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PREFACE

In the second decade of the 21st century, the dynamics and interrelations be-
tween people, spaces, and rituals led to a desire to re-conceptualize those concepts 
through different anthropocentric, holistic, political-centric or cultural paradigms. 
The social sciences and humanities are constantly enriched with new research per-
spectives that are blurred and mark new methodological boundaries between the 
different disciplines. The e-collection Between the Worlds: People, Spaces and Rit-
uals explores societies in various geographical regions by initiating a debate on 
interactions between people in different spaces through interdisciplinary perspec-
tives. It studies how entanglement between old and new, local, national and global 
perceptions, experiences and practices become more visible in the contemporary 
world and how individuals and communities react to cultural changes which affect 
their lives. Researchers from different fields focus on this complex process of inter-
connection between local and global cultures.

This collection is an illustration of the thematic diversity in academic research 
in which authors are united by the aim at studying cultural, social, political, spiritual 
and emotional boundaries. This volume springs from papers presented at an inter-
disciplinary conference organized at the Institute of Ethnology and Folklore Studies 
with Ethnographic Museum at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences in Sofia on the 
30th and 31st of October 2017. The compilation came naturally after a successful 
scientific discussion between the participants. The conference gathered sixty par-
ticipants from different countries within and beyond European borders representing 
various scientific institutions and cultural organizations. The forum was organized 
with the financial support of the National Science Fund, Ministry of Education and 
Science in Bulgaria. This is the premier international conference focusing on the 
interdisciplinary theme ‘Between the worlds’ and this is the first volume of its con-
ference proceedings. It is our hope that this collection will shed light on the complex 
phenomenon of local and global cultures, tradition and modernity, religious and 
spiritual spaces, mobility and open borders and that it will inspire further academic 
interest and research in this field. 

The need for accumulating knowledge and initiating a dialogue between sci-
entists, lecturers and experts is determined not only by the desire to improve the 
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quality of research, but also by the desire to overcome the distance between dif-
ferent methodological schools. In this respect, this collection of papers reflects the 
endeavors of the participants to develop their texts into a common publication. We 
publish this volume with open access in order to popularize the approach of in-
terdisciplinary ethnographia and to foster a better understanding of the everyday 
reality of individuals, groups and societies in local and global perspectives. It is 
our hope that this collection will be useful in both academia and in the field of ap-
plied research since both types of papers are included here. For the editors, working 
on this compilation was a challenge since the goal was to integrate various texts, 
methodological approaches, and voices of authors coming from various schools of 
thought. The present collection thus brings together 28 scholars that all studied local 
and global variants of cultures. Different disciplinary approaches include ethnolo-
gy of religion, ethnology of mobility, historical ethnology, medieval history, global 
history, linguistic anthropology, symbolic anthropology, political science, sociology 
while methodologies as diverse as fieldwork, archival research, multi-sited ethnog-
raphy, museum research, social media study, virtual ethnography and many others 
illustrate the variety of scientific themes in this collection. The volume demonstrates 
how studying places, spaces and rituals can offer unique insights into how people 
construct identity, local and global connections, and imaginations in these spaces, 
making this key reading for researchers in those disciplines.

The internal structure of the collection has been developed into five parts and 
all articles have common issues for discussion in terms of subject, methodology and 
field of research. The selection of papers for publication aims to develop a beneficial 
discussion on the boundaries, interactions, and distances between people. The inter-
twining of history through memories, identities, and various forms of mobility will 
hopefully be another achievement of this collection. As an introduction to the many 
themes in which the authors explore different dimensions of the ‘spaces between the 
worlds’, the ethnographic essay of Prof. Rachko Popov, dedicated to the ‘between 
the worlds’ from the perspectives of living and dead persons in ritual context is in-
cluded in the collection.

The first part includes six studies presenting specific elements of medieval and 
modern understandings of culture, festivity, place, and space. The articles analyze 
‘non-places’ as sacred places which appeared as a result of the dynamics and mo-
bility in society, and how these changes affected the perception of space connected 
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with it (R. Hiiemae); nostalgia and identity in Egyptian social media (M. Yordano-
va); local and global perspectives on the ‘Vishivanka’ parade (T. Matanova); and 
religious symbolism in the ‘Kalinitsa’ festival in the town of Asenovgrad, Bulgaria 
(Zl. Bogdanova). The study of D. Naydenova follows the perspectives of medieval 
people that created, transformed and adapted the concept of fictional (i.e. Hell and 
Paradise) and foreign worlds. The paper of E. Dyakova focuses on an exhibition 
entitled ʽDISguises. It is more, than realityʼ at the St. Petersburg Museum, wherein 
the author shows how a museum space which lacks boundaries affects the objects 
and how this novelty impacts visitors.

In the second part, the articles focus on the interrelations between tradition and 
modernity. The authors shed light on child adoption and foster care in Bulgarian 
traditional culture and in modern society (E. Tsaneva and Hr. Basheva) and on the 
tradition of ‘Căluș’ as a specific practice and dance ritual performed by men on Pen-
tecost and its modern performances which include more than men in ritual, and its 
role in the Romanian national image (L. Gergova). S. Ćirković’s paper demonstrates 
the transformation of everyday life of residents of rural communities in Eastern Ser-
bia based on the disappearance of hemp production and hemp cloth. The object of 
I. Gancheva’ study is hygiene as an ethnic-differentiating and confessional feature 
that puts visible and conditional boundaries between ‘self’ and ‘other’ and between 
Christians and Muslims communities. V. Vasseva also uses local perspectives in 
her study about presenting the place and meaning of the traditional ‘panair’ in the 
Bulgarian village of Sklave in south-western Bulgaria, as well as its modern histor-
ical re-creation and the way new practices are attractive both for local visitors and 
tourists. 

In the third part, the articles are united around the significance of   memories and 
identities for Balkan and post-Soviet people and communities as well as their entan-
gled histories. E. Marushiakova and V. Popov focus on the Gypsy/Roma movement 
and on the development of various Roma organizations in Soviet and post-Soviet 
spaces, and S. Koch sheds light on the historical and political processes in Bessara-
bia as a specific communicational space of a culturally diverse border region. Mi-
nority policies in Montenegro within the context of changing contemporary political 
borders are the focus of the study by S. Zahova. The next two papers present the 
emergence and development of Thracian culture in Bulgaria using the continuity be-
tween the present and the historical traditions of the distant past (E. Troeva), while 

PREFACE 
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the narratives and reflections of European travelers on Tatar migrations from the 
Crimea to the Balkans in the 19th century are the focus of V. Yankova.

The fourth part is dedicated to religious societies, spiritual spaces, and holy 
places. The aspects of Christian religiosity and the veneration of saints’ relics and 
graves in Bulgaria and the Republic of North Macedonia are subjects of study for V. 
Baeva. The Dolno Dryanovo Thracian Sanctuary in the ‘Gradishte’ Historical Park 
in the Gotse Delchev Region, south-western Bulgaria is examined by A. Georgieva. 
The paper of M. Slavkova focuses on the Evangelical Christian foodways and the 
significance of food in relation to the religious transformation of the Gypsy commu-
nities. The role of Protestantism for the Gypsy/Roma communities in Bulgaria dur-
ing the period between the World Wars I and II is the subject of A. Marinov’s article. 
The concept of ‘Islamophobia’ as a social phenomenon is analyzed by H. Emin. 

In the fifth part, the authors draw attention to different issues of traditional and 
modern mobility related to the change of home and lifestyle as a result of resettle-
ment within one’s home country (P. Stoyanova) and beyond (M. Maeva, A. Nakova 
and Y. Erolova). The specific meaning of objects between the home and host coun-
tries as items of practical usage and emotional provokers is focus of the study of D. 
Pileva. 

We thank all authors and reviewers for their endeavors and we hope to continue 
our scientific discussion in the future!

The Editors
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ETHNOGRAPHIC ESSAY

Rachko Popov

Our ancestors strongly believed there are two worlds: ‘this world’, the one they 
lived in, and ‘the other world’, where the souls of the dead go. ‘The other world’ 
also has two dimensions – the first one is where the Garden of Eden is governed by 
St. Peter and the souls of the righteous go there. The second is underground, where 
the Hell is and where St. Michael the Archangel sends the souls of the sinners – 
murderers, thieves, deceivers. Frequently, the boundaries between the two worlds 
are destroyed, as witnessed by numerous observances from the annual calendar. 
They usually take place during periods understood to be transitional. Three periods 
in particular mark the transitional periods between the old and the new year, the 
transition between winter and spring, and the transition between spring and summer. 
In Bulgarian, they are known as the Mrasni dni (dirty days) which last from Ignazh-
den (St. Ignatius of Antioch Day, 20th December) until Yordanovden (Epiphany, 6th 
January); the Todorova sedmitsa (St. Todor’s week, which covers the period from 
the Sirni Zagovezni, which is celebrated seven weeks before Easter to Todorovden, 
St. Todor’s Day), and Rusalska sedmitsa (Midsummer week), commencing with the 
celebration of the Holy Spirit fifty days after Easter, marking the transition between 
spring and summer. These fearful and dangerous annual periods are often consid-
ered to be three sisters bearing the names Mrasnitsata (mean woman), Tuduritsa 
(a reference to St. Todor’s week) and Rusalia (a ‘bad’ fairy girl with long blonde 
hair). Among them, Tuduritsa is seen as the worst and scariest sister. It is a ubiqui-
tous belief that during these annual transitional periods Eden and Hell are opened 
and the souls of the dead come to Earth and dwell among the living. The righteous 
souls come from Eden in the form of little flies and butterflies who alight on the 
branches of trees and flowers. The souls of the sinners come from Hell in the form 
of vampires, kallikantzaroi and werewolves who commit acts of mischief on people. 
Therefore, at times when people are found to be in-between the two worlds, it is 
imperative for them to obey a great variety of bans on personal behavior. No one is 
allowed to be outside after sunset but instead they should go home and bar all doors. 
They should hang branches of hawthorn on their doors since vampires are very 
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frightened of it. It is obligatory for them to wear garlic in their cloths; its smell is 
repulsive to the demons. During the night they should always leave a lighted candle 
on at home, since vampires and diseases fear its light. Spouses should avoid sexual 
encounters, because of the belief that every child conceived in this period will be-
come a werewolf when it grows up.

