptual basis 
of intercultural cooperation of both countries, and upon 

Larysa Vakhnina



209

civilizational contribution of Belarus and Ukraine to formation 
of a pan-European cultural space of ecology of culture after 
the Chernobyl disaster. 

Phenomena of material and spiritual culture can serve as 
markers of national identity, they can testify to preservation of 
an ethnic group during the times of globalization challenges. In 
view of this, emphasis was placed also on analysis of practical 
aspects of ethnographic studies. Contemporary forms of 
broadcasting the ethnocultural heritage of the Ukrainians in 
Belarus and the Belarusians in Ukraine have been studied.

An important place in the context of the threat of destruction 
of the entire complex of folk culture of the unique natural and 
ethnocultural environment of the borderlands will be devoted 
to ethno-ecological adaptation, ecological renovation of folk 
culture and its conservation.

A study of spiritual traditions and historical experience 
of good neighborliness will provide opportunities for the 
development of effective intercultural cooperation and will 
promote the development of appropriate cultural policy. In this 
regard, the research was strongly focused upon developing 
the main components of the comprehensive intercultural 
cooperation program between Ukraine and Belarus in the 
context of the UNESCO Convention on Conservation of the 
Intangible Spiritual Heritage.

Only concrete materials from field research will help 
reveal the leading communicative role of the performer of 
folklore, the influence on him or her of modern processes 
of transformation. Study of regional historical and cultural 
heritage, new records from places of ceremonies and newly 
discovered folklore texts will help to determine effective ways 
of preserving the national culture of the borderlands, their 
local specificity at the present stage. Survey of local residents 
has become an important research method for folklorists and 
ethnologists.

A Study of Ukrainian-Polish-Belarusian Ethnocultural...
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Our program of integrated research included a selective 
questionnaire survey, analysis of various sources of historical, 
ethnographic, demographic, statistical and religious data  
concerning the region, and of opinions of experts 
(representatives of the administration of regions, schools, 
churches, etc.).

Sources of research also included census materials, 
statistical materials of current accounting, the general works 
on ethnology and folklore of Ukraine and Belarus which 
contain material pertaining to the project and can be used 
for the purpose of comparative-historical analysis. Archival 
materials and collections of museums in the region would be 
also studied. In this context, it is important to fix the modern 
folk repertoire of different settlements which would be 
researched not selectively but in connection with the realities 
of each country.

In the modern period the attention of researchers is being 
increasingly concentrated on ethnic issues. Folk traditions take 
an important place in the context of the threat of destruction 
of the whole complex of folk culture of the unique natural and 
ethnocultural environment of the borderlands. Research upon 
them remains one of the most pressing tasks of contemporary 
folklore and ethnology in Ukraine as well as in neighboring 
Belarus. Nowadays, study of the geographical, spatial range of 
folk culture is becoming increasingly important. In connection 
with this, the question arises about historical and geographical 
regions or zones with a stable culture where representatives of 
different nationalities live.

The research was aimed at identifying traditional elements 
of culture in contemporary society, intercultural relations on 
the Ukrainian-Belarusian borderland, a survey of ethnographic 
collections in museums, peculiarities of the functioning of 
local public educational and environmental organizations.
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The conducted joint research is relevant for Ukrainian 
and Belarusian scholars, it contributes to development of 
cooperation and intercultural dialogue.

Borderlands pose a wide range of issues for researchers, 
requiring new assessments and approaches. Particular 
attention should be devoted to study of the problem of 
identity in frontier areas where its model has an integrative 
construction due to better preservation of folk traditions. The 
research of contemporary ethno-cultural processes in the 
territories of Ukraine, Poland and Belarus, confirms that local 
phenomena of folk culture continue to be of special interest to 
researchers.

In our time new trends are observed in studies of the 
intercultural relations of Ukraine with the neighboring states 
on the level of ethno-folklore of the borderland. In recent years 
special attention has been paid to issues of national identity, 
monitoring of self-consciousness, preservation and protection 
of national cultures, mutual tolerance and prevention of ethnic 
conflicts, the place of nationalities in modern Europe, and the 
interethnic processes taking place in the borderlands.

The concept of ethno-cultural and folklore borderland 
is considered in comparative studies by folklorists and 
ethnologists, linguists and literary critics, historians and 
sociologists of many Slavic countries, mainly in Ukraine, 
Poland, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Belarus, and of non-Slavic 
countries: Hungary, Romania, France, and Germany.

The range of borderland has become the object of many 
joint projects of scientists from different European countries, 
in particular from Poland, Lithuania, Ukraine and Belarus. 
This problem is studied by ethnographic and national-cultural 
societies, etc. Nowadays, various field surveys are conducted, 
received materials are published and generalized, numerous 
conferences are held on this subject. Recently this subject has 
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been studied by H. Kapełuś, J. Bartmiński, T. Wraszynowski, 
K. Wrocławski, M. Drozd-Piasecka, L. Mróz, S. Hrytsa, 
R. Kyrchiv, H. Skrypnyk, V. Borysenko, L. Mushketyk, 
H. Bondarenko, L. Ponomar, V. Novak, S. Tolstaia, O. Belova, 
R. Hryhorieva and a number of other researchers.

Today folklore borderland is studied in different Slavic and 
European contexts with a combination of interdisciplinary 
approaches. Folklore and ethnological aspects of this research 
remain paramount, taking into account linguistic and cultural 
specifics and issues of national identification.

The folklore traditions of the Ukrainian-Polish-Belarusian 
borderland, which are the focus of this report, are related 
to a number of common historical and cultural traditions 
that have always united our peoples. Folk songs and  
the regional specificity of their performance have always 
played an important role in Ukrainian-Polish relations in the 
field of culture.

Folklore borderlands in Europe are connected with various 
contexts and require complex interdisciplinary approach. 
Folkloristic studies, particularly comparative ones, which have 
a long tradition, play here an important role and contribute 
much to comprehension of the processes taking place  
on borderlands.

In view of this fact, the terminology used by scientists 
from different countries (language islands, mixed habitat, 
bilingual ethnic model, contact and interaction, analogy and 
parallelism, etc.), as well as the methods and approaches to the 
study of borderlands require unification and a new theoretical 
understanding. In particular, the person performing folklore – 
a resident of the borderland – as well as the genre specificity 
which is reflected in his or her repertoire are the subject of 
particular importance. Studies conducted in recent years allow 
us to draw conclusions about the typology of certain genres, in 
particular Ukrainian and Polish ballads.
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Another important issue is the identification of a number of 
texts that can simultaneously exist in two or three languages, 
which is a typical phenomenon for the borderlands. This 
tendency was analyzed in detail by well-known Polish 
specialist in Slavic studies, professor at the University of 
Berlin, A. Brückner, from the Ternopil region, in a series of 
his articles “Polish-Ukrainian songs” that were published 
in the early twentieth century. After all, most researchers 
have not recognized such multilingual samples of folklore, 
they considered them less valuable by aesthetic criteria. It is 
distinctive that now this tendency is present in the Ukrainian-
Polish borderland and is also observed in places of compact 
and mixed residence of Poles in Ukraine.

The interest in ethical issues in modern folklore studies 
remains important in the context of social transformations 
that have occurred in connection with the expected integration 
of a number of countries into the European economic and 
cultural space. The population census had to play critical role 
in a number of countries, in particular in Ukraine and Poland, 
but unfortunately, its results were quite disappointing for both 
national minorities and researchers.

Study of borderlands exposes a wide range of problems 
which require new evaluations and approaches, the solution of 
which will also give an opportunity to reveal the peculiarities 
of mythological visions through the prism of Slavic folk poetry.

