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Address by Irina Bokova,  Director-General of UNESCO 
on the occasion of the Eighth Ministerial Conference 
on Cultural Heritage in South-East Europe 
Sofi a, 25 October 2012

Excellency Minister of Culture Vezhdi Rashidov, 
Ministers, Excellencies, Heads of Delegations, 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
It is a great pleasure to be here, in Sofi a, in my home country, to open the Eighth Ministerial Conference 
on Cultural Heritage in South-East Europe. 
History has made this region a crossroads between Europe and the Middle East, between Northern 
Europe and the Mediterranean. 
This is refl ected in the center of Sofi a, where four temples of different religions – Islam, Judaism, Ca-
tholicism and Orthodoxy – stand peacefully together, surrounded by the archaeological monuments of 
ancient civilizations. 
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The shared belonging that exists across this region arises from buildings and stones – it comes also 
from our intangible cultural heritage, from our traditions, dance and music, from the crafts. 
The importance of intangible cultural heritage has been under the spotlights recently. 
In Athens last May, countries of South-East Europe gathered to strengthen their shared vision of intan-
gible cultural heritage. 
A few months ago, I had the privilege to inaugurate in Sofi a with Minister Vezhdi Rashidov the fi rst 
UNESCO Regional Center for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage in South-Eastern Europe. 
This Center is part of a comprehensive network in the region, created with UNESCO’s support – in-
cluding the International Center for Underwater Archaeology in Zadar, the Tirana Regional Center on the 
Restoration of Cultural Heritage and the Regional Center on Digitisation of Cultural Heritage in Skopje.  
This network is a unique tool to strengthen national policies and foster regional cooperation. 
It is also a major contribution to the region’s European integration, with Croatia joining the European 
Union next year. 
As the President of Bulgaria, Mr. Rosen Plevneliev, declared to the 67th session of the United Nations 
General Assembly: 
‘Building regional cooperation is of direct benefi t to all countries of the region and their European perspective. 
All South-East European countries are interested in developing transborder projects as part of the pan-European 
networks.’ 
This has also been UNESCO’s commitment since 2004, when the fi rst annual Ministerial Conference on 
Cultural Heritage in South-East Europe was held in Mostar. 
My message today is that UNESCO remains ever more committed to advancing this region’s goals in 
culture, and also education, the sciences, communication and information. 
Together, we have come a long way. 
The journey has sometimes been diffi cult, but it has never been so rewarding. 
We have built cultural corridors across the region. 
More and more countries of South-East Europe are joining forces to protect their shared heritage, 
across borders. 
Croatia and Cyprus’ proposal to join other countries to safeguard the ‘Mediterranean diet’, already 
recognized by UNESCO, is but one example. 
The recovery and restitution of illicitly traffi cked cultural goods in the region highlight a strong politi-
cal will that exists to move forward together on regional cooperation. 
Seven years after the Mostar summit, challenges have evolved and new expectations have risen. 
This region has moved from reconciliation and reconstruction to new priorities – to concerns for pro-
fessional training, for cultural exchanges and policy improvement. 
We hear new calls to better integrate culture into sustainable development strategies, to underscore the 
power of culture to bring sustainability, inclusiveness and resilience to development. 
Last year, in Belgrade, I launched a new global initiative – Culture: a Bridge to Development. 
Our goal is to create new spaces for exchanges between culture professionals, city planners, artists, 
civil society. 
I am convinced we can build a more integrated cultural space across this region – to help it thrive on 
its cultural diversity, to accelerate the sharing of knowledge and ideas. 
To take this forward, UNESCO will organize several cultural events on bridges across South-East 
Europe. 
The fi rst will occur on the iconic bridge of Edirne, in Turkey, on 24-25 November. 
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This festival will feature performances and concerts, round-tables, and conferences with city planners 
on intangible heritage. 
I see this focus on bridges as a powerful symbol of unity and mutual understanding across the region. 
I see this as an opportunity to highlight the importance of intangible heritage for creativity, social in-
clusion and social progress.
More and more political leaders understand that culture means jobs, revenues, social inclusiveness, 
justice and human development.
Across the world, a new creative economy is emerging.  
In Asia, India, Indonesia and others have placed culture at the front of their sustainable development 
agendas.
As a beacon of cultural diversity, South-East Europe must play an active role in this global shift.
I know I am preaching to the converted.  
The 2003 Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage has been overwhelmingly rati-
fi ed in the region.
Handicraft production… intangible expressions… – many cultural practices provide social and economic 
benefi ts when associated with festivals or tourism-related activities.
People can benefi t fi nancially from these cultural assets.
And UNESCO will support them – by giving them the right tools, by backing effective policies, to en-
sure local communities are the fi rst benefi ciaries.
We now stand at a critical juncture.
As we approach 2015, we must redouble efforts to reach the Millennium Development Goals. And 
culture can lead us there.
We must work also to shape a new global sustainability agenda to follow 2015 – with culture at its 
heart.  
Next year, the UN ECOSOC Annual Meeting will focus on ‘Science, technology and innovation, and 
the potential of culture, for sustainable development’ for the fi rst time ever – we must the make of this 
opportunity. 
UNESCO is entrusted to prepare the next World Creative Economy Report – this is another key platform 
to make our case for integrating culture and development.  
In this wider global context, this Ministerial Conference is a chance for the region to speak in a single 
and loud voice. 
To strengthen this voice, I believe we can streamline the region’s existing cultural cooperation plat-
forms – the Ministerial Conferences on Cultural Heritage, the Council of Ministers of Culture of South- 
East Europe, summits of Heads of State and others… 
Let us examine the options and debate these, to move forward together. 
I am convinced we can craft more effective forms of convergence, to advance our common objectives. 
Cultural heritage is one of the greatest strength of this region – this is a wealth to be shared with the 
rest of the world, with all humanity. I would like to mention that we are speaking of the intangible 
cultural heritage today, however we are also celebrating this year the 40th anniversary of the World 
Heritage Convention and it is essential to make the link between different forms of cultural heritage 
which are an asset for us all. 
For this opportunity and its steadfast commitment to intangible cultural heritage, I wish to thank once 
again the Government of Bulgaria, and I wish you a very fruitful debates and discussion. 
Thank you. 
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Eighth Ministerial Conference on Cultural Heritage
in South-East Europe
Sofi a, Bulgaria, 24-25 October 2012

