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Living Heritage – Intangible Culture at Risk from the Moment of Selection 
 
Instead of a PowerPoint presentation, the author sang the first stanza from the folksong from Međimurje, 

Northwestern part of Croatia whose singing tradition Međimurska popevka was inscribed into the 

Representative List of the UNESCO Convention (2003) in 2018.1 He also danced several steps of the Nijemo 

kolo – silent circle dance from Dalmatian Hinterland, inscribed to the same List in 2011.2 

 

Introduction 

Croatia was the 17th country that ratified the UNESCO Convention for the 

Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage in 2005. It was a very important step for 

Croatia in the international recognition. At the same time, it was important on the national 

level in recognition of our expert knowledge in cultural anthropology, ethnology, folklore 

research and dialectology, with results that are internationally acclaimed. Together with the 

accompanying material of this conference, all participants got a catalogue of the exhibition, 

prepared and edited by the Ethnographic Museum in Zagreb and the Ministry of Culture, 

about seventeen inscribed elements on all three lists of the UNESCO Convention (2003): 

List of Intangible Cultural Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding, Representative List and 

Register of Good Safeguarding Practices.3 

 

 

                                                 
1 <https://ich.unesco.org/en/RL/meimurska-popevka-a-folksong-from-meimurje-01396> 
2 <https://ich.unesco.org/en/RL/nijemo-kolo-silent-circle-dance-of-the-dalmatian-hinterland-00359> 
3 <http://www.emz.hr/Izložbe/Hrvatska%20nematerijalna%20kulturna%20baština%20na%20UNESCO 

ovim%20listama_5342> 



 

 

Implementation of the Convention (2003) 

We can speak about fifteen years of experiences in implementation of the 

Convention. From its beginning we had a lot of questions as each element of the intangible 

culture should be considered as a unique one. Now, we have even more questions, or better 

to say, some of them are new and unexpected.  

From the moment of its recognition and selection, intangible culture is at risk because 

of its dynamic nature as living heritage. Its liveliness makes it completely different than 

monuments from the World Heritage List. Of course, we look at all types of heritage in a 

broader historical, social and natural surroundings and landscapes. It is important to notice 

that intangible culture is constantly changing depending on the changes in our everyday life. 

In other words, it reflects social relationships that are subject to daily changes. As experts 

in the field of living heritage, we are aware of the risks that this heritage is exposed to at all 

levels on a daily basis. I will point out some of them as each case is specific, and in its own 

way, is a special one. 

As we heard during the conference about recent experiences during and after the 

Independence War in Croatia, we had huge material destructions. We also lost people with 

their irreplaceable knowledge in traditional handcrafts. Post-war circumstances had 

generally negative influences on culture according to the weak economic situation. On the 

other hand, that kind of negative conditions triggered local communities to revive knowledge 

that was forgotten and neglected. It was not only neglected during the 1990s, but much 

longer – during more than 50 years of the socialist regime, when traditions were connected 

with religion, rituals and customs. Local cultural and religious identity, as well as national, 

has been strongly expressed during the post socialist and transitional time as the result of 

these difficult circumstances at the time.  

 

Post-war revival in the 1990s 

One of the good examples and practices here in Dubrovnik and Konavle region is 

DEŠA. DEŠA-Dubrovnik is a Regional center for community building and civil society 

development. A humanitarian and peacekeeping organization, founded in 1993, aiming to 

stimulate and develop various activities in order to help women and their families during a 



 

 

war and a post-war period.4 Women from Konavle (a small region around the Dubrovnik 

airport) had great respect for the tradition of breeding silkworms and making silk. It was a 

part of their regional identity and a family tradition to which they still remained loyal. You can 

see silk work and embroidery on Konavle folk dresses, most often on aprons, caps, 

waistcoats, suits and elsewhere. Up until the 1960s almost everyone in the Konavle region 

made silk, but the tradition started to fade. It is thanks to the hard work and dedication of a 

small number of local women that the tradition managed to survive and be passed on for a 

more generations. However, the war in the 1990s abruptly robbed the women of Konavle of 

their homes and livelihoods. If it hadn’t been for Jany Hansal from DEŠA, through the Silk 

project – revival of sericulture, revitalizing tradition of silk production who managed to bring 

the silkworms back to Konavle, the silkmaking tradition might have been just a memory. 