In recent years the borderlands have attracted special 
attention of researchers in various sciences, especially 
sociologists, ethnologists, folklorists and literary critics, who 
increasingly address local cultural phenomena, in particular 
at inter-regional levels. Researchers of Polish culture pay 
special attention to the phenomena taking place in the Polish-
Ukrainian, Polish-Belarusian, Polish-German and Polish-
Czech borderlands. Studies by Polish sociologist G. Babiński 
remain relevant for theoretical definition of the range of 
Ukrainian-Polish borderland (Babiński 1997).
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Folklore traditions of the Ukrainian-Polish borderland 
are connected with a number of common historical and 
cultural traditions that have always united our peoples. An 
important role in these relations in the field of culture has 
been always played by folk traditions which, as in the past, 
attract the attention of well-known scientists from various 
countries (O. Kolberg, A. Brückner, K. Moshinski, H. Kapełuś, 
J. Bartmiński, S. Hrytsa, R. Kyrchiv, etc.). Due to their 
activities a large number of folk and ethnographic materials 
have been recorded, among them a lot of ancient texts. The 
works of Polish ethno-linguist and folklorist Jerzy Bartmiński 
can be recognized as the most fundamental ones (Bartmiński 
1990: 271-284). 

Ukrainian folklorists and ethnologists have conducted 
a number of expeditions to the Ukrainian-Polish borderlands, 
in particular in the Eastern regions of Poland (Northern 
Podlasie) and Volhynia, the results of which have been 
published (S. Hrytsa, R. Kyrchiv, L. Vakhnina, V. Borysenko). 
The importance of studies in the folklore and culture of the 
borderlands has been demonstrated also by the international 
scientific conference „Ukraine-Poland. Ethnic and Cultural 
Borderland” organized by The Polish Ethnographic Society 
with the participation of M. Rylsky Institute of Art Studies, 
Folklore and Ethnology National Academy of Sciences of 
Ukraine (August 2006), which continued a number of previous 
conferences on the above-mentioned issues (on Polish-
German, Polish-Czech, Polish-Belarusian borderlands) that 
were launched in Poland.

The problem of self-consciousness of the ethnic groups of 
the Silesia and Warmia regions  has attracted the attention of 
Polish scientists. Particularly interesting is the study of frontier 
people by D. Simonides (Simonides 1995) and A. Szyfer 
(Szyfer 2006). The opposition of “friend-or-foe” is considered 
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by researchers from both Poland and Ukraine. It attracts 
the attention of ethnologists and folklorists (O. Kurochkin,  
L. Khaliuk).

M. Rylsky Institute of Art Studies, Folklore and Ethnology, 
jointly with Belarusian and Polish scientists, have carried out 
a number of projects to study borderlands in recent years. After 
all, a study of the Ukrainian-Polish ethno-cultural borderland, 
in particular of preservation of folk traditions, is impossible 
without taking into account the Belarussian factor. This was 
confirmed by our studies conducted in Volhynia, particularly 
in the Lyubomylsky district, located on the Polish-Ukrainian-
Belarusian frontier, and in Northern Podlasie. There, on the 
Polish-Belarusian frontier, local Ukrainians for many post-war 
years were regarded as Belarusians, while they were bearers 
of Ukrainian folklore and language, remaining inhabitants of 
their “small homeland.” 

An important area in modern studies concerns the ethno-
national processes and the formation of new forms of ethnic 
self-identification, mainly with revival of the Ukrainian 
ethnos of the Ukrainian-Polish and the Ukrainian-Belarusian 
borderland after proclamation of Ukraine’s independence. 
Ukrainians have begun to recognize themselves as the “titular 
nation,” instead of the “locals” previously. In view of this, 
the construction of a new model of ethno-cultural identity 
acquires new content. This is also about the self-identification 
of Ukrainians who were relocated after the Second World War 
from Kholmshchyna and Podlasie as a result of the Vistula 
operation. In this regard, it is important to monitor their 
identity already in their new places of settlement.

In recent years, special attention has been paid to studies 
of national identity, self-awareness, preservation and 
protection of national cultures, mutual tolerance, overcoming 
and preventing ethnic conflicts, the place of nationalities in 
modern Europe, and the interethnic processes taking place 
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in the borderlands. This research will promote introduction 
of folklore issues into other social sciences (political science, 
sociology, demography, geography, linguistics, etc.), which is 
already taking place in European studies. S. Hrytsa notes that 
folklore is a creation of the native environment, its historical 
memory, with which the bearer identifies himself or herself. 
This characteristic to identify himself or herself with folklore 
is a specific feature of the mentality of a Ukrainian who is 
accustomed to being not a conqueror of others’ shrines but 
a guardian of his/her own (Hrytsa 2000: 75). These symbolic 
words of the famous Ukrainian folklorist can be clearly 
attributed to Podlasie region where on the Polish-Belarusian-
Ukrainian borderland the phenomenon of Ukrainian culture 
continues to surprise researchers with its authenticity, despite 
the complex transformations, deportations and assimilation 
processes in the past. The borderland has made its local 
residents ethnically active (Hrytsa 2000: 81).
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Abstract

This paper presents the first systematization of reflection 
and long-term fieldwork inquiries in Molise in southern Italy 
in the framework of a wider interest in regional/national/
global processes of heritagization and monitoring put in 
place in the last two decades, above all, but not exclusively, 
by UNESCO, the Council of Europe and other global contexts 
of conservation/valorisation policies. What I define, a bit 
ironically, is a great future behind our shoulders. Particularly, 
I will try to advance some observations starting from a case 
study from Molise, a small southern-central region of Italy,  
that I consider extremely suitable for explaining some 
solutions which I propose in methodological and theoretical 
terms. The case I will outline is focused on bio-cultural heritage 
and transhumance/traditional pastoralism revitalization 
as a cultural/tourist path, especially in the inner regions of 
south-central Italy, but more recently, again, as a new form 
of sustainable breeding activity and practice embedded in  
local culture.
Keywords: intangible and bio-cultural heritage of inner areas; eco-mu-
seums; transhumance; cultural commodities and tourism.
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Walking Knowledge, Transhumant Practices. 
Intangible Cultural Heritage as a Multi-situated 

and Multi-disciplinary Fieldwork
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The debate on intangible cultural heritage

In the last 20 years we registered a conspicuous increase 
of rules and projects on conservation, safeguarding and 
valorisation of bio-cultural heritage. A major part of these 
reflections and actions arouse in the native communities 
facing the influence of colonial and postcolonial governments, 
and more generally of foreign capital, throughout processes of 
exploitation (Maffi 2007; Rapport 2007; Bindi 2013). According 
to these policies, a shaper consideration of communities’ 
involvement in land ownership and participative management 
of resources has been developed, particularly for the inner and 
more peripheral regions of different countries.

In Europe the debate on synergy between the natural and 
cultural heritage focussed especially on habitat and landscape 
conservation (Settis 2002, 2012; Arminio 2017; Magnaghi 2003, 
2005; La rappresentazione… 2005). This happened, for instance, 
in European regions historically interested in transhumance: 
a productive and breeding practice which has deeply 
influenced the social structures and ways of life of many 
people in the Mediterranean and some other parts of Europe, 
their kinship relations, symbols and settlements (Delavigne, 
Roy 2004). This research on transhumant pathways crossed, 
of course, the relatively recent debate in social sciences, 
landscape design and planning studies, rural economy and 
environmental studies, on inner areas and their revitalization 
and development.