The emergence of the two worlds during these three transitional annual periods 
always concludes with the observance of special rituals which restore the balance. 
Frequently, kallikantzaroi and vampires who appear during the ‘Mrasni dni’ are 
banished from the village by the kukeri (mummers). Baba Tuduritsa’s banishment 
is provoked by the derbies on Todorovden. The mystical Rusalia who give young 
people samodivska bolest (fairy sickness) is scared away by the rusalii and calušari 
male companies. Throughout the whole week they go around villages, healing the 
sick of the rusalska bolest (fairy sickness) with songs and dances. As a result, after 
the ritual and traditional intervention of the male companies of kukeri, horsemen 
and rusalii, the two worlds merge once more and the balance between them is re-
stored. 



Part I

LOCAL  
AND GLOBAL  

CULTURES
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NON-PLACES AS SACRED PLACES:  
CONFLICT, CONTRADICTION, OR ADAPTATION

Reet Hiiemäe

Abstract: French anthropologist Marc Augé invented the term non-places, which he defines 
as urban spaces of circulation, consumption, and communication that exist beyond histori-
cal, symbolic, and identity-related ties. The focus of my paper is on the question, in which 
cases, and to what extent can such non-places temporarily become sacred places or spiritual 
spaces and therefore obtain spiritual, symbolic, and identity-related content. I try to find out 
how far is the (temporary) shifting of sacred space into cities a feature that is characteristic 
of the ongoing urbanization and mobility trends, and changes in spirituality and perception 
of space connected with it. I argue that non-places are not necessarily indicators of alienation 
from spirituality, rootedness, and tradition (as Augé and Lefebvre have claimed); quite the 
contrary, their temporary functioning as sacred places can be rather seen as a sign of adap-
tation and, in certain conditions (migration, refugee life, the danger of persecution because 
of certain religious views), they can become the life buoys of the spiritual needs of groups 
and individuals. For exemplifying my ideas, I offer a quadripartite classification of the re-
lationships between non-places and sacred places (non-places nearing sacred places; sacred 
places inside non-places; sacred places nearing non-places; non-places turning temporarily 
into sacred places).
Keywords: non-places, sacred places, dynamics of tradition, narratives, adaptation

Introduction and theoretical background

In the contemporary Western society, an ever-increasing proportion of time is spent 
in places that Marc Augé in his book Non-places: An Introduction to Supermoder-
nity (originally published in 1995) calls non-places (e.g. supermarkets, highway 
traffic jams, airports, railway stations). A non-place, according to Augé, is a liminal 
space which, unlike historical places, cannot be defined as relational, or historical, 
or concerned with identity (2008: 63). Non-places are usually brought into connec-
tion with urban settings although some of them (e.g. highways, some airports and 
refugee centers) can actually not be called strictly urban. In the eyes of Augé, the 
emerging of non-places is connected with increasing individual choice and freedom 
in the society leading to soulless homogeneity, expressed in non-places that can be 
characterized by the mere function of transience, transition, circulation, and medi-
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ation, and by the lack of tradition, myth and history (Augé, 2008: ix). Non-places 
are thus opposed or antonymous to ‘anthropological’ or ‘historical places’ which 
are viewed as ‘real’ places because they are relational, meaningful, and concerned 
with identity. Already a few years before Augé’s book, in 1991 philosopher Henri 
Lefebvre developed his notion of ‘abstract places’ which has several common points 
with Augé’s non-places (Lefebvre, 2000: 229 ff). Lefebvre’s ‘abstract place’ means 
monofunctional spaces where only certain, predetermined activities are performed 
or even permitted (e.g. for the purposes of circulation or administration). For Lefeb-
vre, with the triumph of abstract space over multifunctional, communal spaces such 
as marketplaces, places of worship, historical monuments (2000: 222f):

the city’s contexture or fabric – its streets, its underground levels, its frontiers – 
unravel, and generate not concord but violence. Indeed space as a whole becomes 
prone to sudden eruptions of violence.

The ideas of both, Lefebvre and Augé, have a rather pessimistic undertone – Lefebvre 
pointing to the proneness of violence in abstract places, Augé (2008: xxii) stressing 
the passivity and anxiety that individuals experience in non-places. This approach 
seems too one-sided. For instance, it would be additionally necessary to illuminate 
mental protective mechanisms that are activated in connection with non-places, e.g. 
subjective mental imagery, or ways of empowering storytelling that are used to turn 
certain non-places into meaningful places. Particularly when a person feels alienat-
ed and perceives that his physical or mental integrity is in danger because a public 
space is intruding on their private space – as is often the case by non-places accord-
ing to Augé and Lefebvre – the person’s emotional reactions, often accompanied 
by respective somatic reactions (e.g. sweating) can cause an alertness that triggers 
certain processes connected with belief-based mental protective mechanisms (e.g. 
reading prayers, visiting a prayer room in an airport, having an inner dialogue with 
a protective angel) that help to anchor familiar meanings to the unfamiliar place or 
situation (Hiiemäe, 2016b: 39). Such mechanisms can express themselves also in 
the search for human ties, eagerness to make contacts with strangers, and in the case 
that these contacts are successful, they can turn a non-place into a meaningful place 
for the subjective experiencer; a friendship or even love relationships that start in 
non-places like prisons, railway stations, airports, temporary refugee camps, or hos-
pitals, may last for decades and sometimes for life. Thus, non-places can be starting 
points for new identities and new beginnings, likewise in fairy tales where the hero 
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typically first needs to go out into a non-place, a transient zone (a road, an unfamil-
iar town) that becomes the platform for his or her life-changing events (more on the 
hero’s journey in fairy tales see Segal, 1990). 

While analyzing such processes it becomes clear that non-places and anthropo-
logical places are not clear opposites but there exist also hybrid forms of the both. 
One of the aims of this article is to describe some of these forms. The main focus is 
on the question, in which cases and to what extent can such non-places temporarily 
become sacred places or spiritual spaces, and therefore obtain spiritual, symbolic, 
and identity-related content. I argue that their temporary functioning as sacred plac-
es can be rather seen as a sign of adaptation and in certain conditions (migration, 
refugee life) this is often the only way how the spiritual needs of respective groups 
and individuals can be met. My article is based on participant observations and 
semi-structured personal interviews (Estonian cases) plus media content analysis 
from the period of 2014 to 2018. During my interviews, people of various age, gen-
der and spiritual interests were asked about their place perception. 

Several other authors have also expressed certain criticism towards Augé’s the-
ory, especially towards the dichotomical view of place/non-place in the light of the 
changing postmodern ‘human-place’ relationship, and offered elaborations on the 
term ‘non-place’. For example, Christian Triebel points out that the differentiation 
of place/non-place cannot be taken as absolute, because these are rather subjec-
tive categories. I agree with Triebel’s proposition that one person’s anthropological 
place can be another person’s non-place and vice versa, for instance, an airport can 
have a different meaning for a one-time traveler, a frequent traveler, a pilot, or the 
ground staff of the airport (Relph, 1996; Triebel, 2015: 93f). Similarly, a historically 
Christian area with Christian churches and graveyards can evoke in Muslim or Hin-
du newcomers different spiritual feelings than in the local population. 

A person who has the habit to listen to his favorite meditation music through 
headphones during a subway trip or a flight may be in some sense even ‘dou-
ble-placed’: in the terms of his subjective spiritual geography, he may be in a tran-
scendental place, yet physically he remains in a non-place (see similar thought by 
Wigley, 2018: 411). An Estonian woman, whom I interviewed, recalled: 

I still remember and will probably forever remember the transcendent feeling that 
I had when I pedalled through Tartu on my bicycle some twenty five years ago 
with loud meditation music in my new headphones (female, 41 years old, 2018). 
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In June 2018, I saw a middle-aged woman making yoga in the busy railway station 
of Zurich, Switzerland, with eyes closed. Thus it seems that through certain behav-
ioral and mental acts or other place-making performances, individuals are able to 
construct sacred spaces within otherwise secular, busy contemporary environments 
(Wigley, 2017: 6). 

Additionally, in the face of new personal experiences a non-place can turn into 
an anthropological place that has strong emotional qualities and meaning in the life 
history of a person (e.g. a railway station where one met his future wife the first time 
or where the spirit of the dead father of a person appeared to give a warning). Such 
place experiences, together with the accompanying narrative, can be integrated into 
the family tradition (e.g. in the form of yearly visits to the place). A similar thought 
appears in the context of airports by Maximiliano Korstanje and Rodanthi Tzanelli 
(2017: 8): 

It seems that the social function of airports is not, as Augé would contend, based 
on collections of empty significations but saturated by ephemeral meanings (im)
mobile humans may ascribe to their spaces in endless auto-biographical orches-
trations.

Emer O’Beirne (2006: 49) also stresses that researchers should approach non-places 
in a more multi-layered way, ‘Rather than simply presenting such spaces as repos-
itories of alienation and loneliness we should explore their potential to produce 
contemporary forms of relation, and therefore identity and meaning’. Triebel refers 
to non-places as a testbed of new identities, concluding that a non-place can some-
times act as a transcendent place (2015: 100). Triebel also points to the dimension of 
the diachronic change, mentioning that in the past, powerful anthropological plac-
es indeed may have had the upper hand over powerless non-places and non-place 
would always have to play by the rules set forth by anthropological place, but in 
today’s globalising world it may not be the case anymore. Triebel concludes with 
the question: ‘In fact, in our transcultural, increasingly interconnected global world, 
have not non-places become the new centers of significance where various people, 
commodities and ideas come together?’ (2015: 100). Tim Cresswell writes about 
the possibility of meaningful place experiences and attachment perceived in modern 
non-places, characterising them as ‘nested mobilities’ (Cresswell, 2006: 257).
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It would be also necessary to pay more attention to the aspect of subjectivity, in-
tersubjectivity, and temporariness – the perception of certain locations as non-places 
may not be constant and the same according to all individuals, and in all circum-
stances. It may depend on the person’s state of mind in the given moment and on 
the habits and coping strategies of a particular person in general. I agree with Dylan 
Trigg who also mentions the feature of temporality in his discussion about attitudes 
and philosophies connected with non-places: ‘At times, they (non-places) unfold 
with significant meaning, while at other times they become transient sites, indis-
tinct and interchangeable’ (Trigg, 2017: 128). Thus, it must be considered that our 
relation with the environment involves a multiplicity of features, which shape our 
perception of the world around us (Trigg, 2017: 134). The meaning ascribed to a lo-
cation depends on the respective personal narrative of an individual that may turn a 
location in his or her eyes into a sacred site or a non-place. A similar thought can be 
found by Regina Bendix, who in her discussion about the authenticity of experienc-
es states – in accordance with Jean Baudrillard – that the genuine and the spurious 
are converging, their identities being separable only by their narratives (1997: 4). 
Hence, narratives – often combined with personal experiences and feelings that are 
attached to a location – play a decisive role in if and how the identity of a person 
is anchored to the given place and gives it a sacred, life-historical or other personal 
dimension. 