The Eighth Joint Declaration of 
the Ministers of Culture of South-East Europe on 
‘Intangible Cultural Heritage and Sustainable Development’
We, the Ministers and Heads of delegations participating 
in the Eighth Ministerial Conference on Cultural Heritage 
in South-East Europe, organized by the Government of 
Bulgaria with the support of UNESCO,
Fully confi rming the contents, aims and principles of the 
Mostar Declaration, Venice Declaration, Ohrid Declaration, 
Zadar Declaration, Bucharest Declaration, Cetinje Declara-
tion and Belgrade Declaration, respectively approved by 
the First (Mostar 2004), Second (Venice 2005), Third (Ohrid 
2006), Fourth (Zadar 2007), Fifth (Bucharest 2008), Sixth 
(Cetinje 2010), and Seventh (Belgrade 2011) Ministerial Con-
ferences on Cultural Heritage in South-East Europe;
Reaffi rming our commitment to enhance regional and 
bilateral cooperation on culture, creativity and cultural 
heritage, intended as a shared resource and a driver for 
dialogue, good neighbourly relations, social cohesion, in-
tegration, in the spirit of mutual respect and peaceful and 
sustainable development for the benefi t of all.
Mindful of the several platforms initiated within the last 
decade in order to promote cultural cooperation in the re-
gion of South-East Europe, and convinced of the necessity 
to further reinforce their coordination;
Adopt the following Declaration:
1. We emphasize the importance of culture for devel-

opment and its contribution to the achievement of 
the Millennium Development Goals, and call for the 
mainstreaming of culture into development policies 
and strategies. We recognize, in this regard, the specifi c 
contribution that culture as a sector, encompassing 
tangible and intangible heritage, cultural and crea-
tive industries and cultural infrastructures, is making 
towards achieving sustainable development in terms 
of poverty alleviation, gender equality, social inclusion 
and environmental sustainability; 

2. We welcome the various regional activities launched in 
South-East Europe by the Director-General of UNESCO 

within the framework of its new global initiative, ‘Cul-
ture: a Bridge to Development’, in order to promote 
creativity, arts and heritage as a powerful tool for in-
tercultural dialogue and sustainable development, by 
fostering cooperation platforms and networks among 
cultural professionals, institutions, and the civil society. 
We emphasize the need, in this regard, to strengthen our 
cultural policies and industries, in particular through the 
implementation of the Convention on the Protection and 
Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions (2005);

3. Recalling that the World Heritage Convention celebrates 
this year its 40th anniversary, dedicated to sustainable 
development and the role of local communities, we reaf-
fi rm our commitment to step up efforts for improving 
the management of World Heritage Sites and other 
UNESCO designated sites in South-East Europe;

4. We consider the conclusions of this ministerial meet-
ing on ‘intangible cultural heritage and sustainable 
development’ both as an opportunity to address the 
direct nexus between culture and the achievement 
of the MDGs, and a contribution to the forthcoming 
ECOSOC Annual Ministerial Review on ‘Science, 
technology and innovation, and the potential of cul-
ture, for promoting sustainable development and 
achieving the Millennium Development Goals’ and 
beyond, to the formulation of the post 2015 UN devel-
opment agenda;

5. We commend the establishment, under the auspices of 
UNESCO, of the Sofi a Regional Center for the Safe-
guarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage in South-
East Europe. We express willingness to cooperate for 
the safeguarding and promotion of intangible cultural 
heritage as a shared legacy and a driver for intercultural 
dialogue and sustainable development, and renew our 
commitment to designate national representatives in the 
General Assembly of the Center, with the aim to contrib-
ute to the defi nition of shared programmes of activities;



7

6. We commend UNESCO for its support, through its na-
tional and regional capacity-building programmes, to 
the effective implementation of the 2003 Convention 
for the safeguarding of intangible cultural heritage, and 
for its coordination of the regional network of experts 
on intangible cultural heritage;

7. We take note with interest of the fi nal joint statement 
approved during the 6th Annual Regional Meeting 
of the SEE network of experts on Intangible Cultural 
Heritage (Athens, 10-11 May 2012), recommending to 
focus our action on topics and challenges of common 
interest, in particular: youth; regional cooperation; 
enlargement of partnerships with the civil society and 
the private sector; shared tools of analysis, exchanges 
and documentation; 

8. We renew our willingness to explore possibilities for 
reinforcing cooperation on the safeguarding and pro-
motion of intangible cultural heritage shared across 
borders by various countries and/or local communities 
in the region, and on the preparation of multinational 
nomination fi les for inscription on the UNESCO lists 
for intangible cultural heritage, as well of national and 
sub-regional programmes for inclusion in the Register 
of Best Safeguarding Practices;

9.  We express agreement on the necessity to streamline 
and reinforce the coordination between the existing 
cooperation platforms at ministerial level, hereby 
including the present Ministerial Conferences on Cul-
tural Heritage in South-East Europe, the Council of 
Ministers of Culture of South-East Europe, as well as 
any other forum involving the participation of the Min-
isters of culture of this region;

10. In particular, we agree to investigate possible forms 
of convergence within the platforms in question, in 
order to advance our common objectives, capitalize on 
the dynamics of these platforms, consolidate available 
resources and bring the perspectives together; 

11. Accordingly, we propose to establish, in cooperation 
with UNESCO, the Council of Europe and the EU, a 
new unifi ed ministerial platform on culture and de-
velopment in SEE, the format of which will be present-
ed during the next meeting of the Council of Ministers 
of Culture of SEE in April 2013;

12. We undertake to transmit this Declaration to the next 
Forum of the Heads of State of South-East Europe that 
will be held in Ohrid.

Adopted by consensus by the Ministers of Culture 
and Heads of Delegations
Sofi a, Bulgaria, 25 October 2012
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Albania

Albanian folk iso-polyphony 

Traditional Albanian polyphonic music can be divided into two major 
stylistic groups as performed by the Ghegs of northern Albania and the 
Tosks and Labs living in the southern part of the country. The term iso 
is related to the ison of Byzantine church music and refers to the drone 
accompanying polyphonic singing. The drone is performed in two ways: 
among the Tosks, it is always continuous and sung on the syllable ’e’, using 
staggered breathing, while among the Labs, the drone is sometimes sung 
as a rhythmic tone, performed to the text of the song. Rendered mainly by 
male singers, the music traditionally accompanies a wide range of social 
events, such as weddings, funerals, harvest feasts, religious celebrations and 
festivals such as the well-known Albanian folk festival in Gjirokastra.

Albanian iso-polyphony is characterized by songs consisting of two solo 
parts, a melody and a countermelody with a choral drone. The structure 
of the solo parts varies according to the different ways of performing the 
drone, which has a great variety of structures, especially in the popular style 
adopted by all groups performing this music. Over the last few decades, 
the modest rise of cultural tourism and the growing interest of the research 
community in this unique folk tradition have contributed to the revival of 
Albanian iso-polyphony. However, the tradition is adversely affected by 
poverty, the absence of legal protection and the lack of fi nancial support for 
practitioners, threatening the transmission of the vast repertoire of songs 
and techniques. The rural exodus of young people to the bigger cities and 
abroad in search of jobs compounds this danger. Given these conditions, at 
the present time, the transmission of this tradition is maintained through 
professional folk artists, rather than within the family structure.
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Bulgaria
Bistritsa Babi, archaic polyphony, dances 
and rituals from the Shoplouk region

The traditional dances and polyphonic singing found in the Shoplouk 
region of Bulgaria are still performed by a group of elderly women, the 
Bistritsa Babi. This tradition includes diaphony, or what is known as shoppe 
polyphony, ancient forms of the horo chain dance and the ritual practice of 
lazarouvane, an initiation ceremony for young women. 