In Italy some research and policies have been practised 
which concerned the safeguarding and promotion of 
ancient pastoralist tracks and landscapes, transhumance 
as a civilization, and the relationship between pastoralism, 
agriculture and rural communities. Specific research ranges 
from the northern regions of Alpine transhumance (Aime, 
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Allovio, Viazzo 2001; Grasseni 2003; Salzman 2004) to the 
horizontal transhumance in such southern regions as Abruzzo, 
Molise, Puglia (Paone 1986, 1987; Petrocelli 1999; Il Molise… 
2007). There is also vertical transhumance in the central regions 
of Italy, such as the inner areas of Tuscany and Lazio (Barsanti 
1987; Massaini 2005), and in the Sicily and Sardinia islands 
(Padiglione 1989; Maxia 2006; Meloni 1984). This is an ancient 
and strongly embedded practice, rooted in the pre-Roman Era, 
which influenced settlements and routes, territories and socio-
cultural structures.

My research is focused on the system connecting the 
southern and inner regions of Italy to the coasts of  Puglia 
where cattle were conducted in winter, particularly the area 
of Foggia where the Dogana della Mena delle Pecore (Sheep 
Customs) was settled for three centuries, though today this 
system is almost completely abandoned. My research is above 
all on the “heritagization” processes of this system of breeding, 
on conservation policies and tourism exploitation of this bio-
cultural heritage, especially in Molise.

Molise was an Italian region affected by the decline of 
transhumant sheep-breeding: the productive practice that 
over the centuries has contributed to formation of the social 
structures of “pastoral life” in both the Mediterranean area 
and in some other areas of Europe, and has conditioned its 
kinship relationships, symbols and the settlements. This 
form of breeding, selection and management of flocks and 
herds contributed to shaping the landscapes in which it was 
practiced. It conditioned in a very relevant way the family 
and communal social and power structures, and it ended up 
representing the very notion of identity (an ambivalent and 
controversial notion for social sciences). 
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National and regional regimes

The frame of conservation and valorisation of transhumant 
tracks in Italy has produced, especially in the last three decades, 
many rules, protocols and laws, but also a lot of informality 
and negligence on the level of practices. In fact, tratturi are 
protected areas since 1939, and they consequently received 
new national and regional regulations in the seventies and 
eighties (1976, 19831). This legal framework set up the question 
of tratturi and transhumance as protected landscapes and areas 
of cultural heritage. The national and regional competence 
in the management of such territories have not been clearly 
separated, which sometimes amounted to indecision. In 
2001 the Ministry of Agriculture and Environment set up the 
“National Coordinating Board on Tratturi and Transhumance 
Civilization” in the frame of sustainable action programme on 
the Apennine areas. The aim was to define the sites, itineraries, 
and the tangible and intangible cultural goods which had 
historical, cultural, archaeological, economic and social 
relevance for transhumance and sustainable development, 
especially in the inner regions where depopulation, 
abandonment and economic depression were harder than in 
the coastal areas of Italy .

1 Law n. 1089 of the 1st of June 1939 on “Safeguarding artistic and 
cultural goods.” The Decree of the 15th of June 1976 on public domains, 
explicitly mentioning the transhumance networks of pastoral tracks of the 
Region of Molise; Decree of the 20th of March 1980 on concessions allowed to 
transhumant roads and enabling municipalities to prepare specific strategic 
plans for these territories; Decree of the 22nd of December 1983 granting 
safeguarding transhumant tracks not only of Molise, but also of Abruzzo, 
Puglia and Basilicata. The Regional Directory Boards of Ministry of Cultural 
Goods are in charge of safeguarding and valorisation of the transhumant 
network since 1977 when the DPR n. 616 of the 24th of July established 
transfer of competences from the State to the Regions even for this kind of 
conservation policies (art. 66). 
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On regional scale the legal framework in Molise has been 
shaped through different steps. The first regional law was 
dedicated to “conservation, valorisation and management of 
tratturi as a public domain,» and for the first time it defined the 
sheep-tracks as “a public good of relevant interest in historical, 
archaeological, natural and landscape terms, but also useful 
for the breeding activities.” According to this law, the Region 
proposed the institution of the “Park of the Tratturi of Molise.” 
Provinces, municipalities and mountain authorities were 
supposed to work together – in cooperation with the regional 
government – for valorisation and management of the regional 
sheep-tracks. A specific fund was established to form the basis 
for these activities. In 19972 another regional law established 
the existence of “regional transhumant heritage” constituted 
“by tangible (natural, historical, archaeological) and intangible 
goods (ethnological, social, anthropological, economic) as well 
as activation of a Regional Board on Tratturi and Transhumant 
Civilization.” 

Many national, regional and even European funds have 
been obtained to support adequate conservation, safeguarding 
and enhancement of this natural and cultural heritage. In 
a report on Museums System in Italy it was remarked that 
in some Italian regions, despite substantial funds on tratturi 
and transhumance, it was not possible to find really coherent 
and efficient policies on a local scale (La Monica, Maggio 2009; 
Parisi 2013, 2017; Bindi 2017b). Important reflection on different 
ways and rhetoric of management of local resources has been 
developed through increasing reference to the communities’ 
participation and sharing issues.  

Moreover, the theme is pivotal for landscape conservation, 
but also late-modernity re-articulation of alienation, loss of 
sense of belonging to a community, cultural and individual 

2 LR. n. 9 of the 11th of April 1997.
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“apocalypses” (De Martino 1977; Cirese 2003). While the 
sense of territoriality and locality is increasingly exposed 
to erosion, discourses on safeguarding and conservation 
of landscape and local knowledge/practice systems seem 
to become stronger and more visible. They have received 
extremely efficient endorsement in many global and 
supranational conventions that have given a framework 
for heritagization thinking and processes (ICH UNESCO 
Convention 2003; European Convention for Landscape 2004; 
European Council Convention on the Value of Cultural 
Heritage for Communities, called Faro Convention 2005).

The politics and poetics 
of conservation/valorisation

The last ten years were characterized by regional actions 
(often conducted through the mediation of GAL – Local Action 
Groups of NGOs, i.e. Legambiente, Italia Nostra and so on) 
which aimed at defining and protecting residual regional areas 
of transhumance and at mapping these places. Conservation 
and valorisation of natural and cultural landscapes was much 
less systematic. Nonetheless, researchers noticed that many 
agricultural and planning permissions were still given during 
this period despite the recommendations and prohibitions 
of the Regional Superintendence for Cultural Heritage. In 
2011 this authority confirmed this prohibition and asked for 
a Regional Plan of Tratturi to map the state of the network 
of transhumant tracks on the regional scale and to establish 
the buffer to be respected, the buildings to be protected. The 
intention of this legal intervention was also to assess the value 
of biodiversity characterizing this environment as well as its 
cultural and social expressions. Tratturi were conceptualized 
then as public and common good, not a “no man’s land,” to 
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be given without rules of permission to private citizens, at 
least verbally.

The number of herders who still practiced transhumance 
in Molise has been decreasing dramatically in the last decades 
while research on transhumance was growing. Meanwhile, 
more recently, we have noticed a new interest in breeding 
activities and traditional pastoralism in Molise and the border 
regions, as well as a strong commitment to investments and 
national/regional programs for inner areas (Inland Areas’ 
National Strategy, 2014-2020): the cultural associations 
engaged in slow tourism proposals and the innovative 
small farms oriented toward sustainable, high-quality and 
ecological projects. Together they conduct local promotion 
actions and high-quality agri-food  production (cheese, meat, 
herbs, phytopharmacological products, and so on), slow move 
proposals and healthy tourism. 