Sacred places and non-places: forms of symbiosis and hybridization 

There are many definitions of sacred place by various researchers as well as users 
of sacred places whose perceptions of what makes up a sacred place may vary. 
A basic and rather broad definition that best fits into the context of this article is 
the following: a sacred place is a place of perceived sacredness, spiritual worship, 
and respective ritual behavior irrespective of denomination or faith of the user of 
the place. Historically, sacred places in Estonia – as in many cultures elsewhere – 
were natural places (e.g. sacred groves, trees, stones, wells), manmade places 
(after the Christianization of Estonia in 13th century Christian churches, chapels), 
and places that combined both characteristics (e.g. natural stones with man-made 
engravings). A common feature that they shared was a fixed location and a rather 
fixed religious function (more on historical sacred places in Estonia see Jonuks, 
2009; Valk, 2017).
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In contemporary Western culture, the perception of sacred space is subject to the 
dynamics of change. Traditional fixed forms of ritual are in retreat and new forms 
emerge: traditional sacred places change their function (Hiiemäe, 2017), new ritual-
istic places, including urban ritual spaces are gaining prominence (Gómez and Van 
Herck, 2014: 4). On the one hand, the concepts of sacredness have become more 
flexible in the individualized, post secular and mobile society, and on the other hand, 
the web of meanings that surround the experiences connected with sacredness, is 
more easily transferred into non-traditional places like urban non-places (more on 
contemporary attitudes towards sacredness and sacred places in Estonia see Jonuks, 
2018; Ventsel et al., 2018). 

Below I offer a quadripartite classification of the relationships between non-plac-
es and sacred places. It is not an exhaustive list of all possible forms of combination, 
but it will give some examples of the merging or hybridising of the two types of 
spaces that seem rather typical to the cultural trends of contemporary Western so-
ciety. However, although the focus of this article is on Western milieu, I am not in-
tending to draw a sharp line between Western and non-Western settings, and several 
phenomena described here may be also topical in non-Western conditions.

1) Non-places nearing sacred places 
In this category the comparison is mainly made between commercial settings (e.g. 
shopping mall complexes) as typical non-places, and traditional sacred places. The-
ology professor and historian Jon Pahl describes in his Shopping Malls and Other 
Sacred Spaces (2003) the quasi-religious nature of shopping malls and commercial 
brands (like Walt Disney World), exemplifying commercial idols of the American 
society and the ‘temples’ where these are worshipped. In a similar vein, Ira Zepp, a 
theologian and phenomenologist of religions, explores the different ways in which 
shopping malls appear to be organized spatially by cosmological principles and 
serve as containers for a number of symbols, objects, and actions imbued with sa-
crality. In the eyes of Zepp, shopping malls can be seen as a substitute for ancient 
sacred centers, derived from or based upon the mythology of the axis mundi, the 
pillar of the world. Lisa Scharoun adds the social aspect, pointing out that today’s 
‘temples of consumerism’ function for several demographic groups as the primary 
place for community and social interaction – as the temples and churches did in 
the past (2012: 1). Shopping malls seem to fulfill even more (quasi)religious func-
tions – they operate in a recurring cyclical mode that concords in many ways with 
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the celebration cycle of the Christian or folk calendar sacred periods (e.g. special 
Christmas or Eastern festivities; the commercial fairs of the Virgin Mary or Saint 
Martin in certain towns in Estonia, for international examples see McFarland and 
Taylor, 2017).

Michael O’Regan and Jaeyeon Choe (2014) have observed non-places from a 
slightly different angle, looking at traditional religious behavior that is transferred 
into certain commercial contexts, specifically into the modern touristic casinos in 
Macau. The authors bring examples of how visitors to the casinos in Macau behave 
as quasi-pilgrims, exhibiting similar ritualistic behavior as traditional pilgrims – 
bringing offerings, reading prayers, wearing talismans, visiting traditional temples 
before gambling, in order to grant themselves good gambling luck. 

Nevertheless, shopping centers and other commercial spaces do not seem to be 
comparable to sacred places in every aspect – although many commercial settings 
and products seem to promise eternal life (e.g. through rejuvenating procedures or 
products), it is difficult to see in them the existential and transcendental dimension 
that characterizes traditional sacred places. But the analysis still showed that the 
borders between non-places and sacred places may be more blurred than Augé’s 
distinction would suggest.

2) Sacred places inside non-places 
Augé describes non-places as having a rather static, unchangeable character. Yet 
when we take the example of highways, even parts of a single highway can have 
various collectively or personally carried meanings and thus be equipped with vari-
ous mental and emotional qualities. There are places on highways that connote fear 
and horror because of certain narrative traditions, e.g. places that are connected with 
the vanishing hitchhiker plot (Bennett, 2011). Sometimes such stories have a con-
nection with specific spots that are often visibly marked on the highway, namely by 
roadside memorials that, in turn, can have a special meaning of grief and attachment 
to the relatives of the traffic accident victim who is commemorated with the given 
roadside memorial (more about roadside memorials see Margry and Sánchez-Car-
retero, 2011; Yudkina and Sokolova, 2014). Narrative traditions related to such pas-
sages of the highway can evoke certain protective behavior in people who pass these 
areas (especially when driving alone in night time), e.g. crossing oneself or reading 
a prayer when driving through such a place. In this way these passages can become 
at the same time places of fear and places for overcoming fear through religious or 
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belief-based behavior. Thus, these spots on the highway may find a place on indi-
vidual mental maps of horror or hope (Hiiemäe, 2016a), and become imbued with 
narrative traditions and mental imagery. 

As certain sacred knots on the highways, roadside or truck stop chapels deserve 
attention. Being mainly a North American phenomenon, their appearance varies: 
they can be just windowless boxes, looking like yet another trailer with just an 
additional sign ‘Chapel’ but in several cases the trailers can also have an interior 
that resembles traditional sacred architecture, e.g. some truck stop chapels being 
equipped with chandeliers, carpets, wood panelling, etc. as well as chaplains who 
are available for a talk twenty four hours a day. In the course of time, many truck 
drivers develop their feeling of ‘home’ truck stops or truck stop chapels amongst the 
truck stops they are passing during their repeated long-haul drives. Such places can 
be imbued with the sense of familiar place, belonging, and sometimes spiritual relief 
(more on the meaning of truck stops see Kozak, 2012: 294ff). 

Prayer rooms or chapels in airports or hospitals similarly serve as places of 
worship and/or communication with transcendent powers, and again it depends on 
the particular person and their subjective perceptions if these places can offer them 
a deeper spiritual meaning, or just a quiet place to flee from the crowds. A woman 
described in an interview: 

In 2010, some famous Estonian clairvoyants gave warnings of a very dangerous 
summer. One of them said that, if possible, flying should be avoided altogether. 
And exactly in this period I needed to fly to a conference. I was so much afraid 
that a plane catastrophe would happen, and my children were much smaller back 
home, so what could I do? Before my flight I went to the airport prayer room and 
desperately and deeply prayed for a safe flight. I came out relieved and the flight 
was indeed smooth. Few years later, I had to fly again but this time I had no fear. 
Anyway, I still had a look into the airport prayer room and realized that I had not 
noticed previous time that it was just an empty sterile cubicle. I thought: “How 
can anybody pray here?” (laughs) (female, 42 years old, 2016). 

Another example of sacred places in non-places are churches that are situated in the 
shopping centers. Sometimes the churches move into the vacant rooms of the malls, 
developing thus ‘a mix of retail and religion’ (Dietz, 2010: D1; Nynäs and Pessi, 
2012) but they can also take over whole complexes of bankrupted shopping centers, 
for instance, in several places in Canada and North America, churches have moved 
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into the premises of the well-known commercial chain Wal-Mart and converted 
them into worship spaces (Dietz, 2010: D1; McFarland and Taylor, 2017: 247, 253). 
Balancing somewhere half way between non-places and sacred places are esoteric 
shops that on the one hand function as commercial enterprises, yet on the other hand 
organize spiritual workshops and rituals in the same rooms. For a number of partici-
pants, they transform temporarily into places of spiritual experiments and dialogues 
with the supernatural, and attract similarly interested individuals who may form 
small communities on the basis of such recurrent participations that may sometimes 
also involve other, more traditional locations (e.g. visits to natural sacred places). 
Thus, sacred places inside non-places can fulfill various functions reaching from 
practical needs for a convenient location to mental needs for overcoming a trauma 
or feeling safer in a helpless situation. 