Diaphony is a specifi c type of polyphonic singing in which one or two voices 
build the melody consisting of izvikva meaning ‘to shout out’ and bouchi 
krivo meaning ‘crooked rumbled roars’, while other singers hold a monotone 
drone that is doubled or trebled to produce a more sonorous sound that 
accompanies the lead singers. The dancers, dressed in traditional costumes, 
hold each other by the waist or belt and dance in a circle, stepping lightly and 
moving counter-clockwise. A number of variations are performed within this 
structure, depending on the song and ancient ritual purposes. 

Although the social function of the polyphonic singing has changed over the 
twentieth century, as it is now primarily performed on stage, the Bistritsa 
Babi are regarded as an important component of the region’s cultural 
life, promoting traditional expressions among the younger generations. 
The women are among the few remaining representatives of traditional 
polyphony and the village of Bistritsa is one of the last areas in Bulgaria in 
which this cultural expression has been maintained over the centuries. 

Due to its location near the capital Sofi a, which offers a range of cultural 
attractions, young people’s interest in community-based traditions is declining. 
Over the years, the rich repertoire of songs and dances has been reduced to 
include only the most popular highlights to be performed on stage.

Text: Prof. Mila Santova
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Nestinarstvo, messages from the past: 
the Panagyr of Saints Constantine 
and Helena in the village of Bulgari

The Nestinarstvo fi re-dancing rite is the climax of the annual Panagyr 
ritual on the feast days of Saints Constantine and Helena (3 and 4 June) in 
the village of Bulgari, in the Mount Strandzha region of south-east Bulgaria. 
The ritual is held to ensure the well-being and fertility of the village. In 
the morning, consecrated and ceremonial rituals are solemnized and a 
procession with the sacred icons representing the two Saints travels outside 
the village to a spring with holy water, accompanied by drum and bagpipes. 
At the spring, holy water and candles are handed out to everyone present 
for good health. 

The festival culminates in a fi re-dance in the evening as the highest form of 
veneration of the Saints. People silently form a circle around the burning 
embers led by the sacred drum, and the Nestinari, who are spiritual 
and physical leaders through whom the saints express their will, begin 
entering the circle and treading the embers. Formerly celebrated in some 
thirty nearby Bulgarian and Greek villages, Nestinarstvo remains today in 
Bulgari, a village of only a hundred persons. During the Panagyr, however, 
thousands crowd the village, including in recent years many Greeks who 
join the ritual.

Text: Regional Museum Burgas

Bulgaria
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Bećarac – singing and playing 
from eastern Croatia

The bećarac is a musical and oral literary genre that expresses the regional 
identity of the inhabitants of eastern Croatia. It is a genre for adults, 
adopted through oral and aural transmission, within a spontaneous process 
of enculturation. Through the style in which it is performed and especially 
through its lyrics, it conveys community values, but also functions as a 
means to express thoughts and feelings (for example, social criticism, 
comments on diverse aspects of everyday life, deviation from male-female 
relationship norms) that might be inappropriate to utter directly or in other 
contexts. There are hundreds of active tradition bearers of the bećarac. The 
key element of the bećarac is the communication between its performers: 
the lead singers (always one at a time) who often interchange with one 
another, carry on the previous thought or emulate each other in contriving 
decasyllabic verses and in shaping the leading melody line. Besides between 
each other, they interact also with the accompanying group of singers and 
players (usually tambura/string instrument bands). Their skill relates to 
their ability to create new decasyllabic verses, to choose and combine from 
an already known pool of verses appropriate for the situation in question, 
and to out-sing one another (to pick up on the previous thought), and, for 
lead singers, to successfully interact with the other performers. The lead 
singers enjoy special respect in the community; they must have a powerful 
voice, know a wide repertoire of old and new couplets and be apt, quick 
and clever in choosing and combining them. Safeguarding measures 
today are geared towards supporting the rich variety within the genre and 
sustaining its communicative function within the respective communities 
and beyond.

Text: Mihael Feric, Naila Ceribasic

Croatia
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Gingerbread craft from 
northern Croatia
The tradition of gingerbread making appeared in certain European 
monasteries during the Middle Ages, from where it spread to the common 
people. From the area of the Eastern Alps, the tradition came to Croatia and 
became a craft, as testifi ed by 17th century written documents with the names 
of several craftspersons. Since that time, gingerbread craftspersons have been 
working in the area of northern Croatia. Gingerbread is a dough product. 
Its main ingredients are fl our, sugar, water and sodium bicarbonate. It is 
shaped in moulds, baked, dried and painted with various edible colours and 
decorated. In addition to the basic decorations, various pictures, small mirrors 
or lyrics are added and placed onto the gingerbread. Gingerbread motifs are 
diverse, the most usual being the heart. The great skill and specifi c way of 
making decorations were cherished by each gingerbread craftsperson and 
passed on to the next generation. Today there are around thirty gingerbread 
craftspersons in Croatia. During time, gingerbreads have become one of the 
recognisable symbols of the Croatian identity, which is refl ected in their use 
as gifts for many different occasions and for various events. Gingerbreads are 
also one of the favourite holiday season’s decorations in family households, 
museums and business and state premises, since they are a recognisable 
Croatian product. With their service and products, the makers are the most 
important participants in local festivities, parish fairs and gatherings. At these 
events, the opportunity opens up for local people to sit and chat under the 
gingerbread makers’ tents, drink cold mead, eat gingerbread cookies and 
socialise with people from other towns and villages. In this way the local 
people and their family and friends who visit them are provided with a sense 
of identity and continuity.

Text: Iris Biskupic Basic

Croatia
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Festivity of Saint Blaise, 
the patron of Dubrovnik
The Festivity of St. Blaise, the patron of Dubrovnik, represents an exceptional 
example of intangible cultural heritage, which in a continuous historic 
sequence from the 10th century till today, has kept its traditional and 
recognizable features and exquisite expression, channeling local and national 
cultural landscape into diverse manifestations, intertwining tangible and 
intangible cultural heritage with permeating spiritual dimension. Based on 
the legend of the appearance of Saint Blaise to help protect the inhabitants 
of Dubrovnik, the Festivity is an occasion in which the people of the city 
and its surroundings, the representatives of state and local authorities 
together with the representatives of the Roman Catholic Church participate. 
Dubrovnik, also known locally as the City of St. Blaise, and its patron, Saint 
Blaise are two inseparable notions, almost synonymous. The veneration of 
the Saint and the feast is the most deeply rooted tradition, a historic symbol 
of the unity of the church, state, city and the people. Added to the spiritual 
dimension is a special effect the veneration and Festivity produce in social 
relations and order, as well as the quality and ethics of the authorities. Each 
year, the Festivity starts on 2 February and takes place within the historical 
core of Dubrovnik city which is inscribed on the UNESCO World Heritage 
List. The holiday of St. Blaise and the procession through the city is 
held on 3 February which is also the Day of the City of Dubrovnik. St. 
Blaise is worshipped also throughout Europe and the world, but it can be 
said that, as nowhere else, the Festivity, as a display of the worship of the 
Saint,  has infl uenced and shaped the entire cultural and partly natural space 
of Dubrovnik and its surrounding area, contributing to the intercultural 
dialogue by welcoming guests, individuals and groups from other parts of 
Croatia and from all over the world.