This is, somehow, a perfect metaphor of the “heritagization” 
process. We noticed, in fact, an increasing pressure on the 
conservation/safeguarding/valorisation of cultural and 
environmental issues, which are becoming obsolescent though 
they constitute living and shared systems of knowledge/
practices (through UNESCO applications, data collecting and 
promotional activities, and so on), and are a way for promoting 
local territories.

At the same time, we also witness revitalization of the 
traditional and nomadic pastoralism through the activities of 
a certain number of “return herders,” engaged in the locally-
based and short supply chain aiming to improve the quality 
of the product through the recovery of natural feeding for the 
animals, with consequent improvement of the quality of milk, 
meat and even wool produced. All this goes hand in hand with 
the environmental and animal sustainability of farms and the 
experiential tourism connected with sharing the spaces and 
practices typical for local communities (Palladino 2017).
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Multidisciplinarity and bio-cultural heritage: 
the debate on eco-museums 

Eco-museums are one of the most interesting issues 
discussed in the recent debate on “heritagization” of natural 
and cultural goods and a useful concept for revitalization of 
inner areas. Moreover, they pose several questions concerning 
methodology and multidisciplinary approaches. Definition 
and valorisation of a territory comes through the knowledge 
and vision of its places that geography, history, sociology, 
ecology and landscape planning, agrarian knowledge, ethno-
botanic and agri-food studies contribute to shape.

All these disciplines and kinds of research lead to restitution 
of the complex space in which resources are ordered and 
systematized in Italy as well as in other European countries: 
ancient cultivar recuperation, specific livestock zoogenic 
regeneration through scientific cooperation, sharing and 
a sense of embedded community (Grasseni 2010).

In order to reach deep understanding of local agrarian 
practices, pastoralism and intangible cultural heritage, in fact, 
we need research in social and human sciences. We also need 
to develop it along with landscape planning – rural and urban 
– as well as through museology and specific disciplinary 
competences, reflecting on building tourist destinations and 
socio-political analysis on the local, regional, and national 
scale comparable to the so-called “global hierarchies of value” 
(Herzfeld 2004).

In recent years extremely interesting appear urban and 
peripheral museums where shared planning has been practiced 
as a radical political approach to cultural and social actions in 
local territories (Ripensare… 2017; Bindi 2017a). At the same 
time, very important is anthropological reflection on the so-
called “bone lands,” as Manlio Rossi Doria defined the Italian 
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backbone of the Apennine communities.3 They are represented 
as resilient lands, as repositories of knowledge, practices and 
stories which are fundamental for preservation of identity 
of the country. In such context we are able to appreciate the 
strength of ancient socio-cultural links and paths. According 
to this interesting metaphor, the “bone lands” would be 
opposed to the “pulp lands” on the coast of Italy, characterized 
by richness, easiness, facilities, but at the same time often 
alienated or standardized, deprived of a real cultural mark. 
Parish maps have been another important instrument and 
opportunity for cooperation of anthropologists, historians, 
architects, urban planners, social workers and mediators on 
the local level, allowing their confrontation with the policy-
makers and communities (Infanzia di una mappa… 2017). Recent 
reflection on the cultural landscape, moreover, suggests the 
necessity to work on storytelling and video-documentation 
as well as on legal frameworks that are supposed to enhance 
conservation/safeguarding/valorisation processes (Bindi, 
in press). Pastoralism is one of the fieldworks where these 
disciplines merge.

Many different research groups at Italian universities 
are presently studying this complex network of factors 
and knowledge/practice system. For example, the research 
conducted by Luca Battaglini at the University of Turin, 
the Director of  Multi-Disciplinary Research Program of 
“Alpine Cultures” which includes socio-anthropological 
disciplines. A similar work is on-going at the University of 
Perugia where animal genetics professors cooperate with 

3 In some of his works on economy of rural Italian areas in the period 
of economic transition Manlio Rossi Doria introduced the distinction 
between “bone lands” and “pulp lands,” the inner areas, often economically 
depressed and depopulated, and the “easy to reach” productive and 
dynamic coastal areas (Rossi Doria 2005; De Benedictis 2002; Bevilacqua 
2002, La polpa e l’osso... 2005).
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historians, anthropologists, geographers and so on. The same 
approach is applied by the centre BIOCULT of the University 
of Molise which focuses on “Bio-cultural heritage and local 
development” treated in an interdisciplinary way by scholars 
from social and human sciences, legal and economic studies, 
and people of agrarian and ecological competence.

Through such multidisciplinary research we assess 
environmental sustainability, ecological approaches and 
participation in decision-making processes and governance of 
local territories, a strategy for inner and peripheral areas, for 
fighting depopulation and marginality to global processes, to 
preserve biodiversity and cultural diversity according to the 
major global agencies concerned. Particular attention is paid to 
special approach to the inner regions of southern Italy proposed 
by Vito Teti’s reflection on the “poetics of preservation.” In fact, 
he has focused his attention on “what remains” in the places 
that have been marked by abandonment and emigration, on 
what is happening today in the places repopulated with old 
and new figures, and on what can be reactivated thanks to 
the ideas rooted in the locality which are also open to a new 
outlook (Teti 2004, 2016).

The research on central-southern Italian transhumance is 
an example of this radical multidisciplinary approach and 
a crucial topic for reflecting and programming the inner regions 
of Italy. We have studied this phenomenon through many 
different perspectives, trying to understand its socio-cultural 
as well as political, legal and economic implications, animal 
genetic transformations and agrarian shifts. In the region 
Molise, where transhumant tracks are still recognizable even if 
dramatically damaged by infrastructures despite prohibitions 
to build or cultivate them, only very few families are still 
practicing transhumance. For example, the Colantuonos from 
Frosolone, a family of traditional herders that continue to 
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come with their cattle from the Molise mountains to the 
plane of Puglia every year. Meanwhile, some other families 
of shepherds and herders are reactivating transhumance on 
a small-medium scale which is strictly linked to the research 
conducted by our centre. 

Another interesting case study is that of Antonio 
Innamorato who revitalized the ancient transhumant track 
between Campitello Matese and the archaeological site of 
Sepino4 in September 2017. This two-day event summarizes 
the work done together for months in order to recover the 
memory of ancient local transhumance and to restore it to the 
local environment. 

This kind of “heritagization” processes questioned the 
link between local practice, landscape conservation and 
cultural heritage, implying strict cooperation among scholars 
of various disciplines and scientific competences and people 
representing governance and political visions of the territory. 
It pertains to the religious, cultural, fitness and wellness paths 
that are increasingly offered, sustained and promoted on 
a national/European scale as a very interesting perspective 
for sustainable tourism, local development and heritage 
communities empowerment for all European inlands. 

On the ground

Since 2008 the Colantuonos’ well-known cheese farm in 
Frosolone area – one of the most inner areas of the Region 

4 Sepino – Altilia is the archaeological area of Molise inhabited and built 
since the Samnites’ period and successively implemented and enlarged 
during the Roman Empire. The settlement is one of the most important 
and well conserved places of this area and it was evidently connected 
with transhumance through its sheep market and as well as a cheese/wool 
production activities centre (Saepinum-Sepino… 1984).
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Molise5 – supported by the local Group of Action, have 
launched a campaign of revitalization of transhumance 
proposing slow move of the cattle along the traditional 
“green highways” from Frosolone in Molise to the San Marco 
in Lamis farm in Puglia, a distance of 300 km. This was the 
track that their ancestors had already followed. During the 
last decade this instance of revitalized transhumance became 
a real tourist event in which many local associations, public 
institutions and private citizens aimed to participate. In 
the same years the Local Group of Action involved in this 
process started to prepare the dossier for submission of the 
transhumance civilization of southern-central Italy to the 
UNESCO ICH list. This submission was not immediately 
considered fit for nomination, but was requested to be 
reformulated and implemented in the following years. 
Finally, the dossier was proposed in 2018 as an international 
submission by Austria and Greece, and it was presented by 
Italian Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Forests. In this new 
dossier academic competence was explicitly involved by the 
National Ministry through both the documents supporting 
consistence of the cultural heritage of transhumance and the 
synthetic description of the intangible cultural good in the 
video attached to the submitted dossier.