3) Sacred places nearing non-places 
Amongst new church buildings, tendencies of shifting towards the outward appear-
ance of non-places can be observed as well. Over centuries – influenced by particu-
lar historical eras, events and mind-sets – certain recurring symbolic elements were 
integrated into the church design models to signal the presence of God via church 
architecture. During the last half-century, partly as a result of changes in liturgy and 
architectural trends, and partly for economic reasons, a number of contemporary 
churches and other sacral buildings were built in a functional, minimalistic, tech-
no-centric style similar to non-places like shopping malls, office blocks and doctors’ 
offices (Schloeder, 1998; Vinnitskaya, 2013; Vosko, 2006). Architect Edward An-
ders Sövik, one of the pioneers of the (post)modernist minimalistic church design, 
named such functional church spaces that are often not exclusively set apart for 
holy rituals, but adaptable also to other functions, as ʽnon-churchʼ buildings (Sö-
vik, 1973: chapter 2). His modern ideas of church design have been welcomed by 
many, but there is also some opposition amongst church-goers, as well as architects, 
who feel that such shifts from tradition are not appropriate because these functional 
non-church buildings no longer feel like God’s house, and therefore make finding 
contact with God more difficult (Vosko, 1997: 28). For example, Mark Torgerson 
finds that it would be a mistake to plan the exterior structure, proportions, and deco-
ration of a church according to the style of profane architecture of the time, lest the 
attractiveness of the church building be merely that of this world (Torgerson, 2007: 
232). However, he considers some changes in style ineluctable: 
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The church edifice today is intended for the people of our times. Hence it must be 
fashioned in such way that the people of our times may recognize and feel that it 
is addressed to them (Torgerson, 2007: 232). 

Thus, even some of those who do not support the idea of merging non-places and 
sacred architecture, may find this trend unavoidable in the light of contemporary 
cultural changes.

4) Non-places turning temporarily into sacred places
An increasing number of cases can be found where non-places are turned temporar-
ily into places of worship and ritual. This feature may go hand in hand with more 
or less forced forms of adaptation. For example, immigrants and refugees staying 
in refugee camps may be forced to build temporary prayer houses or churches from 
textile, carton or other handy materials for their sermons, or other religious prac-
tices, to be held in order to take care of their spiritual needs; immigrants may need 
to substitute their traditional shrines that they used for worship in their country of 
origin with edifices available in the receiving country and thus develop new reli-
gious demands and forms (more on forms of religiosity in migrant situations, see 
e.g. Frederiks and Nagy, 2016; Horstmann and Jung, 2015). Sometimes, the fear 
of persecutions is the reason why religious rituals are celebrated in non-traditional 
places, like abandoned shops or caravans (e.g. Slavkova, 2007: 205-246). 

Some spiritual place-making practices in non-places can fulfill temporary per-
sonal needs. A woman who is working as a nurse in an Estonian hospital department 
for cancer patients told in an interview about ways that patients used for creating a 
spiritual room around them:

 
Sometimes when they (patients) arrive to their hospital ward, they immediately 
take out their icons or angel statues and put them on the small tables beside their 
beds and they seem to delve into an inner dialogue with them in order to cope with 
the pain and fear that goes so naturally with all these medical procedures that they 
undergo (female, 79 years old, 2018).

Yet in other cases non-places may turn into temporary sacred places mainly for 
reasons of convenience – rituals that used to be held in remote natural sacred places 
may be transferred into urban office buildings to enable easier access to urban spirit-
uality seekers. Thus, it is symptomatic that when sedentary populations become 
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more mobile and urban, their spirituality also often needs to obtain a mobile charac-
ter and the spirits have to follow their devotees into the cities or other countries. Zy-
gmunt Bauman (2000) uses the notion ‘liquid modernity’ to describe such processes 
of cultural change. According to Bauman, contemporary Western people live neither 
in modernity nor postmodernity, but in a liquid intermediate state that is character-
ized by the ambivalence, erosion, and loss of categories of identity that used to be 
thought of as stable; it is an era where social forms and institutions are in flux and 
can find new liquid outcomes – in our case in non-places that may temporarily take 
over the functions of a sacred place. Below are just a few Estonian examples which 
I chose for the reason that in connection with these cases I had my own participant 
observation experience and also some interview material.

Case analysis 1: Participatory tobacco ritual in Tartu by a shaman from Ecuador 
• In March 2014, in a conference hall of a conference center and night club in 

Tartu, Estonia, a tobacco ritual with a shaman from Ecuador took place. The ritual 
was guided by a young cosmopolitan shaman who claimed to have obtained his 
knowledge from the authentic South American rainforest shamanic tradition which 
he nevertheless (according to his own words) combined with Chinese medicine and 
martial arts that he had learned elsewhere. The ritual activities (sniffing of a tobacco 
concoction and observing one’s reactions and perceptions) were accompanied by 
exotic tribal narratives that the shaman told, but his outside appearance remained 
modern – he was wearing jeans and did not consider any traditional costumes nec-
essary for marking his status. The participants were encouraged to work with their 
fantasy, to create spiritual contact with tobacco, the nature, their soul-animals, etc. 
At the end, a sharing round followed where everybody could talk about their expe-
rience, and several participants told that they felt the presence of shamanic spirits. A 
male participant told me in an interview: 

I was very sceptical in the beginning because the shaman was so young and didn’t 
look like a convincing representative of ancient shaman traditions. The place was 
also awkward for such a ritual – a big hall in the middle of the city. But then 
somehow my mind altered and I heard the flying of the shaman spirits, it sounded 
like the wings-flapping of birds. The physical room disappeared altogether (male, 
36 years old, 2014).
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The shaman gave his explanations in English and claimed that his Native Indian 
tribal spirits understand English and can be carried with him anywhere he goes in 
the world. The ritual suited the visitors who came just for fun and out of curiosity, 
but also for serious spiritual growth. The same shaman guided a similar ritual in Tal-
linn in a place in city center called Oasis, which on the place’s webpage is described 
as ‘a portal into the nature in the middle of the city‘. Thus, here again a connec-
tion with nature was created on the imagination level. The event was advertised as 
‘Valentine’s day tobacco ritual by full moon’, compressing even more symbols and 
meanings from various times and cultures. Hence, the described ritual has several 
characteristics that various researchers have described in connection with post-mod-
ernist re-inventing of traditions by mixing together elements from different cultures 
and using improvised settings that reflect changed views of authenticity and tradi-
tionality (Wallis, 2003; Zorbas, 2015). 

Case analysis 2: The ritual of walking-through-fire in an office building in Tartu
• Usually such rituals of walking-through-fire take place in a South Estonian 

village farmyard several times a year (especially in connection with solstice days). 
Yet on this day in February 2014 that was scheduled for the ritual, the weather was 
exceptionally cold and therefore the organizers decided to move it into an office 
building in the center of Tartu. As a result, the ritual of walking through fire took 
place without fire. The absence of fire was compensated through candlelight, fan-
tasy work, and behavioral imitation. The participants had to imagine that they were 
sitting by a big fire and feeling the heat of the fire, later they were asked to imagine 
walking through the fire. A male participant told me later: 

It was very comfortable to do it in the room because the weather was really cold 
outside. The urban context didn’t matter to me. When we laid down and started 
imagining, it was a really relaxing feeling, maybe even better than it would have 
been outside by real fire (male, 36 years old, 2014).

In the case of temporary urban sacred places, a virtual or imaginary connection with 
a real sacred place in nature is often sought for grounding the experience. Natural 
sacred places are still an important part of the identity-building of many Estonians, 
however, only 31 percent of the Estonian population visits a natural sacred place 
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once a year or more frequently (according to a 2014 survey). Thus, some experi-
ences that were originally anchored to rural settings or nature are replaced by urban 
imagination that enables the participants to become part of idealized ecological and 
spiritual horizons (Steil and De Moura Carvalho, 2013). 

Conclusions

(Temporary) shifting of sacred space into cities can be seen as a feature of the dy-
namics that are characteristic of the ongoing urbanization and mobility trends in 
society, and changes in spirituality and the perception of space connected with it. On 
the one hand, spiritual endeavors are transferred into urban non-places for reasons 
of consumerist convenience, on the other hand these dynamics seem to rise from the 
need to ‘domesticate’ non-places and fulfill one’s spiritual needs close to home or 
other place of inhabitance (e.g. in refugee camps, airports). In the course of this pro-
cess, often with the help of mental imagery, various non-places can become places 
of significance, spiritual discovery, and attachment. 

As a general trend in modern societies, collective and fixed religious identi-
ties are losing significance (e.g. a Native American shaman can at the same time 
use Chinese medicine or open chakras), the punishing monotheist gods are often 
replaced with friendly and more human spiritual beings like angels or the spirits 
of deceased relatives. Flexible individual choices are gaining more and more im-
portance; in a number of cases spiritual pursuits are combined with the fun-factor 
(e.g. in the case of some tobacco ritual participants who attended the event just out 
of curiosity). In older tradition, the spirits of sacred groves or stones were connect-
ed with fixed geographical places. Contemporary spirits transcend city, state and 
language borders, e.g. the Ecuador shamanistic spirits can be conjured everywhere 
where the tobacco ritual is performed; the Haitian Voodoo spirits can be contacted 
by Haitian immigrants also in the cellars of New York. Pluralism, eclecticism and 
liquidity characteristic to modern belief and ritual behavior are also reflected in 
place use: monofunctionality is replaced by multifunctionality and cultural flexi-
bility. Thus, sacred places are increasingly portable, as the suitable ‘altar’, ‘pop-up 
temple’ or other settings can be created everywhere by the participants, and make 
lived spiritual experiences also possible in non-places. With my quadripartite clas-
sification of the relationships between non-places and sacred places I tried to exem-
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plify some contemporary dynamics and tendencies of symbiosis and co-occurrence 
of the two types from the viewpoint of the experiencers. 
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THE EGYPTIANS DREAMING OF  
A BETTER YESTERDAY