Text: Maja Nodari

Croatia
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Nijemo Kolo, silent circle dance 
of the Dalmatian hinterland

The bearers and practitioners of the Nijemo Kolo – Silent Circle Dance 
are all the communities in the Dalmatian hinterland (Dalmatinska zagora), 
southern part of Croatia. In the Kolo, each dancer performs his own steps, 
jumping in a closed circle or in couples, leading his female partners, one or 
two, to be clearly seen by everyone, and then again energetically jumping 
from one leg to another, at the same time pulling his female partner along, 
publicly testing her skills, seemingly without defi ned rules, spontaneously, 
depending on the mood and desire for common vigorous and impressive 
movement in a circle when the couple joins with others into the Kolo with 
long steps. The common characteristic of the Kolo is that it is conducted 
entirely independently of vocal or instrumental performance. A vocal or 
instrumental performance may precede or follow it. The dance is performed 
spontaneously at carnivals, fairs, local shows, festivities, on holidays (parish 
days) and at weddings. The circle dances in the area are similar, but people 
are aware of their mutual differences, which they preserve respectfully. A 
similar situation occurs in other villages and communities of the Dalmatian 
hinterland where mutual contacts and relationships are maintained 
based on local tradition and contemporary changes. The Kolo, as a social 
gathering and commonly accepted dance event, is a special occasion where 
all participants can interact and join without any prejudices and where 
people get better inter-connected, mutually displaying their spiritual and 
physical abilities. Nowadays, it is mostly danced by village performing 
groups at local, regional and international folklore festivals. Workshops, 
seminars and interviews with the older generation as demonstrators give 
more understanding to traditional values and improve individuality and 
spontaneity among younger dancers as well. 

Text: Tvrtko Zebec

Croatia
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Two-part singing and playing 
in the Istrian scale

On the Istrian peninsula in western Croatia, several varieties of two-part 
singing and playing in the Istrian scale are preserved by Croatian, Istro-
Romanian and Italian communities. The style is characterized by vigorous, 
partly nasal singing. It involves a degree of variation and improvisation in 
both vocal parts but always ends with two performers singing in unison 
or an octave apart. Typical musical instruments are the sopele shawms, 
always played in a pair, bagpipes, fl utes and the tambura lute. Several local 
sub-styles have developed their own characteristics. For example, in kanat, 
performed primarily by the Croatian population, the second voice is often 
exchanged for or doubled with a small sopele; in the widespread variant 
known as tarankanje, words are sometimes replaced with characteristic 
syllables (ta-na-na, ta-ra-ran, etc.) designed to imitate the sound of the fl ute. 

This tradition is still a part of everyday life and festive occasions, including 
wedding ceremonies, community and family gatherings and religious 
services. Its bearers, about a hundred outstanding singers and players and 
some ten craftspeople, have acquired their skills and knowledge from their 
elders. Nowadays they are often associated with organized amateur folklore 
groups, spread throughout the region.

Text: Dario Marusic

Croatia
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Traditional manufacturing of children’s 
wooden toys in Hrvatsko Zagorje

Villagers along the pilgrimage route to the Marian shrine of Our Lady of the 
Snow in Marija Bistrica in Hrvatsko Zagorje in northern Croatia developed 
a technique for traditional manufacturing of children’s wooden toys that has 
now been handed down for generations. The men in a family take soft willow, 
lime, beech and maple wood from the region and dry, hew, cut and carve 
it using traditional tools; the women then apply ecologically-friendly paint 
in improvisational fl oral or geometric patterns, painting ‘from imagination’. 
The whistles, horses, cars, tiny furniture, spinning dancers, jumping horses 
and fl apping birds produced today are almost identical to those made more 
than a century ago – though no two toys are precisely the same, thanks to the 
handcrafted production process. Popular among both locals and tourists, these 
toys are sold in parish fairs, markets and specialty shops around the world. 
They have also evolved with the times and, in addition to the traditional 
shapes such as horses and carts, new ones representing cars, trucks, airplanes 
and trains have appeared, refl ecting the world surrounding modern-day 
children. Tiny toy instruments, carefully tuned as they are created, still serve as 
important components in the musical education of rural children.

Text: Iris Biskupic Basic

Croatia
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Annual carnival bell ringers’ pageant 
from the Kastav area

Carnival Bell Ringers’ Pageant is a custom that takes place each year in 
the Kastav region within the carnival period from 17 January until Ash 
Wednesday. During that period about ten groups of men in the area march 
through the villages in processions through traditional, several kilometers 
long, routes which they close by returning to their own village. When they 
arrive to the centre of a village or a house lot, bellmen gradually huddle 
together forming a concentric circle, turn facing outwards and continue to 
ring fi ercely. That is the peak of their visit after which they are approached 
by their hosts and offered food. After briefl y socializing, they move on. 
Some bellmen wear masks and others different headgear, once symbolizing 
vegetation and fertility. They all have sheepskin throws turned inside-out 
and the bells, after which they were named. They ring the bells by moving 
in different ways, which requires special skill and physical endurance. 
Therefore it is considered that not just anyone can become a bellman. The 
bellmen represent their own village and try to show themselves at their 
best, which means they have to ring well, mutually collide dexterously, 
show strength, sturdiness and endurance. Bellmen groups usually include 
20 to 30 members. This custom, present also in other countries of the world, 
also involves special meals, handicrafts, dances and other forms of social 
behavior. Although, on one hand, this ritual embodies the ancient magical 
function, to incite fertility at the end of the winter, this custom is still very 
much alive even today. By enabling interaction of a group of bellmen with 
the inhabitants of the villages they visit, the ritual maintains and stresses the 
social signifi cance and the importance of the links established between the 
villages, which is invaluable for the community’s cohesion.

Text: Lidija Nikocevic
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Spring procession of 
Ljelje/Kraljice (queens) from Gorjani

Kraljice (queens) from the village of Gorjani are girls who each spring, on 
Whitsunday, in a procession, go through their village and perform a ritual 
consisting of special songs and dance with sabres. They are divided into 
kraljice (queens) and kraljevi (kings); about ten girls as kings wear sabres and 
male hats decorated with fl owers and about fi ve of them as queens wear 
white garlands on their heads like brides. From a wide repertoire of kraljica 
lyrics they choose songs corresponding to the families they are visiting; most 
often they sing to a girl, boy or a young bride. After coming to a house and 
singing, kraljevi perform a dance with sabres, and kraljice comment on the 
dance fi gures through song, which is followed by a folk dance accompanied 
by musicians that can be joined in by the household members. After they 
are treated to food and drinks, the procession goes to another house. On 
the second day of Whitsuntide they visit a neighbouring village or a close-
by town. The custom ends with a common feast and entertainment at one 
of the participant’s homes. The villagers of Gorjani consider the custom 
as their ancient cultural heritage that they wish to preserve. They are not 
very familiar with the meaning nor origin of their ritual as researchers are, 
but they perceive it as a valuable thing with which they can identify. They 
speak of kraljice with pride, especially the women, once participants in the 
ceremony. They point out the beauty of the participants, the elegance of their 
attire and their dancing skills. Many individuals and families participate 
in preparations and equipping participants in the procession, as well as in 
welcoming them in houses. The same or similar custom is also known in 
other villages of northeast Croatia, among Croat emigrants (in Serbia and 
Hungary), it is also preserved by Serbs in Croatia and Serbia and other Slavic 
and non-Slavic peoples in Europe. 