How has the process of preparation of this new dossier 
been accomplished and how much have the local communities 
been involved in the process? What was the role of policy-
makers on various levels – local, regional and national – in 
this process of preparation? After the first, unsuccessful 
attempt to create such dossier, there was a second attempt led 

5 The Frosolone area has been recently appointed to be one of the pilot 
areas of the National Strategy for the Region Molise (2016). The first pilot 
area for this Region was the Matese area where the archaeological site of 
Sepino is placed.
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by the national political authority (Ministry of Agriculture) 
which was much more determined and inclusive. This 
shows an increasing trend towards a more centralized  
and “state-oriented” (Heritage Regimes… 2012) process of 
safeguarding/valorisation, which is, finally, opposite to the 
original practices of the ICH Convention. 

Throughout this submission process and other promo- 
tional actions transhumance has recently received strong 
visibility and strong institutional attention. At the same 
time, we need to monitor to what extent the communities 
have been and continue to be really involved in the process 
of safeguarding and valorisation of this specific bio-cultural 
heritage as formulated in the Faro Convention and the ICH 
Convention. Various events linked to transhumance, for 
example, may reflect a certain top-down organization and 
a moderate commercial-oriented trend. 

More interesting seems to be, instead, the NGOs’ and free 
movements’ of citizens process of implicit “heritagization” 
of landscapes and cultures of ancient pastoralism in the 
regions considered by our project of research. There are, for 
example, many associations and informal groups engaged in 
territorial promotion through “slow tourism” proposals along 
transhumant tracks and among farms and small and medium 
breeding enterprises. There are small or bigger groups of 
walkers, horse-riders, bikers involved in these pathways 
and many people involved in public and ceremonial events 
linked to transhumance which are still present in these local 
territories (Carresi – races of oxen-charts, holy processions, 
and so on). In many cases they follow non-religious ways of 
walking along transhumant paths, searching ancient stories 
of these places, traditional songs and music, handcrafts and 
food/conviviality. In some cases, ecological engagement is 
coupled with spending leisure as well as a deeper knowledge 
of local “specificity.” In at least two cases a strong participatory 
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approach has been set up by a local small community which 
has provided a parish map of the small village and its 
countryside documenting the ancient transhumant practices 
historically linked to the community. People seem to be aware 
that this could represent a powerful instrument of enhancing 
and promotion of the locality (Romano 2015; Infanzia di una 
mappa… 2017). Moreover, through research activities we 
are carrying out documentation of life stories of herders  
and shepherds.

Today, despite considerable decline of transhumance in the 
last decades, local communities conserve many traditional 
practices, like food traditions and narratives (oral poetry, folk 
songs and dances, and so on). Transhumant herder is still 
an icon of the rural people of Molise and transhumance has 
become a sort of brand for this Region. For example, at Milan 
Expo 2015 where Carmelina Colantuono’s image symbolically 
represented this Region. In 2016, during the Convention of 
Slow Food for the Apennines Communities, that took place 
in Castel del Giudice, a small town in the inner Molise, some 
young rural entrepreneurs were involved. They proposed 
a possible new model for development of the rural economy 
of the Region centred on new rural and breeding activities 
based on sustainability and typicality, but also on innovation 
and socially inclusive ways of producing agri-food products. 
Many of them were and are “returning farmers and breeders” 
or “2.0 herders and rural people,” an extremely interesting 
“new ruralist” movement even if rather elitist at this moment 
(Van der Ploeg 2008; Il post-agricolo… 2013-2014).

On the political level we can observe some critical issues 
in legal frameworks for conservation/valorisation policies as 
well as in concerns pertaining to the activism and heritage 
communities of ecological movements. As we saw, many rules 
are blurred, as well as are regional planning and systems of 

Letizia  Bindi



233

distribution of public domain to private citizens, even if the 
vigilance of citizens and communities seems to have grown in 
recent years. This question seems to increasingly create crucial 
confrontation among different institutional levels, the civil 
society, the associations, and it includes the issue of consensus 
building on this territory. In this sense transhumance is 
transformed into a sort of privileged context for evaluating 
institutional and power relationships in the local environment 
and an excellent field of observation for political anthropology 
and ethnography of heritagization processes. Moreover, this 
topic solicits the role of ethnographer in the fieldwork and 
the question of his/her engagement and commitment to the 
communities he/she works with. 

Some questions as a conclusion 

We can summarize our work on bio-cultural heritage and 
local development through some questions that theoretical 
and methodological research as well as specific case studies 
imply. The first question is about what we must really 
regard as intangible cultural heritage and why a study of 
“heritagization” processes deserves such crucial attention and 
investments, especially for the inner and peripheral areas of our 
country. We are now facing, of course, an evident broadening 
of the notion of cultural heritage and an inclusive approach to 
“heritagization” processes. At the same time, we need to discuss 
the consequences and implications of the heritage process in 
local communities in relation to the national/global “hierarchies 
of value,” but also the relationship between intangible cultural 
heritage and the ethnic identity as connected with tourism and 
the market (handicrafts, commodities, events). This is a very 
ambivalent issue and an extremely soliciting one. It implies, 
in fact, a reflection on commodification of cultural assets, 
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tourist destinations and events in economically and sometimes 
socially depressed areas. 

National government strategies for inlands, different sets of 
rules for conservation and valorisation of transhumant tracks, 
regulations pertaining to protected areas, as well as different 
local civic uses of grassland are only some of the contexts upon 
which we need to focus during the research. They very well 
display different notions of local cultural heritage and identity 
among groups of interest and local/regional/national powers.

Finally, our reflection must be focussed on the extent 
to which intangible cultural heritage could represent an 
opportunity for local development, sustainable tourism 
enhancement and become a real key point for development of 
inner regions. Historically, transhumance represented a link 
between the mountains and the plains, the inland areas and 
the coast – a combination in which there were no hegemonic 
differentiations between one area and another but all were 
necessary and complementary. In this sense it represents an 
opportunity to radically rethink the relationship between the 
backbone and the pulp of a country and to dynamically re-
articulate the relationship between the past and  the present.
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Abstract

As an essential part of human society and a basis for 
development of our civilization, culture plays a key role in 
building relations and cooperation among different members 
of the society or, on a larger scale, with representatives of 
other nations. In the era of globalized world, intercultural 
relations help create a positive image of a country or a nation 
and facilitate friendly and profitable contacts. In other words, 
culture helps increase a country’s soft power, nowadays as 
important in international relations as hard power. That is 
why, in the form of cultural diplomacy, it is used as a tool in 
diplomatic relations. 

Traditional folk culture is not in the mainstream of popular 
culture production. Nonetheless, there is a new trend in artistic 
production which helps introduce elements of traditional folk 
art into the mainstream culture. Folk art is being rediscovered, 
although not in its original, traditional form but transformed 
and enriched with contemporary elements, techniques and 
trends. Such modernized folk art is often used to attract the 
public of other countries and to build a characteristic image 
of a country in the globalized world which tends towards 
homogenization of culture.
Keywords: cultural diplomacy, folk art, Europe.