Mihaila Yordanova

Abstract: Nostalgia has had a subtle, yet constant presence on Egyptian social media for the 
past few years. Since 2011, dozens of pages dedicated to a particular time period, such as 
the monarchy or the rule of Nasser, have appeared and their popularity has been on the rise 
ever since. The purpose of these pages seems to go beyond the admiration of snapshots of 
the past, as the content is often utilized to reflect and express Egyptians’ growing discontent 
with the present. Yet, despite their similarities, the different nostalgics appear unable to find 
common grounds, instead actively engaging in arguing with and ‘othering’ their counter-
parts. But why are the nostalgic Facebook users so adamant to attack people that largely 
share their passion and outlook? This presentation is concerned with precisely this issue. It 
focuses on two main case studies, namely the monarchy nostalgics and those admiring the 
rule of Nasser. The paper begins by briefly defining the concept of nostalgia and introducing 
the followers of the Facebook pages. It then goes on to examining their social media activ-
ity, paying particular attention to the similarities and differences between them, as well as 
the way they criticize each other. Ultimately, the work argues that the complex relationship 
between the two groups of nostalgics is to a large extent a result of the nature of the senti-
ment itself, the competing historical narratives in Egypt and the ways in which the parties 
involved attempt to negotiate their identities within their specific contexts.
Keywords: Egypt, nostalgia, social media, identity

Introduction

Nasser kissing an old man’s hand. Fashionably dressed girls smiling from a black-
and-white photo of downtown Alexandria. Children playing in front of the mud-
brick houses of rural Egypt in the 1940s. These are not pages torn out of a history 
book, but just a small sample of the nostalgic images currently circulating on Egyp-
tian social media, partially fulfilling users’ longing to connect to the past. This desire 
is not particularly recent, nor is it confined to the borders of Egypt. Nostalgia has 
been making its way into the Egyptian popular culture through literary fiction at 
least since the 1960s (Ouyang, 2013; Ryzova, 2015; Tresilian, 2008): a trend that 
has been partially present throughout the Middle East. What is more, even the need 
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to establish a sensual connection to the days passed through material relics existed 
long before the phenomenon entered the social media realm. As early as 1984 Sarah 
Graham-Brown noted Arab’s increased interest in buying Orientalist paintings and 
pictures (Graham-Brown, 1984), depicting a sentimental picture of life ‘as it used to 
be’. Similarly, vintage photograph collectors, such as Fouad Dabbas, were already 
present in the Middle East in the last half of the past century.

The Social Media Revolution of the past decade, however, changed and di-
versified the expressions of nostalgia in Egypt to an extent. It eased the access to 
materials and aided in connecting people that share the passion of locating and ad-
miring snapshots of the past. Consequently, dozens of groups and pages dedicated 
to specific time periods or historical personas have been created since 2009. What 
is more, the content posted on these pages seems to resonate with social media 
users. While there are some exceptions to the trend, their popularity has been on 
the increase, particularly after 2014.1 Two of the most popular and significant such 
social media expressions seem to be directed towards the monarchy and Nasser, as 
seen through two Facebook pages: ‘The Official Page of King Faruq’, the last king 
of Egypt and a page, dedicated to the country’s second president, perhaps unim-
aginatively named Gamal Abdel Nasser. The two pages are similar in many ways. 
Both seem to be creating an idealized picture of their respective past, reducing it to 
a few, exclusively positive features. Moreover, the type of content posted there is 
almost identical: mainly images and a few stories reinforcing the picture of the past 
they have depicted, while providing no concrete information or context. Finally, the 
purpose of these pages often seems to go beyond the admiration of snapshots of the 
past, as the content is frequently utilized to reflect and express Egyptians’ growing 
discontent with the current situation, with the past embodying values perceived as 
lost in the present.

Yet, despite all these similarities, the nostalgics often do not see eye to eye. This 
is particularly true when the question of the economy is concerned. The two groups 
would on separate occasions criticize the deteriorating economic conditions in the 
country by referring to their respective pasts, a sign that both groups are critical of 

1 According to Ryzova ‘The Official Page of the Site of King Faruq the First—Faruq of Egypt’ (al-
ṣafḥa al-rasmiyya li-mawqiʿ al-malik farūq al-ʾʾawwal- farūq miṣr) had a following of 100,000 people 
in December 2013, which increased to more than a million by June 2014 (Ryzova, 2015: 37-38). In 
December 2016, the page had well over four million followers (https://www.facebook.com/pg/king.
farouk.faroukmisr/likes/) (accessed 22 December 2016).
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the situation. But they also appear unable to find common grounds, instead actively 
engaging in arguing with and ‘othering’ their counterparts. But why are these Face-
book users so adamant to attack people that largely share their passion and outlook?

This paper is concerned with answering precisely this question, for this may 
provide valuable insights of not only the recent political and social developments in 
Egypt, but also of how nostalgia operates and how people’s perception of the past may 
in certain situations influence their actions in the present. In order to do this, the work 
first outlines briefly the conceptual framework and methodology and introduces the 
nostalgics themselves. It then delves into the ways in which the two groups utilize the 
past, paying particular attention to the similarities between them. Having thus set the 
background, the work looks closely at two Facebook posts, which demonstrate both 
the opinion of their creators and consumers on the economic situation and the ways 
in which they attack and ‘otherʼ their opponents. Ultimately, the paper argues that the 
monarchist and Nasserist nostalgics have both constructed an ideological paradigm, 
which allows them to contrast the idealized past to the present, thus serving as a ves-
sel for their current discontent. However, while clearly present-oriented, this para-
digm is nevertheless rooted in the past and to a large extent dependent on the groups 
own historical discourse and narrative. As the two groups see their respective pasts 
as synonymous with a different set of values, and in light of the complex relationship 
between the monarchist and the military regimes, the Faruq and Nasser nostalgics are 
bound to confront each other, as long as they operate in the black-and-white nostalgia 
model. Thus, paradoxically, it is precisely what makes them so similar that ultimately 
determines their rather hostile relationship. 

A  few notes on nostalgia 

The term nostalgia was initially coined by Johannes Hoffer in 1688 to describe a 
medical condition suffered by Swiss soldiers. It derives from two Greek words: nos-
tos, meaning ‘returning home’ and algos, meaning ‘pain’ (Boym, 2001: 3). While 
the original term clearly bares strong spatial connotations, nowadays it is typically 
used to describe a person’s wistful longing for a particular period of time (Ekman 
and Linde, 2005).

Despite the fact that it is a relatively new concept, nostalgia has attracted the 
attention of scholars from a variety of disciplines. These include history, anthropol-
ogy, sociology and political science. In fact, their works are so numerous and varied 
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that doing them justice in a few pages is impossible. Therefore, the author shall not 
attempt this Sisyphean task. Instead, she opts to tackle some of the theoretical and 
conceptual dilemmas surrounding the term, with the aim of developing a working 
definition that reflects the complexities of nostalgic expressions in Egypt and that 
can serve as a framework for the current study.

In spite of the rich body of literature that academia has dedicated to it, nostalgia 
still lacks a clear definition. Scholars seem to disagree on both the essence of the 
sentiment and its impact. That conceptual fuzziness appears to be partly due to the 
restricted framework in which the phenomenon is often studied, and partly due to 
its elusive and complex nature.

Nostalgia is more often than not seen as a longing for the identical repetition of 
the past (Boym, 2001). In this sense, it is considered a somewhat irrational, emo-
tional reaction towards the irreversibility of time (Pickering and Keightley, 2006). 
It is a sentiment which is conservative in nature and is incontrovertibly flawed. 
Moreover, it poses great dangers as it challenges the post-Enlightenment idea of 
the progressive nature of time, seeing instead the present as inferior to an idealized 
past (Natali, 2004). This type of literature, perhaps reflective of nostalgia’s early 
days as a disease, tends to see the sentiment as something that should be scrutinized 
and approached cautiously (Medalie, 2010). Yet, while nostalgia could occasionally 
be seen merely as an attempt to bring the past back to life, that is not necessarily 
always the case. For example, scholars working on Eastern Europe were at loss in 
the early 1990s, trying to reconcile the strong nostalgia towards communism with 
the apparent lack of anti-democratic sentiment. Their research led them to conclude 
that the sentiment as exhibited by Eastern Europeans was not that much a longing 
for the return of a totalitarian system, but a critique of the economic and political 
failures of the present (Ekman and Linde, 2005; Todorova, 2010: 5−7) Indeed, this 
idea predates the fall of the Berlin Wall by around a decade. As early as 1977, 
Fred Davis argued that nostalgia is anchored in the present (1977: 414−424). It is a 
way to reconstruct collective and personal identities in light of the changing value 
system and as such, it is more reflective of the contemporary social configurations 
than of the past itself. It is not that much about memory, but about the feeling of 
loss. Moreover, he also looks into both the purpose and the context of nostalgic ex-
pressions in an attempt to navigate their complexities. He begins by differentiating 
between collective and personal nostalgia in the United States. For him, collective 
nostalgia is a result of major changes in the social and political context and aims at 
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challenging and criticising the present. Individual nostalgia, on the other hand, is 
affected by and aimed at changes in the private realm. Thus, it seems that restricting 
the phenomenon to merely a Trojan horse of the past would not do it justice. Instead 
of yearning for the physical return of a bygone past, some nostalgics seem to mourn 
the values lost in time and to attempt to construct and negotiate their present identi-
ties in light of these values.

Another criticism often directed against nostalgic views is that they are ‘bad 
history’ (Natali, 2004). Thus, the sentiment is often accused of not only wanting to 
revive the past, but of wanting to bring back a version of it that never existed (Scan-
lan, 2004). This is related to the notion that nostalgia promotes an idealized version 
of history, emphasizing its positive features. Consequently, the sentiment is often 
conceived as ‘amnesiac’, as willingly disregarding parts of history that contradict its 
positive perception (Hutcheon, 2000). As a result, the phenomenon is frequently de-
scribed as an emotional craving which could never be fully satisfied, as it is wistful 
of the return of an imaginary golden age. Indeed, looking at it from this perspective, 
the sentiment does appear logically flawed, even to an extent irrational. However, if 
we look at it as a phenomenon which is not that much about memory but about loss, 
its relationship to history seems less puzzling.

In this scenario, the past could be seen as serving a dual purpose. It is a tool si-
multaneously informing and justifying a certain perception of the present. It stands 
as a signifier of values or qualities that did once exist but are now gone. Thus, the 
actual historical narrative seems to bear little importance. This trend may be detect-
ed in nostalgic social media pages in Egypt. On the one hand, these pages rarely, if 
ever, offer information about the historical context of the images they are sharing. 
On the other, they also seem to mix different historical periods with little or no con-
sequences in terms of audience reception. Images of the third Egyptian president 
Anwar Sadat, for example, often appear on both Facebook pages dedicated to King 
Faruq and Gamal Abdel Nasser. Similarly, many of the posts on the King Faruq pag-
es refer to Egypt’s colonial past, while Nasser’s followers have the chance to admire 
various images of post-Nasser memorabilia, including pictures of pencil cases and 
old school books. The source of the content or its historical significance, then, seems 
to play little role, as long as the images are reflective of the users’ ‘idea’ of the past.