Text: Zorica Vitez
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Lacemaking in Croatia

There are three main centres of lacemaking in Croatia, the work of which is 
a continuation of the long-lasting lacemaking tradition. In northern Croatia 
(Hrvatsko Zagorje) it is the town of Lepoglava with bobbin lace, and in 
southern Croatia (islands in the Adriatic Sea) those are the town of Pag with 
needle point lace and Hvar with aloe lace. Lace, as independent porous 
handiwork originating from the Renaissance period on the Mediterranean 
and Western Europe, is still being produced by hand in Croatia. The main 
lacemaking techniques produce needle point and bobbin lace, which are 
part of the tradition in the respective centres in Croatia. Following the 
practice in Europe, lacemaking was at fi rst in the hands of nuns, bourgeoisie 
and nobility in Croatia, and later it was transferred from them to the hands 
of rural women in small villages. The women in the centres made lace for 
traditional clothes and furnishings, which is still continued with added 
other products as response to the time and needs of the market. Today, 
lacemaking is an important identifi cation aspect of these communities and 
places. The skill of making ribbon bobbin lacework from fl ax fi bres that 
the rural women from Lepoglava made for decorating their garments or 
for sale, resulted in the making of fi ne lace with different forms. The Pag 
lace is an ornamental element fi rst occurring in folklore textile and later as 
an independent decoration. The skill of making lace from aloe in the town 
of Hvar is specifi c due to the material it is made of (aloe) and its single 
connection to a Benedictine convent. In addition, the Benedictine convent in 
Pag has also been active for a long time in lacemaking. Many activities take 
place for safeguarding and promotion of lacemaking in all three centres, 
such as workshops, organized education and international festivals that all 
open up new possibilities for evaluation, scientifi c research, valorisation and 
the use of lace in everyday life.

Text: Nerina Eckhel
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The Sinjska Alka, 
a knights’ tournament in Sinj 

The Sinjska Alka – a knights’ tournament in Sinj was founded in the 18th 
century in honour of Our Lady (in Christianity: Mary, Mother of Jesus) 
who, according to the beliefs of local people, saved the city from the enemy 
attack. It has been held continuously for nearly three centuries in accordance 
with a strictly codifi ed decree. The tournament is held on the fi rst Sunday in 
August. It is a competition where men riding horses at full gallop, holding 
lances (poles), aim at an iron ring hanging on a rope above one of the main 
streets of the town of Sinj. Winners of the competition are highly appreciated 
members of the local community. The Alka has preserved its authenticity 
by melding ancient local, oriental and Venetian infl uences that are refl ected 
in rich historical costumes and strict and elaborate rules. This syncretism is 
the result of the historical co-existence of two different civilisations spanning 
the borders of Catholicism and Islam. It is also mirrored in the terminology 
used in the tournament and the etymology of its name: the term ‘alka’ for 
the ring comes from the Turkish ‘halka’ meaning a ring or door-knocker. The 
Tournament is the only authentic remnant of ancient mediaeval knightly 
competitions that were regularly held in the Croatian coastal towns until the 
19th century. In the world only few such tournaments still exist. The Alka has 
a prominent place in literature, art and music and has remained the single 
most important annual social event. Although its focal point is winning the so 
called ‘main tournament’, the Alka is actually a set of events taking place over 
a number of days in the wider area of Sinj during which the participants – 
alkars, their men and the musicians accompanying them – mingle with 
cheerful crowds in the street and among the spectators. Thus, the Alka has 
become a summary of local history and a medium for transferring collective 
memory from one generation to another. 

Text: Josko Belamaric
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Klapa multipart singing 
of Dalmatia, southern Croatia

Klapa singing is a multipart singing tradition of the southern Croatian 
regions of Dalmatia. Multipart singing, a capella homophonic singing, 
oral tradition and simple music making are its main features. The leader 
of each singing group is the fi rst tenor, followed by several tenori, 
baritoni and basi voices. During performances, the singers stand in a tight 
semicircle. The fi rst tenor starts the singing and is followed by the others. 
The main aim is to achieve the best possible blend of voices. Technically, 
klapa singers express their mood by means of open guttural, nasal sotto 
voce and falsetto singing, usually in high-pitched tessitura. Another 
feature is the ability to sing freely, without the help of notation. Topics of 
klapa songs usually deal with love, life situations, and the environment in 
which they live. Bearers and practitioners are skilled amateurs who inherit 
the tradition from their predecessors. Their ages vary with many younger 
people singing with older singers. In ‘traditional klapa’, knowledge 
is transferred orally. ‘Festival klapa’ is more formally organized with 
a focus on performance and presentation. In ‘modern klapa’, young 
singers gain experience by attending performances and listening to 
recordings. Local communities see klapa singing as a central marker of 
their musical identity, incorporating respect for diversity, creativity and 
communication. 

Text: Ministry of Culture of the Republic of Croatia
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Procession Za Krizen 
(‘following the cross’) 
on the island of Hvar

After mass on Maundy Thursday before the Christian holiday of 
Easter, each of six villages on the Dalmatian island of Hvar in southern 
Croatia sends out a group that will proceed through the other villages in 
a circle, covering twenty-fi ve kilometres in eight hours before returning 
home. Each party in this community-organized Za Krizen (‘following 
the cross’) procession is led by a cross-bearer who walks barefoot or in 
socks, never resting. The cross-bearer, formerly selected from among 
religious brotherhoods and today chosen by registration up to twenty 
years in advance, has a much-desired and respected position, refl ecting 
the devotion of the individual bearer and his family. He is followed by 
two friends with candelabra and others carrying candles and lanterns, 
fi ve choral singers who sing the Lamentation of the Virgin Mary at several 
points along the way, and many worshippers of all ages from Croatia and 
abroad wearing the tunics of religious brotherhoods. The procession is 
greeted by the priests of each of the other fi ve villages and returns home; 
the cross-bearer runs the last hundred metres to receive the blessing of his 
home priest. A long-established and inalienable part of Hvar religious and 
cultural identity, the procession connects the communities of the island to 
each other and to the world Catholic community.