240

Introduction 
 
Culture is an essential part of human society and a basis 

for development of our civilization. It preserves knowledge 
and helps its transmission, accumulation and diffusion from 
generation to generation. It also conditions and determines 
our way of life, provides behavioral patterns and defines 
moral principles and values. It provides guidelines for social 
group life. It also plays an important role in building relations 
and cooperation among different members of the society and, 
on a larger scale, with representatives of other nations. That 
is why it is used as a tool in diplomatic relations. In the era of 
globalized world, intercultural relations help create a positive 
image of a country or a nation and facilitate friendly and 
profitable contacts. Particularly nowadays, in the context of 
massive migration movements within the borders of Europe as 
well as from outside the continent, and in the face of challenges 
relating to multicultural society, it is extremely important to 
build mutual understanding, acceptance and tolerance for the 
traditional values on which Europe was founded. Therefore, 
cultural diplomacy has become a crucial tool in shaping 
international relations. It is used not only to spread traditional, 
common values but also to support creative industry which is 
gaining more and more importance in national economies. 

Traditional folk culture is a basis on which contemporary 
societies have been built. However, at present it is difficult to 
regard folk culture as a popular, mainstream one. Although 
governments acknowledge the importance of cultural 
diplomacy and allocate funds for promoting national culture, 
in particular through supporting artistic events, they do not 
dedicate many resources to promote traditional folk art. 
Nonetheless, we can observe a new trend in artistic production 
which helps introduce elements of traditional folk art into 
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the mainstream culture. In the times of mass production and 
homogenized culture folk art is being rediscovered, although 
not in its original, traditional form but transformed and 
enriched with contemporary elements, techniques and trends. 
There are more and more young artists, especially musicians 
and designers, who draw inspiration from traditional kinds of 
folk art, often unknown to wider public. 

 The objective of this paper is to analyze how folk art is 
used in cultural diplomacy to build a characteristic image 
of a country and to increase its soft power. First, the role of 
culture in the field of international relations will be presented 
briefly. For this purpose, the concepts of soft power and 
cultural diplomacy will be defined. Following these theoretical 
reflections there will be presented and analyzed a few examples 
of contemporary artistic production inspired by traditional 
folk art and used for promotion of national cultures within the 
framework of cultural diplomacy. It will serve to illustrate this 
merger of tradition and modernity which allows it to preserve 
and appreciate at least some elements of national folk culture 
in the contemporary globalized world characterized by the 
tendency toward homogenization of culture.

Culture in international relations

Culture is one of the most vague and broad concepts 
concerning humanity and, depending on the point of view, 
it may encompass a range of various aspects of our lives: 
tangible and intangible heritage passed from generation 
to generation, behavioral patterns, norms and principles 
of social organization, civilizational development, etc. The 
concept of cultural identity is an important phenomenon 
associated with culture, regardless of which aspect of 
culture is taken into consideration. It is an essential factor 
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binding societies and nations. It is present in the collective 
consciousness through which an autonomous individual 
comes to identify with the society. Cultural identity is based 
on tradition which is inextricably linked to our roots, the 
environment we are brought up in, our customs, language, 
art forms. These elements create a unique quality and value 
which, on the one hand, unifies and binds a particular 
ethnic or national group, while on the other, separates and 
differentiates it from other groups or nations. That is why 
it may be used as a kind of national brand for promoting 
a country in the international environment. 

Soft power

Culture has been present in international relations since the 
beginning of human history, though not always in a positive 
way. For centuries international relations have been driven 
mainly by the desire for domination achieved through 
violence and military power. For example, during the times 
of colonial conquest culture was used as a means of spreading 
civilizational progress, but along with the progress it brought 
oppression, suffering and eradication of indigenous cultures 
of the conquered territories. After the end of colonial era, and 
particularly when the period of Cold War was coming to its end, 
political scientists started to perceive a new role of culture in 
international relations and the concept of soft power appeared. 
This notion was introduced in the late 1980’ by Joseph Nye, 
American scholar and author of the book Soft Power: The Means 
to Success in World Politics (Nye 2004). According to him, the 
position of a country in the world depends not only on its 
military power and economic potential but also on the power 
of persuasion resulting from attractiveness of its culture and 
the ability to promote its image to achieve the objectives of its 
foreign policy and to find political allies. The concept of soft 
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power has quickly gained popularity and nowadays it is one 
of the pillars of diplomatic actions.1 

The concepts of hard and soft power as well as the impact 
of globalization processes on the world politics led to creation 
of new kinds of diplomacy. Apart from diplomacy in the 
traditional sense of the term – institutionalized and performed 
by official state representatives – there appear all the time 
new kinds of diplomacy, such as public diplomacy, media 
diplomacy, digital diplomacy, aid diplomacy, etc., where 
government officials are replaced by members of civil society.2 
Cultural diplomacy is one of these new kinds of diplomacy. It 
may be performed within the framework of official diplomatic 
services as well as by other institutions and even individuals. 
Its main idea is to use cultural assets as a tool for attracting 
attention of the foreign public and creating a bond of mutual 
understanding. The main goal is to produce an impact on the 
public opinion and to build integrity and credibility through 
cultural exchanges. To indicate the importance of this new form 
of diplomacy and the role of culture in this sphere, we can cite 
the words of Federica Mogherini, High Representative and 
Vice-President of the European Union, pronounced during the 
Culture Forum in Brussels, in 2016: “When Europe engages 
with the world, culture has to be at the core of our foreign 
policy. Culture can help us fight and prevent radicalization. 

1 Another important work by J. S. Nye where he develops the concept of 
soft power is “Public Diplomacy and Soft Power” (Nye 2008). Since he coined 
the term soft power in the late 1980’ he later developed it through creating the 
notion of smart power, see: “Smart Power: In Search of the Balance between 
Hard and Soft Power” (Nye 2006) or “Get Smart: Combining Hard and Soft 
Power,“ (Nye 2009).

2 The rapid transformation of the global international environment 
requires an innovative approach to the instruments used in international 
relations. Further theoretical reflections on this new model of diplomacy can 
be found in B. Ociepka  (Ociepka 2012: 129). 
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But it can also foster economic growth. It can strengthen 
diplomatic relations and mutual understanding. It can help us 
stand together to common threats and build partnerships and 
alliances among institutions and – what counts even more – 
among people.” (European Union External Action 2016). 

Folk art in cultural diplomacy

In the contemporary world there is less and less space for 
traditional folk culture. Even though it is the basis on which 
our cultural identity was built, the modern society, especially 
young people, willingly reject this cultural heritage, replacing 
it with products of mass, globalized culture. There is a reason 
for using the word products as this mass culture is focused 
mainly on building markets for selling goods produced by 
creative industries. To increase sales, products must be more 
and more universal, simple and easily assimilable. That 
is why we observe a very high level of homogenization of 
culture. However, when every product seems to be the same, 
there comes the necessity to find something original and 
outstanding. And that is where the renaissance of interest 
in folk culture appears. Traditional ethnic designs in art or 
music offer something different from what is known in the 
mainstream culture. Of course, folk culture is not rediscovered 
and revived in the same form as it was in the old times, or even 
as it is still preserved in rural areas. It is just used as inspiration, 
transformed and enriched by contemporary artists according 
to modern trends. 

In the following part of the article we will present some 
examples of folk-inspired items which represent the idea of 
using traditional motifs in contemporary products to promote 
national culture. Some of them were made with the intention of 
being used for official promotion of the country they come from, 
while others originally were not produced for this purpose but, 
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as a combination of national tradition and modernity, started to 
serve as a national trademark. There are also differences as to 
the entities which use this kind of promotion. Sometimes they 
are official government bodies, institutions responsible for 
conducting official cultural diplomacy, and sometimes these 
initiatives come from individual artists or just citizens who are 
simply proud of their cultural heritage and want to contribute 
to its recognition and appreciation on the international scale. 
They want to express how proud they are of their ethnic roots 
as they help them build their identity in the globalized and 
more and more homogenized mainstream culture.