As this limited literary review shows, choosing an approach to nostalgia, which 
reflects both the complexity of the phenomenon and the intellectual intricacy sur-
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rounding it is not easy. This remark is equally true in the case of Egypt, where 
its various expressions could be seen as playing very different roles, depending 
on one’s fundamental understanding of the phenomenon and its functions. That is 
why the author decided to combine different elements from the secondary literature 
on the topic in an attempt to deal with the challenge. It should be noted that the 
semi-conceptual framework presented below is by no means meant to be all-encom-
passing or all-applicable. It is merely a way to frame and direct the present paper.

Firstly, nostalgia here is approached as being primarily connected to the present. 
In this sense, its practitioners are seen not as wanting to physically bring a golden 
age back to life, but as using the past as a tool, informing and shaping their critical 
perception of the present. Similarly, the image of the past which is utilized is treated 
not as a truthful representation of events, but mostly as an allegory for the values 
lost in the present. Consequently, it is somewhat distorted, reduced to a handful of 
ideals that this particular period of time stands for.

In addition, nostalgia in Egypt is also seen as context-dependent. Accepting F. 
Davis’ categorization, the author considers the two particular expressions of the senti-
ment the survey is concerned with as collective, i.e. as originating from and reaction-
ary to major social, political and economic changes. Consequently, the current situa-
tion in Egypt is seen as crucial to understanding both their origins and their purposes.

Methodology

This paper uses primary materials collected through a year-long observation of 
Egyptian social media in 2016, supplemented by secondary literature. The decision 
to concentrate exclusively on online materials was made due to a number of reasons. 
On the one hand, the political situation in Egypt at the time posed a number of obsta-
cles to conducting ‘real-life’ fieldwork. On the other, working with online sources 
also presents several advantages from a research point of view. It minimizes the 
author’s impact on the creation of materials. Instead of creating the context of the 
discussion of the past and eliciting information, which would be the case when con-
ducting interviews, the paper opts at using materials that were produced in reaction 
to the situation in Egypt, rather than to specific questions. Moreover, as mentioned 
before, the internet has been one of the major vehicles for expressing nostalgia in 
recent years. In this sense, it is likely to provide a rich source for the study of social 
changes and developments in perception.
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The initial phase of the observation included following a number of pro- and 
anti-regime Facebook pages. These included pages dedicated to al-Sisi, Nasser and 
King Farouk, as well as pages occasionally publishing political critique/satire, such 
as ‘Coup Sarcasm Society’, the Facebook page of the Egyptian electronic news-
paper Mada Masr and ‘6th April Youth Movement’. In addition, content that was 
popular on social media in general was also monitored. This was done by gener-
ating weekly searches on BuzzSumo. The website itself allows users to browse the 
most shared content on social media in relations to specific keywords, in this case 
miṣr (the Arabic word for Egypt). In all cases, particular attention was being paid 
to users’ reaction to the posts, which included the number of likes and shares, as 
well as comments. The idea was to concentrate on content that on the one hand 
appeared to carry a certain nostalgic sentiment and on the other, managed to elicit 
a reaction. The observations were subsequently limited to the explicitly nostalgic 
Facebook pages, which had the largest number of followers, namely ‘The Official 
Page of King Faruq’ and ‘Gamal Abdel Nasser’. The logic behind this was that the 
content that created the largest buzz may be regarded as that which managed to ad-
dress and express users’ world views. While the researcher observed other types of 
nostalgia, such as longing for recovering articles reminding the Facebook users of 
their childhoods, the two pages appeared to be the strongest expression of what F. 
Davis (1979) would call ‘collective nostalgia’. The initial phase allowed the author 
to study what type of content was generated, how users reacted to it and how they 
positioned themselves in relation to other social media pages and to each other.

The large amount of data collected then had to be limited in a way that was both 
reflective of the materials and applicable to the purposes of this paper. In an attempt 
to resolve this dilemma, the author decided to concentrate on content produced in 
reaction to the three most talked about topics in 2016, namely the state of the Egyp-
tian economy, the transfer of two Red Sea islands to Saudi Arabia and the fifth anni-
versary of the January 25 Revolution (Mada Masr, 2016a). As the paper argues that 
nostalgia is primarily a reaction to the present, concentrating on the state of Egypt 
at the time seemed like a good way to both limit the amount of materials and make 
sure that they were reflective of the general trend. The two posts that are examined 
in depth in this paper are the most commented upon economy-related posts from the 
Nasserist and monarchist nostalgic Facebook pages, collected through this method. 
They were selected because they appear reflective of the general attitude of the nos-
talgics, as defined in the following section, but also because they seemed particular-
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ly illuminating of the ways in which the two groups of nostalgics communicate with 
and perceive each other. 

Introducing Egypt’s nostalgics

Who are the people commenting on and sharing the nostalgic posts on Facebook? 
Are they really part of the older, supposedly more conservative generation, as much 
of the literature on the topic suggests? (Batcho, 1995) Or is nostalgia in fact a more 
general phenomenon, to which no demographic group is immune? As trivial as 
these questions may seem, providing some, albeit limited, answers seem crucial for 
a number of reasons. This information, collected along the materials presented here 
through a year-long observation of Egyptian social media, would serve as a building 
block in determining the Facebook users’ relation to their past and present. Moreo-
ver, it would also help in differentiating between the various social groups to which 
particular types of nostalgia appeal.

As one can imagine, the general profile of the people who were drawn to the 
two periods of time examined seemed to differ to a certain degree. In the case of 
the Nasser enthusiasts, it seems that most of the dedicated participants in the pages’ 
discussions are in their forties and fifties. Their profiles vary in terms of education. 
However, there seem to be fewer people holding university degrees compared to 
the followers of monarchist Facebook pages. Similarly, people from smaller cities 
in Egypt would also be better represented among the Nasser fans. It is also interest-
ing to note that the Nasser pages seem to be attracting more interest from Egyptian 
expats in the Middle East, particularly people living in the Gulf. Looking at this 
generalized profile, it seems that Nasser modern nostalgics belong to what Reem El-
Fadl would call neo-Nasserists, i.e. people who have come of age around and after 
Nasser’s death. While they are unlikely to have been politically active during the 
president’s rule, to them Nasser-era references have become ‘evaluative standard 
with which to criticize the status quoʼ (El-Fadl, 2015: 17).

Examining the active participants on the Faruq Facebook page, they seem to 
be a fair mixture of younger and middle-aged people, both women and men. The 
only two things that seem to unite them is their level of education, which is gener-
ally high and the fact that they mostly inhabit big cities, predominantly Cairo and 
Alexandria. Lucie Ryzova (2015) seems to have similar impressions of the pages’ 
general audience. To her, they seem to be representatives of the ‘educated middle 
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class publicsʼ, critical of the state’s failure to preserve Egypt’s cultural heritage and 
aiming at redefining the official historical narratives.

While by no means exhaustive, this preliminary note on the general profile of 
Egypt’s admirers of the past points to a few conclusions that seem to be of im-
portance to the aims of the present paper. First, despite the fact that much of the 
literature on nostalgia sees the phenomenon as particularly prominent among older 
and more conservative people mourning their youth, that assumption does not seem 
to hold true in this case. Rather, at least in Egypt, the sentiment appears to be cut-
ting across cleavages and is affecting wide sections of the general public. Second, 
the two different types of nostalgia, as outlined above, appear to appeal to slightly 
different segments of the population. In this sense, examining further the Facebook 
users’ relationship to the past seems crucial to understanding their motivation and 
activities.

A  past lived, a past remembered and a past long gone

Much like establishing the profile of the Egyptian nostalgics, examining their re-
lationship with the past as seen on Facebook requires a relatively high degree of 
generalization. That is because, as mentioned earlier, nostalgia is a result of a num-
ber of variables, both cognitive and emotional, personal and collective. Therefore, 
depicting a full picture of the sentiment is nearly impossible.

Yet, there are certain common themes running through the two groups of nos-
talgics’ perception of their respective pasts. Examining further their attempts to col-
lectively define the days gone by would be indicative not only of what they choose 
to remember but also of the way they see their society in the present. Thus, in the 
context of this study, it would allow to draw some perhaps limited conclusions about 
what people might be lacking in the present. As mentioned earlier, this section is 
based on the author’s observations. Its objective is not to be exhaustive or to provide 
statistical information. Rather, it aims at supplying some, albeit limited, context and 
to convey ʽthe feeling’ of the nostalgic pages.

For the admirers of Nasser the past seems to be organized around a few key 
words. As El-Fadl (2015: 15−20) argues, the days of the former president have 
come to signify dignity, social justice and pan-Arabism. Similarly, Meir Hatina sees 
neo-Nasserists as perceiving the era as synonymous not with suppression of democ-
racy, exploitation and corruption, as its most notable critics would argue, but with 
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freedom, justice and honor (2004: 109−115). Both authors also comment on the 
neo-Nasserists’ extraordinary resilience towards criticism. They argue that pointing 
out the shortcomings of the former president regime hardly affects its supporters, as 
for them Nasser as a symbol seems to be more important than the events themselves.

The content of the Facebook pages dedicated to the Egyptian leader seems to 
be to a large extent reflective of this notion. The three words that appear to mostly 
be used to describe the time of Nasser are social justice, dignity and pan-Arabism.