Text: Ivana Radovani
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Cyprus

Lefkara laces or Lefkaritika

The tradition of lace-making in the village of Lefkara in southeastern Cyprus 
dates back to at least the fourteenth century. Infl uenced by indigenous craft, 
the embroidery of Venetian courtiers who ruled the country beginning in 1489, 
and ancient Greek and Byzantine geometric patterns, Lefkara lace is made by 
hand in designs combining four basic elements: the hemstitch, cut work, satin 
stitch fi llings and needlepoint edgings. This combined art and social practice 
is still the primary occupation of women in the village who create distinctive 
tablecloths, napkins and show pieces while sitting together and talking in the 
narrow streets or on covered patios. Unique mastery of the craft is passed to 
young girls through years of informal exposure and then formal instruction by 
their mother or grandmother in applying cotton thread to linen. When she has 
learned her art thoroughly, the lace-maker uses her imagination to design work 
that embodies both tradition and her own personality. Testament to the ability 
to appreciate multiple infl uences and incorporate them into one’s own culture, 
lace-making is at the centre of daily life for women of Lefkara and a proud 
symbol of their identity.

Text: Lefkara Municipality / Ministry of Education and Culture of Cyprus
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Tsiattista poetic duelling

The lively, impromptu oral poetry known as Tsiattista is often performed 
to the accompaniment of violin or lute in ‘jousts’ in which one poet-
singer attempts to outdo another with clever verses made up of rhyming 
couplets. It has long been a popular component of wedding feasts, fairs 
and other public celebrations, where eager crowds encourage poets to 
perform. 

The most common metrical form is the iambic fi fteen-syllable verse in 
a rhyming couplet, although a poet may use eight-syllable, six-syllable 
or even nine-syllable verses. Successful tsiattistaes (poet-singers) exhibit 
ready wit, deep familiarity with poetic and musical traditions, a rich 
vocabulary and an active imagination. They have often been men of 
modest means and limited education who transmit their works only 
orally; these days, the poets are mostly old men but talented female poets 
have recently started performing. 

Poets must be well-versed in the Greek Cypriot dialect, possess adequate 
knowledge of the popular poetry of Cyprus and the ability to retrieve 
existing, well-known Tsiattista and, above all, must be able to improvise a 
new couplet on a specifi c theme within very strict time constraints and be 
able to respond to his or her opponent.

Text: Larnaca Municipality
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Greece
Mediterranean diet 
Spain, Greece, Italy, Morocco 

The Mediterranean diet constitutes a set of skills, knowledge, practices 
and traditions ranging from the landscape to the table, including the crops, 
harvesting, fi shing, conservation, processing, preparation and, particularly, 
consumption of food. The Mediterranean diet is characterized by a nutritional 
model that has remained constant over time and space, consisting mainly of 
olive oil, cereals, fresh or dried fruit and vegetables, a moderate amount of 
fi sh, dairy and meat, and many condiments and spices, all accompanied by 
wine or infusions, always respecting beliefs of each community. However, 
the Mediterranean diet (from the Greek diaita, or way of life) encompasses 
more than just food. It promotes social interaction, since communal meals 
are the cornerstone of social customs and festive events. It has given rise to 
a considerable body of knowledge, songs, maxims, tales and legends. The 
system is rooted in respect for the territory and biodiversity, and ensures 
the conservation and development of traditional activities and crafts linked 
to fi shing and farming in the Mediterranean communities of which Soria 
in Spain, Koroni in Greece, Cilento in Italy and Chefchaouen in Morocco 
are examples. Women play a particularly vital role in the transmission 
of expertise, as well as knowledge of rituals, traditional gestures and 
celebrations, and the safeguarding of techniques. 
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Romania

Căluş ritual

Performed in the Olt region of southern Romania, the Căluş ritual dance 
also formed part of the cultural heritage of the Vlachs of Bulgaria and 
Serbia. Although the oldest documented music used in this dance dates 
from the seventeenth century, the ritual probably derived from ancient 
purifi cation and fertility rites using the symbol of the horse, which was 
worshipped as an embodiment of the sun. The ritual’s name derives from 
the Căluş, the wooden part of the horse’s bridle. The Căluş ritual features 
a series of games, skits, songs and dances, and was enacted by all-male 
Căluşari dancers to the accompaniment of two violins and an accordion. 
Young men used to be initiated into the ritual by a vataf (master) who had 
inherited the knowledge of descântece (magic charms) and the dance steps 
from his predecessor. Groups of Căluşari dancers, sporting colourful hats, 
embroidered shirts and trousers adorned with small jingling bells, perform 
complex dances, which combine stamping, clicking of the heels, leaping and 
swinging of the legs.

According to tradition, groups of dancing and chanting Căluşari, who were 
thought to be endowed with magical healing powers, went from house to 
house, promising good health and prosperity to villagers. 

Until today, Căluşari meet to celebrate their dancing and musical prowess 
on Whitsunday. Testifying the rich cultural diversity of Romania, the Căluş 
ritual is also widely promoted at folklore festivals, such as the Caracal 
festival in the region of Olt, turning it into a veritable national symbol.

Text: Institute for Ethnography and Folklore ‘Constantin Brăiloiu’
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Doina

Known by various names throughout Romania, the doina is a lyrical, 
solemn chant that is improvised and spontaneous. As the essence of 
Romanian folklore, until 1900 it was the only musical genre in many 
regions of the country. Technically, the doina can be sung in any context 
(outdoors, at home, at work or during wakes), and is always performed 
solo, with or without instrumental accompaniment (which might 
include the traditional straight fl ute, bagpipes and even improvised 
instruments). There are several regional variants. The doina has a 
wide-ranging expressive and thematic palette that spans joy, sadness, 
solitude, social confl icts, brigand attacks, love and so on. Expressing as 
it does the personal qualities, emotions and virtuosity of the creator-
performer, the doina also plays an important social role by providing a 
cathartic outlet that strengthens solidarity. It has also given rise to other 
artistic genres (dances). 

Today, the doina is under threat locally because of a break in the line 
of transmission from parent to child. Although some fi fteen people 
have been identifi ed as representatives of the various types of doina, 
an environment conducive to performance and transmission must be 
restored in order to ensure that this important feature of Romania’s 
intangible cultural heritage continues to fl ourish.

Romania
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Craftsmanship of Horezu ceramics

Horezu ceramics are a unique traditional craft. Handmade in the northern 
part of Vâlcea County, Romania, they refl ect generations of knowledge and 
craftsmanship. Men and women generally divide the fabrication processes. 
Men select and extract the earth, which is then cleaned, cut, watered, 
kneaded, trampled and mixed – transforming it into a clay body from which 
the potters of Horezu produce red pottery. The potters then shape each 
object with a special fi nger technique requiring concentration, strength and 
agility. Each person has his own method of shaping, but everyone respects 
the sequence of operations. The women decorate the objects using specifi c 
techniques and tools to draw traditional motifs. Their skill in combining 
decoration and colour defi nes the personality and uniqueness of these 
ceramics. The colours are vivid shades of dark brown, red, green, blue and 
‘Horezu ivory’. The object is then fi red. The potters use traditional tools: 
a mixer for cleaning the earth, a potter’s wheel and comb for shaping, a 
hollowed-out bull’s horn and a fi ne wire-tipped stick for decoration, and 
a wood-burning stove for fi ring. The craft is transmitted through families, 
in workshops from master to apprentice, and at fairs and exhibitions. The 
element gives the community a sense of identity, while maintaining a social 
function in everyday existence.