Almost twenty years ago the silkworms – bubice, returned to Konavle smuggled from 

France. Today around ten families in Konavle breed them. During May, the time when the 

silkworms feed, workshops on producing silk are held throughout Konavle.5  

 

Post-flood restoration of costumes and a long tradition of folk festivals  

A similar project was very successful with the financial assistance of the Ministry of 

Culture, in Slavonia, the northeastern part of Croatia, after a natural disaster, the flood of 

the river Sava in 2014 (Bušić 2015). Our colleagues from the Ethnographic Museum and 

Department for Preservation, Reconstruction and Lending of Traditional Costumes in 

Zagreb helped in reconstruction of traditional costumes in eight villages in the Cvelferija 

area. They worked with women, the local bearers of knowledge in villages near the town of 

Županja, on reconstructing costumes that are still a very important part of their identity.6 

We also have a strong tradition of folklore festivals that started in Croatia between 

the two World Wars – in 1920s and 1930s. Through applied work of experts on local and 

regional festivals, a lot of traditions, songs, dances, and even customs were safeguarded to 

this day (Ceribašić 1998; Zebec 2018).   

 

 

                                                 
4 <https://desa-dubrovnik.hr> 
5 <https://desa-dubrovnik.hr/projekti/razvojni-projekti/put-do-svile-bi-li-ti-sinko-meni-mogla-dobaviti-bubicu/> 
6 <https://hrcak.srce.hr/index.php?show=clanak&id_clanak_jezik=225191> 



 

 

The questions of community and representation 

With these examples of good practice, I would like to return to the issues of change, 

in line with the daily change of our lives.  

Who is considered the bearer of traditions of local communities?  

Last month, during the carnival time at one of the international agricultural fairs in 

Berlin “The Green Week”, the organizers representing Croatia, among exhibition partners 

wanted to present a group of Carnival Bell Ringers, Zvončari, from Kastav region near the 

city of Rijeka (a European Cultural Capital 2020). Carnival Bell Ringers from Kastav region 

is one of the elements of the intangible cultural heritage inscribed on the UNESCO 

Representative List of Humanity. The group was ready to go to Berlin, but their deal-breaking 

condition was to bring a group of 20 people. Obviously, this was too expensive, so the 

organizers found a group of six people, members of the student folk dance ensemble in 

Zagreb that have borrowed costumes and can perform a choreography on stage and 

represent a part of the Bell Ringers traditions. When the local community of bearers from 

Kastav region saw that somebody else represented them in a way unacceptable to their 

tradition, they were very angry. Of course, that was not the first time that some urban folk 

dance ensemble, amateur or professional, represented local traditions as pieces of art, on 

stage, without a deeper meaning. The aesthetic criterion of stage performance here is 

primary (Zebec 2007:15-20). When we know that the Convention primarily seeks to promote 

and safeguard local traditions and their bearers, we know that this is a false representation.  

On the other hand, with the hundred year tradition of folk festivals that evolved over 

time, we are unable to communicate to any performing group or ensemble that they must 

not represent someone else’s tradition. These questions are still open, and it will take a lot 

of time to answer them. The same Bell Ringers choreography was performed in the theaters 

or on stage for decades, and no one from the Kastav region was bothered by it. From the 

moment UNESCO recognized them, they became aware of their values. They are asking 

for help and protection from the experts and we have to find the answers. Again, and again 

the question arises of how to define the local community of tradition bearers. 

Am I allowed to perform someone’s traditional music or dances like I did at the 

beginning of this presentation, because I am not the bearer and a member of their 

community? How do we organize the safeguarding measures without taking a role of 

guardians, cultural police or cups with negative signs? 



 

 

 

In the end 

You might have heard the recent news about the Belgian Carnival in Aalst being 

pulled from the Representative List from the same Convention because of antisemitic 

messages. That has been denied by Aalst’s Mayor who’s concluded that these days he tried 

to avoid the escalation as there was animosity, but that the parodies cannot be labelled as 

anti-Semitic.   

In the context of when the Croatian Constitutional Court rendered its decision that the 

courts and other competent authorities are required to allow same-sex couples to foster care 

on the same terms as the rest, we had a similar case. In a small town at the end of the 

carnival parade, a gay couple was burned holding a baby with a red five-pointed star on its 

head used as the carnival sacrifice. That has been negatively commented by some 

politicians, but the locals defended their liberty to make parodies.  

We had an example of a traditional ox decapitation as well, but that has been rejected 

by the locals after a huge negative reaction through the media, twenty years ago, on the 

neighbouring Island of Korčula. 

I am sure that there will be more debates on these issues, because what was normal 

in publicly displaying the tradition ten years ago, according to a more developed view of 

human rights, is no longer normal. What is in danger now, heritage or a human being? How 

to portray our past identities as a living tradition passed down from generation to generation? 

With resilience, of course. 
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