The idea of social justice is prominently featured on social media pages dedi-
cated to the former president, for example in posts referring to Nasser’s relationship 
with the poor or his particular brand of socialism (Gamal Abdel Nasser, 2016a). In 
fact, the notion seems so strongly connected to the image of the former leader that it 
is occasionally used as a marker, differentiating between his era and other historical 
periods. Thus, on 23rd January Gamal Abdel Nasser re-posted an image of female 
street vendors from the early 1900s (Gamal Abdel Nasser, 2017). The post originally 
appeared in ahl miṣr zaman (The Egyptian people in the past) a nostalgic Facebook 
page, posting mainly materials predating Nasser’s rule. The re-posted image was 
altered, with the number of likes and the bare feet of the women highlighted. The 
caption of the photo concentrated on the poverty that presumably characterized the 
1900s (the vendors not being able to afford even shoes), implicitly contrasting it to 
the time of Nasser. This vocal denunciation simultaneously criticizes other nostalgic 
expressions and competes with them by pointing out the perceived advantages of 
the Nasser era. However, this episode also alludes to the general perception of the 
past, which is reduced to either possessing or lacking certain qualities, in this case 
social justice.

Karāma, or dignity, is another key word that refers to the neo-Nasserist idea of 
the past. Bearing some political connotations (it is also the name of the most promi-
nent contemporary Nasserist party), the term usually refers to political might, rather 
than to social position or material situation. Thus, it regularly appears above images 
that show Nasser’s popular support or that allude to military and political power, 
such as army trainings or official meetings with other world leaders (Gamal Abdel 
Nasser, 2016b; 2016c). Moreover, it also touches on the idea of pan-Arabism. The 
word ‘karāma’ often accompanies images not just of Nasser, but also of Saddam 
Husain, Yasser Arafat and Muamar Gadhafi. Similarly, the term is often stylistically 
modified by adding ‘of the Arabs’, ‘of all Egyptians’, ‘of the homeland (al-waṭan)’ 
or ‘of the community (umma)’ to it (Gamal Abdel Nasser, 2016d).
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Building on the idea of pan-Arab dignity, the solidarity between different Arab 
nations is also discussed in Nasserist nostalgic pages as well. That theme is par-
ticularly prominent in posts referring to the Palestinian issue, often accompanied 
by criticism of Egypt’s current relations with Israel and the United States (Gamal 
Abdel Nasser, 2016e).

What unites all the posts mentioned, however, is the lack of concrete historical 
information. They are designed to capture the mood of the Nasser era and its most 
prominent positive features. His time thus comes to represent a handful of qualities, 
most notably dignity, social justice and pan-Arabist values. They are then compared 
to the present and used on occasions to criticize others’ perception of the past or 
policies that presumably go against these values.

Much like Nasser’s nostalgics, those wistfully admiring the days of King Faruq 
seem to have a fairly clear idea of what they stood for. Examining the perception of 
past and present of the pre-Nasser nostalgics in general, Lucie Ryzova argues that 
their view of the past is mostly organized around two elements- cultural liberalism 
and cosmopolitan nostalgia (2015: 50; 58). Moreover, much like the neo-Nasserists, 
the monarchists seem to be unshaken by both criticism of the downsides of the pe-
riod, mainly connected to the wealth gap, and even proofs of factual errors made in 
the posts. Again, this resilience could be explained by the notion that the monarchy 
nostalgia has more to do with the present than with the past.

Ryzova’s idea of the time of King Faruq standing mostly for liberalism and 
cosmopolitism seems to be confirmed by the 2016 posts on King Faruq’s official 
page. The idea of the past being more culturally and politically liberal than the 
present manifests itself in a few ways. An interesting example along these lines is 
a scene from the 1996 movie Nasser 56, posted by the page in March 2016. The 
video shows the soon-to-be president denouncing democracy and talking about the 
upcoming ousting (sic) (Official Page of King Faruq, 2016a). The caption itself says 
little about the video. However, the 1.2 thousand comments make the message clear. 
The top four of them all revolve around roughly the same lines. They talk about the 
lost liberalism of the time of the monarchy and blame the subsequent authoritarian-
ism entirely on the military regime. Another example of the same trend is a video on 
the state of press freedom under the monarchy, which attracted both admiration of 
the past and complaints about the current state of journalism (Official Page of King 
Faruq, 2016b).
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Yet, one of the most popular types of posts reflecting the idea of the past cultural 
liberalism concerns the situation of women in Egypt. This idea is most commonly 
expressed through pictures of Egyptian women from the 1930s and 1940s (Official 
Page of King Faruq, 2016c). Their ‘modern’ appearance is often commented on and 
admired. Moreover, despite the fact that the posts rarely provide information on the 
situation of women in general in this period, they are also often seen as having more 
rights and freedoms than the contemporary Egyptian women. That notion is then 
used to characterize and glorify the time of the king. It is perhaps interesting to note 
that particularly in the case of the fans of King Faruq, images of Queen Farida and 
the three princesses (and to a lesser extent Queen Nariman), which are posted fairly 
often, produce similar results (Official Page of King Faruq, 2016d). Users tend to 
comment on their dresses, make-up and overall composure, noting on how different 
things are nowadays. Another, even clearer, example appeared in a post published in 
October 2016. It is a picture of the type al-māḍī wa-l’ḥāḍir (the past and the present) 
and depicts three young Egyptian girls walking down the Alexandria’s corniche. Im-
mediately below is a picture supposedly taken in 2015 and showing the same area, 
now covered in food waste (Official Page of King Faruq, 2016e). About a third of 
the comments beneath the post refer to the very different dress style and appearance 
of the women in the two photos. However, this particular image serves an addi-
tional purpose. It points to the other main characteristic that this historical period 
possesses according to its advocates, namely cosmopolitism. None of the comments 
mention the fact that the image was actually taking during the time of Nasser and 
not in monarchical Alexandria. 

This mourning of Egypt’s urban past seems quite visible on Facebook. It could 
be detected in most images of the before-and-after type, prompting grim predictions 
of the country’s coming demise. But it is also visible in the wistful admiration of 
vintage photographs of royalties in expensive-looking clothes attending dinner par-
ties and balls or of glamorous movie stars enjoying a day in the park (Official Page 
of King Faruq, 2016f). Users comment on the grandeur of old Cairo and Alexandria 
and the class and style of their high society. And they note the pride the magnifi-
cence of these days evokes. Again, similarly to their counterparts, the monarchical 
nostalgics also see the past as carrying a few, overwhelmingly positive characteris-
tics (mostly liberalism and cosmopolitism) and turn it into a vessel and a weapon of 
their present discontent.
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The handful of values in each case is also used to refer to current issues. Thus, 
throughout 2016, the two nostalgic pages were providing an on-going commentary 
on current events. When a deal was made to transfer the two Red Sea Islands of Ti-
ran and Sanafir from Egypt to Saudi Arabia, both groups criticized the decision by 
referring to their respective pasts. The Nasserist nostalgics posted a video of Nasser, 
saying in a speech that Tiran is Egyptian, whereas the Faruq page posted a series of 
official documents of questionable character ‘proving’ that the islands were Egyp-
tian before the creation of Saudi Arabia. Similar was their reaction to the detentions 
and arrests of activist during 2016 and the scandal surrounding alleged cheating 
during high school exams. 

The monarchy, the military and the economy

Yet, when it comes to the economy, the situation seems to be much different. Ac-
cording to the World Bank, throughout 2016 Egypt was on the path of slowly re-
covering its fiscal deficit and macroeconomic imbalances (The World Bank, 2016). 
However, the slow growth in Europe, the still underperforming tourist industry, as 
well as lower oil prices all contributed to worsening the short-term economic situ-
ation in the country. All three factors led to a shortage of foreign currency, which 
in turn resulted in shortage of goods (such as sugar) and high levels of inflation 
(Business Insider, 2016).

In addition, some of the measures adopted by the government on the advice 
of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) also increased the financial burden of 
the average Egyptian. The subsidy reform and the devaluation of the pound both 
decreased the purchasing power of the country’s population and drove the inflation 
levels up. The increase in energy prices, as well as the newly imposed Value added 
tax, also had an impact, particularly on the poorer segments of the population (The 
World Bank, 2016). Unemployment also remained high, especially among the youth 
(Brookings, 2016).

Considering the visible changes in the economic conditions, it is not surprising 
that the economy became and remained a hot topic of discussion throughout 2016 
(Mada Masr, 2016b). People tended to follow with interest the increasing value of 
the dollar, the rise in prices and the shortages in goods. The two groups of nostalgics 
were not an exception from this country-wide trend and the topic of the economy 
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was discussed in all both cases throughout 2016, albeit occasionally with a twist, as 
the two posts examined below reveal. 

In February, the Official Page of King Faruq (2016g) posted an image from the 
before-and after-type visually showing the exchange rate between the pound and the 
dollar in 1952 and 2016. The caption reads: ‘The price of the dollar in comparison 
with the pound in the past (during the corrupt reign of the king) and nowʼ. On the 
one hand, the post indicates the newly-founded interest that Egyptians developed in 
the economy in general, and more specifically in the value of the pound in 2016. On 
the other, it once again demonstrates the usage of the past, in order to criticize the 
present. The figures from the time of the monarchy are given without mentioning 
the context or the purchasing power or salaries of the Egyptians at the time. It is 
merely used as a point of comparison, emphasizing yet again the idea that the pres-
ent is inferior to the past and should be condemned. Interesting is also the caption. 
The epithet ‘corruptʼ, sarcastically used to describe the time of the king could be 
seen as an attempt to cast doubt on the official historical narrative, offering a proof 
that this is not the case. 