Folk art in government campaigns

As it has been mentioned before, official state institutions 
are supposed to promote the traditional cultural values of 
the countries they represent, but folk culture is not the most 
prominent kind used for such national branding. Governments 
prefer their countries to be associated with achievements in 
other fields, such as economy, science, hi-tech, education or 
globally recognized artists, etc. Traditional folk culture is 
often considered to be something archaic and of lesser value, 
something that would not be able to attract attention of the 
general public, more interested in the mass culture which is 
based on global trends. However, there are attempts to update 
and transform traditional folk art to make it more attractive 
for the contemporary society. It is done by either paraphrasing 
some of its symbolic elements or  conferring new functions, 
forms, materials or contexts on it. 

As an example of the use of folk art for official promotion 
of a country we can present the items which were designed to 
be souvenirs of the Polish EU Council Presidency held in 2011. 
All of them – gadgets, toys, furniture, jewelry – were supposed 
to express some aspects of Polish culture and tradition, though 
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not directly but rather metaphorically, through the use of local 
materials. For example, the wood and wool used for making 
furniture, or a mug for milk and a jar of honey symbolizing 
the country’s prosperity. One of the gadgets, a spinning toy, 
while recalling the old days when children used to play with 
wooden, handmade toys, got the form of dancer in the dress 
inspired by folk costumes from four Polish regions: Kujawy, 
Kurpie, Łowicz, and Opoczno (Photo 1). Another important 
aspect emphasized in the promotional campaign was the fact 
that the gadgets were handmade by Polish craftsmen from 
Polish materials and not commissioned to be made in China 
at the lowest cost.  

Another example of traditional motifs intertwined 
with modern design – in this case architecture – used in 
official state-run promotion of national culture was the 
Polish pavilion built for the Chinese World EXPO held in 
Shanghai in 2010 (Photo 2). The pavilion was commissioned 
by two government institutions: Polish Information and 
Foreign Investment Agency (PAIiIZ) and Polish Agency for 
Enterprise Development (PARP). Its conception was based 

Photo 1. Souvenirs made for the Polish EU Council Presidency. PAP
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upon traditional Polish folk-art paper cut-outs, reinterpreted 
in contemporary fashion. The idea was to create a “cultural 
ideogram” that would signify the country of origin in an iconic 
way. It was achieved through transcription of an elementary 
esthetic code into the contemporary language of architectural 
décor. Here is how the designers of the pavilion explain how 
they wanted to use traditional folk motifs in a contemporary 
way: “We did not wish the design to be literally folklorish, 
a mechanical multiplication of convention-approved set 
patterns. The intention was for the structural décor to draw 
on and refer to tradition, but ultimately to be that tradition’s 
contemporary reinterpretation, a creative extension into the 
present day by way of inspiration rather than replication” 
(Pracownia Architektoniczna WWAA, 2010)

An example of both promotion of the national culture 
through cultural diplomacy and a perfect illustration of how 
traditional art may inspire and enrich contemporary culture 
is one of the projects carried out by The Polish Institute in 

Photo 2. Polish Pavilion at Shanghai EXPO 2010. WWAA.pl
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London which promoted the tradition of making pająki, a once 
very popular decoration in Polish countryside houses.

The Polish Institute in London is part of the network of 
Polish Institutes. They are official bodies established and 
financed within the institutional framework of the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs and dedicated to promotion of Polish culture 
abroad. There are twenty four such Institutes all over the world. 
According to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, their mission 
is “to protect Poland’s good name and image, in particular 
through ensuring Polish presence in international projects and 
establishing and maintaining contacts with foreign partners 
in the areas of culture, education, science, and social life.” 
(Ministry of Foreign Affairs, n.d.) 

To promote the art of making pająki the Polish Institute 
in London organized workshops with Polish artist Karolina 
Merska who draws inspiration from Polish folk art to transform 
it into contemporary designs (Polish Cultural Institute, n.d.). 
Traditional pająki are made from rye straw, paper and other 
decorative elements like ribbons, wool, feathers, glass beads, 
etc. They have the form of chandeliers suspended from the 
ceiling and most probably were created as a kind of folk 
imitation of palace chandeliers. They appeared in Polish rural 
houses some 200 years ago. Countryside dwellers used them 
as Christmas and Easter decorations and believed they would 
bring good luck and abundant harvest in the following year. 
They were also regarded as a kind of protection from evil and 
were made on the occasions of baptism or wedding. Karolina 
Merska learned the traditional techniques from folk artists but 
– while preserving typical forms and methods of constructing 
pająki – she modified their aesthetics introducing, for example, 
a contemporary palette of colors to make them fit modern 
interior design trends (Photo 3). Instead of literally copying 
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the traditional art, she purposefully transformed it to make it 
more attractive in a new context.3

3 In an interview published by the internet lifestyle magazine Noizz.pl 
the artist says that at present her art is even more popular outside Poland, 
in England and US, than in her home country. The authentic folk tradition 
of making pająki is less and less practiced by dwellers of the countryside 
and now Merska hopes that, thanks to her, Polish public will rediscover 
the art of pająki. (Ciastoch 2018). “Amerykanie i Anglicy oszaleli na punkcie 
polskich pająków. Czekam, aż na nowo odkryją je Polacy” – mówi Karolina Merska, 
in: https://noizz.pl/lifestyle/pajaki-karolina-merska-tworzy-ozdoby-sztuki-
ludowej/2yslvt2 (date of access: 08.10.2017).

Photo 3. Karolina Merska in her workshop, making pająki, Rocio Chacon.
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A further step in transforming and adapting the art of pająki 
to the requirements and demands of contemporary design was 
made by Karolina Merska for the London Design Festival. She 
designed a geometric form, similar to that of traditional pająki, 
but instead of rye straw she used brass tubes (Photo 4). The 
object, although drawing from folk tradition, looked rather like 
a contemporary sculpture which might serve as a decoration 

Photo 4. Karolina Merska, brass geometric pająk chandelier, photo: 
Squirepartners.
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of modern houses. It was noticed by the prestigious interior 
design magazine „The World of Interiors,” thus reaching the 
elevated mode of popularization of art among the people who 
otherwise would not be exposed to traditions of Polish folk art. 