Text: National Center for Preservation and Promotion of Traditional Culture,
Ministry of Culture and National Heritage of Romania

Romania
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Turkey
Mevlevi Sema ceremony

The Mevleviye is an ascetic Sufi  order founded in 1273 in Konya, from 
where it gradually spread throughout the Ottoman Empire. Today, the 
Mevleviye can be found in many Turkish communities throughout the 
world, but the most active and famous centres of the order’s activity are in 
Konya and Istanbul. 

The Mevleviye are renowned for their whirling dances. Following a 
recommended fast of several hours, the whirlers begin to rotate on their 
left feet in short twists, using the right foot to drive their bodies around the 
left foot. The body of the whirler is meant to be supple, with eyes open but 
unfocused so that images become blurred and fl owing. At their dancing 
ceremonies, or Sema, a particular musical repertoire called ay›n is played. 
Based on four sections of both vocal and instrumental compositions, 
it is performed by at least one singer, a fl ute-player, called neyzen, a 
kettledrummer and a cymbal player. Dancers used to receive 1,001 days 
of reclusive training within the mevlevi-houses (mevlevihane), where they 
learned about ethics, codes of behaviour and beliefs by practising prayer, 
religious music, poetry and dance. After this training, they remained 
members of the order but returned to their work and families. 

As a result of secularization policies, all mevlevihane were closed in 1925. The 
Turkish government began to allow performances again, though only in public, 
in the 1950s, restrictions were eased in the 1990s. Some private groups are re-
establishing the original spiritual and intimate character of the Sema ceremony. 
However, over the thirty years the tradition was practised clandestinely, 
transmission focused rather on music and songs than on spiritual and 
religious traditions, which has deprived performances of part of their religious 
signifi cance. Consequently, many Sema ceremonies are no longer performed in 
their traditional context but for tourist audiences, and have been shortened and 
simplifi ed to meet commercial requirements.

Text: Ministry of Culture and Tourism of Turkey
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Arts of the Meddah, 
public storytellers

Meddahlik was a Turkish theatre form performed by a single storyteller 
called a meddah and practised throughout Turkey and Turkish-speaking 
countries. Through the ages, similar narrative genres have fl ourished due 
to interaction among the peoples of Asia, the Caucasus and the Middle East 
within this wide geographical area.

Historically, meddahs were expected to illuminate, educate, and entertain. 
Performing in caravanserais, markets, coffeehouses, mosques and churches, 
these storytellers transmitted values and ideas among a predominantly 
illiterate population. Their social and political criticism regularly provoked 
lively discussions about contemporary issues. The term meddah, borrowed 
from Arabic maddah ‘to praise’, can be translated as ‘storyteller’. The 
meddah selects songs and comic tales from a repertory of popular romances, 
legends and epics and adapts his material according to the specifi c venue 
and audience. However, the quality of the performance largely depends 
on the atmosphere created between storyteller and spectators, as well as 
the meddah’s ability to integrate imitations, jokes and improvisation often 
relating to contemporary events. This art, which places great value on the 
mastery of rhetoric, is highly regarded in Turkey.

Although some meddahs still perform at a number of religious and secular 
celebrations and appear on television shows, the genre has lost much of its 
original educational and social function due to the development of the mass 
media and in particular because of the appearance of TV sets in cafés.

Text: National Commission for UNESCO – Turkey
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Novruz, Nowrouz, Nooruz, 
Navruz, Nauroz, Nevruz
Azerbaijan, India, Iran (Islamic Republic of), 
Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan, Turkey, Uzbekistan

Novruz, Nowrouz, Nooruz, Navruz, Nauroz or Nevruz marks the 
New Year and the beginning of spring across a vast geographical area 
covering, inter alia, Azerbaijan, India, Iran, Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan, Turkey 
and Uzbekistan. It is celebrated on 21 March every year, a date originally 
determined by astronomical calculations. Novruz is associated with various 
local traditions, such as the evocation of Jamshid, a mythological king of Iran, 
and numerous tales and legends. The rites that accompany the festivity vary 
from place to place, ranging from leaping over fi res and streams in Iran to 
tightrope walking, leaving lit candles at house doors, traditional games such 
as horse racing or the traditional wrestling practised in Kyrgyzstan. Songs 
and dances are common to almost all the regions, as are semi-sacred family or 
public meals. Children are the primary benefi ciaries of the festivities and take 
part in a number of activities, such as decorating hard-boiled eggs. Women 
play a key role in organizing Novruz and passing on its traditions. Novruz 
promotes the values of peace and solidarity between generations and within 
families, as well as reconciliation and neighbourliness, thus contributing to 
cultural diversity and friendship among peoples and various communities.

Text: Iran Museum of Anthropology,
The Iranian Cultural Heritage, Handcrafts and Tourism Organization,
Tajikistan Ministry of Culture, and Academy of Sciences,
Uzbekistan Ministry of Culture and Sports,
Azerbaijan Ministry of Culture and Tourism,
Kyrgyz Ministry of Culture and Information

Turkey
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Karagöz
Karagöz is a form of shadow theatre in Turkey in which fi gures known as 
tasvirs made of camel or ox hide in the shape of people or things are held on 
rods in front of a light source to cast their shadows onto a cotton screen. A 
play begins with the projection of an introductory fi gure to set the scene and 
suggest the themes of the drama, before it vanishes to the shrill sound of a 
whistle, giving way to a main performance that may incorporate singing, 
tambourine music, poetry, myth, tongue-twisters and riddles. The usually 
comic stories feature the main characters Karagöz and Hacivat and a host 
of others, including a cabaret chanteuse called Kantocu and an illusionist-
acrobat named Hokkabaz, and abound in puns and imitations of regional 
accents. The puppets are manipulated by one lead artist, the Hayali, who 
may have one or more apprentice-assistants who are learning the craft by 
helping to create the tasvirs and accompanying the action with music. Once 
played widely at coffeehouses, gardens, and public squares, especially 
during the holy month of Ramazan, as well as during circumcision feasts, 
Karagöz is found today mostly in performance halls, schools and malls 
in larger cities where it still draws audiences. The traditional theatre 
strengthens a sense of cultural identity while bringing people closer 
together through entertainment.

Text: Information and Documentation Centre of Folk Culture, 
Ministry of Culture and Tourism of Turkey
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Traditional Sohbet meetings

Traditional Sohbet meetings play a crucial role in transmitting Turkish folk 
literature, folk dances and music, village plays as well as societal values. 
Turkish men meet regularly indoors, especially in winter, to discuss local 
social and cultural issues, safeguard traditions, and encourage solidarity, 
mutual respect and a sense of community. Meetings may include music, 
dances and plays, all enjoyed while consuming local dishes. A traditional 
Sohbet meeting may last until the early morning. Meetings are open to men 
above the age of 15 or 16, regardless of ethnicity, religion or status, with the 
basic requirement that members be of honest families, be trustworthy and 
respectful of their elders, and not gamble or display public drunkenness. 
Members may be penalized with a fi ne for missing a meeting, except under 
extenuating circumstances. Mothers and wives encourage male members to 
attend because of the associated social and cultural benefi ts. Communities 
usually comprise fi ve to thirty persons and are guided by leaders, appointed 
by election or proposed by elders. Members of the community all have 
equal rights and commitments. The Sohbet meetings fulfi l an important 
educational function by transferring ethical values such as social justice, 
tolerance, benevolence and respect. 