There is one more interesting aspect of contemporary 
revival of traditional folk art. Usually, cultural practices took 
place in a particular community which shared some values 
and identified itself through these practices. The basis for 
transmission of traditional values, the so-called enculturation, 
was carried out in the educational process which consisted 
in introduction of successive generations into the universe of 
tangible and intangible values of that particular community 
(Bukowska-Floreńska 1997: 2). The making of  pająki is an 
example of such cultural practices. Usually village women 
would make them in winter time, when they did not work 
the land. They would gather in groups, talk, sing, interact, 
and pass their knowledge and skills to younger generations. 
Nowadays, there is neither time nor demand for this kind of 
pastimes. On the one hand, we live in a much atomized society 
where social media replace traditional social life. On the other 
hand, the pace of modern, competitive life does not leave much 
space for such kind of group activities. But again, people start 
to look for new ways of relaxing and escaping from everyday 
busy life. The revival of some traditional practices may be 
such a way. For example, the workshops where participants 
learn to make pająki are a perfect opportunity to spend time 
relaxing, interacting with other people, relieving stress and 
learning something about traditional culture. Of course, it 
only vaguely resembles the old-time practices, but one cannot 
expect to revive them in exactly the same form in which they 
were practiced decades or centuries ago. 
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La Blouse Roumaine

Cultural diplomacy may take different shapes and forms 
and may be practiced not only by official entities but also 
by representatives of civil society or individuals who are 
passionate about their cultural identity or even single items 
representing it. Such is the case of the traditional Romanian 
blouse called ia. Its first introduction into the current of 
universal culture happened in 1940, when Henri Matisse, one 
of the most prominent French artists, fascinated by its beauty, 
immortalized it in his painting titled “La Blouse roumaine.” 
The painting (Photo 5) is exhibited at the National Museum of 
Modern Art in Paris. 
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Later there were other artists drawing inspiration from 
this item, particularly fashion designers, such as Yves Saint 
Laurent who in 1981 had the entire collection titled “La blouse 
roumaine.” He was followed by other very well-known fashion 
designers: Jean Paul Gaultier, Kenzo, Dior, Tom Ford. The 
latter one got inspired by the traditional blouse from the region 
of Sibiu, central Romania, with specific black embroidery. It 
appeared in the Vogue magazine in March 2012 (see photo 6), 
worn by famous pop singer Adele, one of the icons of mass 
globalized culture.
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Sometime later, in 2013, a group of Romanians decided to 
promote their country by celebrating this particular cultural 
treasure. They declared June 24 as Universal Day of the 
Romanian Blouse. It started as a Facebook initiative and now it 
is coordinated by the online community “La Blouse Roumaine” 
which has over 180,000 followers (La Blouse Roumaine, n.d.). 
Thanks to them, Universal Day of the Romanian Blouse has 
become a truly global event celebrated on six continents, in 
48 countries, 109 cities, and 143 events. This movement has 
undoubtedly contributed decisively to the rebirth and renewed 
interest in traditional Romanian culture, thus inscribing itself 
into the aims of cultural diplomacy. This is an example of how 
a single activity initiated by civil society representatives can 
contribute to spreading some elements of traditional folk art 
in an updated form, attractive to the public from different 
countries. 

Conclusion

The rapid development of information technologies 
in the XXI century brought a drastic change in the way 
we can communicate and contributed to the evolution of 
international cultural relations. The era of globalization, on 
the one hand, facilitated the diffusion of cultural goods thanks 
to digital channels of transmission and, on the other hand, 
made possible direct exposure to local cultures. Feigenbaum 
emphasizes strong impact of culture upon our lives: “Culture 
can be the glue that binds civil societies; it can provide for 
the common assumptions which undergird markets, laws 
and regulations. Conversely, cultural division can tear 
a society apart, and make its markets, laws and regulations 
unworkable, at least in part. Thus, the configuration and 
production of culture is a legitimate concern of public 
policy, for it comprises both public and private goods. 
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Additionally, understanding the culture of other peoples 
and nations is essential to international cooperation and 
successful commerce in today’s increasingly global markets.” 
(Feigenbaum 2001: 7) That is why culture became a tool used 
to build the position of countries on the international arena. 
It became strongly associated with creative industries and 
started to be treated as an “export good.” It is used in official 
campaigns for promotion of countries, as we demonstrated 
on the examples of the Polish Presidency of the UE Council 
and Polish contribution to the World Expo. But it has been 
also used by other sectors of the society whose members are 
simply proud of their cultural heritage and want to promote 
it. The examples of folk-inspired products described in this 
article show how important it is to add at least some elements 
of local culture to the items which are supposed to represent 
a country  to evoke the richness of its national culture which 
would not exist without its traditional folk background. 
Even if the presence of folk elements is merely symbolic, it 
seems to be a growing trend and will hopefully contribute to 
preservation of the most original, authentic folk culture. 
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IOV European scientific conferences have constituted a very 
significant realm of activities in the past 30 years of history of 
our organization. They were of great scientific and educational 
value; they have also strengthened integration of members of 
our organization. The participants of these conferences have 
come from countries of the east and of the west, of the north 
and of the south to discuss and get to know the specific nature 
of various European cultures as well as their connections with 
non-European cultures, the features that are common to all, 
many or a few of them (cultural universals), and those which 
are particular to each culture (cultural specificity).

This mode of co-operation is especially appropriate for 
our organization, IOV, which accomplishes the ideological 
principles of UNESCO: to build mutual understanding and 
peaceful co-operation of nations, and thus to overcome all 
barriers and divisions among them – political, economic, 
racial, religious, and others.

In the last over 30 years of IOV activity in Central and 
Eastern Europe fourteen European scientific conferences of 
folk culture have been organized. Let me list them:

–   The 1st conference, entitled “Future of European cultural 
heritage,” was held in Bursa (Turkey) in June 1989.

–   The 2nd conference, entitled “The role of folk culture 
in creating the common European home,” was held in 
Novgorod (Russia) in June 1990.

–   The 3rd conference, entitled “Threats to folk culture,” was 
held in Sarvar (Hungary) in April 1992.

The History of IOV 
European Scientific Conferences
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–   The 4th conference, entitled “Cultural identity of ethnic 
minorities in unifying Europe – chances for safeguarding 
and threats,” was held in France in August 1994.

–   The 5th conference, entitled “Condition of folk culture 
on the threshold of the third millennium,” was held in 
Mautendorf (Austria) in April 1996.

–   The 6th conference, entitled “Threats to folk culture in 
the process of European integration,” was held in Minsk 
(Belarus) in September 1997.

–   The 7th conference, entitled “Folk culture and tourism,” 
was held in Nicosia (Cyprus) in September 1998.

–   The 8th conference, entitled “Chances for folk culture in the 
process of European integration,” was held in Bucharest, 
Sibiu and Deva (Romania) in August 1999.

–   The 9th conference, entitled “Folk culture and tourism 
and their contribution to the culture of peace,” was held 
in Colmar (France) in July 2000.

–   The 10th conference, entitled “Europe of nations and 
folk cultures,” was held in Vienna (Austria), Trenčanske 
Teplice (Slovakia) and Sarvar (Hungary) in May 2002. (It 
was the first European conference across borders: it took 
place in three neighboring countries in Central Europe.)

–   The 11th conference, entitled “The universal values and 
national distinctness of traditional European cultures,” 
was held in Lublin and Kazimierz Dolny (Poland) in 
June 2004.

–   The 12th conference, entitled “Folk culture as a source of 
national symbols in times of globalization,” was held in 
Lublin (Poland) in June 2010.

–  The 13th conference, entitled “Roots and routes of 
traditional European cultures in XXI century,” was held 
in Kiev and Sevastopol (Ukraine) in July 2013.

The History of IOV European Scientific Conferences
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–  The 14th conference entitled “Between folk culture and 
global culture in contemporary Europe” was held in 
Andorf (Austria) in November 2017.    

All these conferences presented scientific research 
motivated by strong and genuine interest in folk culture 
per se, without any ideology or politics. They have created 
a meaningful tradition and a high standard. They were 
strongly supported by the late founder and long-time 
Secretary General of our organization, Mr. Alexander Veigl 
from Austria (the original seat of our organization), and the 
long-time chair of the IOV World Commission for Science 
and Research, professor Mieczysław Marczuk from Maria 
Curie-Skłodowska University in Lublin (Poland).

The common denominator of all these conferences was the 
category of cultural tradition understood as the heritage of the 
past, as a set of axiological codes which determine the identity 
of European nations and the tendencies of their change in 
the present world, including the tendency towards erasing 
differences among various cultures.

compiled by
Anna Brzozowska-Krajka
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