Text: Information and Documentation Centre of Folk Culture, 
Ministry of Culture and Tourism of Turkey
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Âşıklık (minstrelsy) tradition

The Âşıklık (minstrelsy) tradition of Turkey is performed by wandering 
poet-singers known as âşıks. Dressed in traditional clothes and plucking a 
stringed saz, the âşık is a common performer at weddings, in coffeehouses 
and during public festivals of all sorts. The âşık is called in a dream to 
undertake a long apprenticeship in the arts of playing string and percussion 
instruments, singing, storytelling and repartee that form the heart of the 
vocation. The poems they recite, usually about love, are written in rhymed 
syllabic meter and end with a quatrain in which the âşık utters the Mâhlas, 
his pseudonym. Their improvisational performances may also include 
riddles, folk tales, verbal duels of wit and creativity with other âşıks, and 
verses sung while the minstrel holds a needle in his mouth to force him 
to recite poems avoiding B, P, V, M and F sounds. Because âşıks travel 
between communities, they help to spread cultural values and ideas and 
to facilitate a robust social dialogue, in part through topical poetry and 
social and political satire. At weddings in particular, âşıks are regarded 
as instructors and guides whose tradition draws on and enriches Turkish 
literary culture and the daily lives of communities throughout the country.

Text: Information and Documentation Centre of Folk Culture, 
Ministry of Culture and Tourism of Turkey 
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Semah, Alevi-Bektaşi ritual

Semahs can be described as a set of mystical and aesthetic body 
movements in rhythmic harmony. They constitute one of the twelve main 
services found in Cem rituals, religious practices performed by adherents of 
Alevi-Bektaşi, a belief system based on admiration for Ali, the fourth caliph 
after the prophet Muhammed. Semahs are performed by semahçıs (Semah 
dancers), accompanied by devout musicians playing the saz long-necked 
lute. Various forms of Semah exist in Alevi-Bektaşi communities across 
Turkey, each with distinct musical characteristics and rhythmic structures. 
One consistent characteristic is the performance of the ritual by both men 
and women, side by side. Semah rituals are founded upon the concept of 
unity with God as part of a natural cycle: people come from God and return 
to God. There are two forms of Semah: İçeri Semahs are performed in Cems 
only among adherents as part of the twelve services; Dışarı Semahs are 
performed independent of services to promote Semah culture to younger 
generations. Semahs are the most crucial means for the transmission of the 
Alevi-Bektaşi tradition. All practices, traditional motifs and teachings are 
passed on orally, and distinct genres of art and literature associated with 
the tradition continue to thrive. In this way, Semahs play a crucial role in 
fostering and enriching the traditional music culture of Turkey.

Text: Information and Documentation Centre of Folk Culture, 
Ministry of Culture and Tourism of Turkey
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Kırkpınar oil wrestling festival

The Kırkpınar oil wrestling festival takes place in Edirne, Turkey. 
Thousands of people from different age groups, cultures and regions travel 
every year to see Pehlivan (wrestlers) fi ght for the Kırkpınar Golden Belt 
and the title of Chief Pehlivan. Each festival is launched by its patron, the 
Kırkpınar Aga, in a ceremony featuring forty bands of davul drums and 
zurna shawms. The golden belt is carried through the city in a procession, 
followed by prayers recited in the Selimiye Mosque. The wrestling bouts 
customarily take place at the Men’s Field. The master of ceremonies 
introduces the Pehlivans to the audience, reciting in verse their names, titles 
and skills. Next, the oil man oils the wrestlers assisted by the towel holder, 
before the warm-up exercises and greetings. The wrestlers each wear 
kıspet, thick trousers made of water buffalo or cow leather. As the wrestling 
takes place, the drum and shawm bands play the traditional repertoire 
of the festival. Kırkpınar oil wrestling is open to men from all cultures, 
regions and ages without discrimination between religion, language or 
race. Pehlivans are considered exemplary fi gures in society with attributes 
such as generosity, honesty, respectfulness and adherence to traditions and 
customs. All Pehlivans are trained in the master-apprentice tradition.

Text: Information and Documentation Centre of Folk Culture, 
Ministry of Culture and Tourism of Turkey
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Ceremonial Keşkek tradition

Keşkek is a traditional Turkish ceremonial dish prepared for 
wedding ceremonies, circumcisions and religious holidays. Women 
and men work together to cook wheat and meat called ‘Keşkek’ in 
huge cauldrons, then serve it to the guests. The wheat is washed with 
prayers the preceding day, and then carried to a large stone mortar, to 
the accompaniment of music from the davul drum and zurna double-
reed pipe. At the mortar it is hulled by two to four persons using 
gavels in a fixed rhythm. Cooking is usually carried out outdoors: 
hulled wheat, chunks of meat on the bone, onions, spices, water and 
oil are added to the cauldron and cooked all night. Towards noon, 
the strongest of the village youth are called to beat the Keşkek with 
wooden mallets, while the crowd cheers and zurna players perform 
musical pieces, announcing the thickening of the stew with a specific 
melody. Numerous expressions associated with the dish – used during 
the selection of wheat, the blessings, praying and carrying the wheat, as 
well as preparing and cooking it – have become common expressions in 
daily life. In addition, the tradition encompasses entertainment, plays 
and musical performances. Neighbouring towns and villages are invited 
to feast collectively in the ceremony premises. The cooking tradition is 
safeguarded and transmitted by master cooks to apprentices.

Text: Information and Documentation Centre of Folk Culture, 
Ministry of Culture and Tourism of Turkey 

Turkey



81



Mesir Macunu festival

The Mesir Macunu festival of Manisa, Turkey, commemorates the 
recovery of Hafsa Sultan, mother of Suleiman the Magnifi cent, who was 
cured of a disease by the invention of a paste known as mesir macunu. 
The Sultan then ordered that the paste be disseminated to the public. 
So, every year from 21 to 24 March, the paste is prepared by a chef and 
apprentices from 41 fresh spices and herbs according to traditional 
practice. A team of 14 women wrap the paste in small pieces of paper, and 
28 imams and apprentices bless it before scattering the paste from the top 
of the minaret and the domes of the Sultan Mosque. Thousands of people 
come from different regions of Turkey to compete to catch the pieces as 
they fall. Many believe that by so doing their wishes for marriage, work 
and children will come true within a year. A 45-piece orchestra dressed 
in traditional clothing perform historical Ottoman music during the 
preparation of the paste and throughout the festival. Inhabitants of Manisa 
have a deep emotional attachment to the festival. The strength of tradition 
creates a strong sense of solidarity among local communities, and the city 
welcomes guests from almost all regions of Turkey.

Text: Information and Documentation Centre of Folk Culture, 
Ministry of Culture and Tourism of Turkey
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