Around a third of the commentators are glorifying the time of the king and 
noting the benefits of the good old days. Another 14% explicitly refer to the poor 
economic conditions of the present, expressing their discontent with the current 
situation. But not everyone’s reaction fits with the established way of communicat-
ing with the materials, 68 out of 500 comments, for example, note on the lack of 
historical context. More notable for the purpose of the present work, however, is 
the argument between the Nasserist and the monarchical nostalgics recorded in the 
comments section. The proponents of the former president, clearly authoring 94 out 
of 500 comments, criticize the content, pointing out that many Egyptians lived in 
poverty under the king. Others casually mention the strengths of the Nasser regime: 
‘But you don’t say that 90% of the people lived below the poverty line’, ‘Egyptians 
were slaves to the king’, ‘This was when people were walking barefoot and the 
toilets were outside with no running water’, ‘we were just a western colony in the 
time of the king’, ‘and who gave you free healthcare and free education, and digni-
ty and bread?’. The attempt to ‘other’ the Faruq nostalgics is evident in the tactics 
employed by the neo-Nasserists, ranging from insult (belittling the other), through 
emphasis on the differences between the two regimes (distancing), through trying to 
stress on the value of the self (elevating the self) (Brons, 2015).
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The arguments between the two groups seem illuminating in other ways as well, 
as it is also an interesting example of two competing semi-historical narratives. 
Both the Nasserist nostalgic and the Faruq proponents see their respective pasts as a 
time of prosperity. The meaning of prosperity in each case, however, varies. To the 
monarchy nostalgics it stands for cosmopolitism. In contrast, the neo-Nasserists see 
it as a synonym of social justice. Their argument, in this sense, could be seen as not 
merely a historical debate, but as an attempt to negotiate and re-negotiate Egyptians’ 
identity and values.

Similar is the comment section of a status, posted on Gamal Abdel Nasser on 
27th June 2016 (Gamal Abdel Nasser, 2016f). The post itself lists some of the eco-
nomic accomplishments of the Nasser regime, paying special attention to the value 
of the pound and the situation of the poor. It is another example of how the past is 
contrasted to the present, as a way of justifying and expressing discontent. The ex-
plicit mentioning of the strong, independent economy and the government’s concern 
with the wellbeing of the citizens is then used as a criterion for the present, which 
is perceived as lacking them. That is evident in 87 of the 145 comments, which 
revolve around how missed the days of Nasser are and how difficult the present 
situation is, ‘May he (Nasser) rest in peace and may his example be followed today 
in Egyptʼ, ‘Where were we during his time…and where are we now?ʼ, read some 
of them.

What makes this post particularly interesting are the other discussions going on 
beneath it. The status had somehow attracted the attention of some of the proponents 
of monarchy, whose comments amount to around 20% of the total, and the thread 
ultimately turns into a heated argument on what went wrong in Egypt. The mon-
archy nostalgics initial reaction is to cast doubt on the figures quoted by the page, 
with many also blaming the shortcomings of the present on Nasser and the military 
regime he represents. ‘He was a curse that had catastrophic for Egypt resultsʼ, ‘The 
economy still suffers because of himʼ, ‘He started the present age of decayʼ, ‘The 
situation we are in right now is because of Nasser and his liesʼ. It is interesting to 
note that while the monarchists do actively belittle their opponents and distance 
themselves from Nasser, there is no element of elevating the self. That is perhaps 
reflective of the fact that the ‘otheringʼ that takes place in this particular case is not 
that much connected with improving the idea of the self, as it is with defending the 
paradigm which creates the self and other categories here, namely the nostalgic 
model of looking at the past and the present. 
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The response to these accusations points to similar conclusions. It ranges from 
defense of Nasser, through personal insults to shifting the blame. ‘Nasser means 
dignity, he means unity… I am only 16 but I wish I could live in his timeʼ, ‘Nasser 
was the greatest leader of Egyptʼ, ‘You know nothing but ignorance and hatredʼ, 
‘These are all liesʼ, ‘Those who hate Nasser are: 1. Sheep; 2. Zionist; 3. Monarchy 
retrogrades (al-raǧʿiya); 4. Western hatersʼ, ‘the problem is those who came after 
Nasser destroyed what he builtʼ, ‘Sadat and Mubarak are the ones who contributed 
to the economic, cultural and scientific decay in Egypt and they blamed it all on 
Nasserʼ. 

Clearly, both groups seem to agree that something did indeed go wrong in the 
country. And they both evoked their respective pasts to point out and criticize the 
deteriorating economic conditions. So, what was the point of this argument? It could 
be explained in a number of ways. Thus, the disagreement could be a result of the 
rather simplified picture of the world as depicted by the nostalgics. Those admiring 
the days of the monarchy see to a large extent the military regime as responsible for 
many of the recent negative political and economic developments. Consequently, 
the army is depicted in exclusively negative light. That is particularly true in the 
case of Abdel Nasser, who is seen both as responsible for the fall of the monarchy 
and as a founder of the military rule. In this sense, all perceived or actual positive 
sides of his rule are overlooked and he is seen as an antihero. Conversely, the mon-
archy to the Nasser nostalgics represented corruption and lack of social justice, it 
was a corrupt and cruel regime, rightly ousted by the military. As these went against 
the values that they seemed to admire, this time period was similarly perceived 
negatively.

However, it is also perhaps reflective of the restrictive framework in which nos-
talgics operate. The picture that they have depicted of the past serves as a compass. 
It provides a proof that the values that they perceive as lacking did once exist, while 
also justifying and expressing the current public discontent. Yet, despite its present 
orientation, nostalgia’s strong roots in the past and its absolutist tendency somehow 
predetermine the relationship between the two groups, which see the beauty of the 
past differently. While their shared discontent could be expected to unite them, the 
contrasting ideas of the true face of Egypt seem to be a currently unbreachable bar-
rier to the potential nostalgics union.
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Conclusion

Taking everything into consideration, it seems that the preliminary findings of this 
paper point to a few tentative conclusions. First, as much of the literature on the 
topic argued, nostalgia in general is often suggestive of discontent with the present 
situation. It is, as mentioned before, a sentiment, closely connected to mourning the 
loss of certain values perceived to have existed in the past. As this study hopefully 
demonstrated, the two nostalgias in the case of Egypt do to a large extent proof this 
notion to be correct. That is evident not only in the content that appeared on the 
nostalgic Facebook pages, but also in the comments posted below them. Explicit 
and implicit criticisms of the present, as well as comparison between the current 
situation and the glorified past are among the most prominent reactions by users, as 
this paper showed on numerous occasions. This apparent growing dissatisfaction is 
perhaps one of the reasons why users actively search for the days gone by. Confront-
ed with a situation they deem unsatisfactory, increasing number of Egyptians turn 
to the bygone, searching for both empowerment and comfort. The past serves as a 
vessel of their discontent, as it offers ‘evidences’ that things were once great and it 
also gives hope, implying that this better situation could someday return.

This alternative historical discourse, perhaps not necessarily intentionally, also 
has a profound effect on the construction of the categories of self and other in the 
Egyptian context. The sentiment, as expressed in Egypt, offers much needed alter-
native interpretations of the past, which are also promoting one particular view of 
it above the rest. These narratives end up competing not only with what users ‘have 
been thought at school’, but also with each other. Thus, the argument between the 
monarchist and the Nasserists turns from a seemingly meaningless Facebook row 
into a not particularly constructive debate on the ‘true’ history, and also identity, of 
Egypt. Restricted by their own construction of past and present, they have no option 
but to abide by the black-and-white model they have created. Paradoxically, what 
could be expected to unite nostalgics, namely their discontent and disillusionment 
with the official version of events, ends up being one of the reasons for their appar-
ent division.

But there is another, perhaps more far-fetched, explanation for this complex 
relationship and it lies in the political context. The revolution of 2011 managed to 
bring together people from various sections of society, united by their demands for 
political and economic change. The aftermath of the overthrow of Mubarak cre-
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ated the conditions for all these groups to negotiate, debate and argue what these 
changes meant and how they should be achieved. Moreover, the public discourse 
in the post-revolutionary era actively challenged and even denounced the official 
historical narrative of the Mubarak regime. This, in turn, prompted Egyptians to 
start looking at the past searching for their own truths. In this sense, the plurality of 
the alternative nostalgic interpretations of both past and present could be seen to as 
a continuation of this social, as well as political process. It is an attempt to define 
the values and qualities that the nostalgics believe should not only be present in 
the contemporary socio-political configurations but be their defining elements. And 
while there is little hope left for meaningful top-down political change, at least on 
a grass-root level the debate on what Egyptians should stand for is still be raging.
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VISHIVANKA PARADE AND DAY OF VISHIVANKA: 
OLD ELEMENTS, NEW PRACTICES, LOCAL ORIGIN, 

WORLDWIDE EXTENSION

Tanya Matanova

Abstract: Traditional clothes give a person the opportunity to express their ethnic origin, 
worldview and willingness to keep elements of their culture alive. In the territory of Ukraine 
such an element of the native traditional costume is the embroidered shirt – vishivanka. In 
the past, as an oberig (amulet) it is believed to protect against harm and diseases. Nowadays, 
it takes a central place in new initiatives – marches in embroidered shirts (since 2008) or the 
‘Day of the Embroidered Shirt’ (since 2006) – introduced by young Ukrainians. Although 
both events were first organized in the Ukraine, due to the high emigration of Ukrainians 
they have spread to more than fifty countries, where not only Ukrainians but also represen-
tatives of the host society participate. Main goal of the organizers is to preserve Ukrainian 
values and the folk tradition to stitch and wear embroidered clothes, which is also closely 
connected with the ethnic and national identity of the Ukrainians. In other words, vishivanka 
proves to be an important element in the life of Ukrainians nowadays, considering the im-
pressive events dedicated to it. 
Keywords: Ukraine, Ukrainians, embroideries, vishivanka 

Introduction

During the Oktoberfest (folk beer festival) that has been happening in Munich in 
Germany since 1810, one can see German and other ethnic visitors dressed in Ba-
varian traditional costumes. In comparison to Bulgarians in past centuries, modern 
Bulgarians very seldom wear Bulgarian traditional costumes. Sometimes these are 
young students who wear traditional clothing for their graduation-parties. One can 
also find information about young Bulgarian couples organizing their weddings 
more ‘traditionally’, where guests are invited to come dressed in folk costumes. 
Most often, however, Bulgarians wear national costumes on folklore festivals in 
Bulgaria – as at the International festival of the folk costume in Zheravna – but also 
abroad, for example during the ‘Vereya festival’ in Chicago, the US, where people 
learn Bulgarian folk dances, songs and play instruments. 
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Even though these examples show the occasional presence of the Bulgarian tra-
ditional costumes in the events, these latter are not dedicated to the first as is the case 
with the marches2 in embroidered shirts in Ukraine and the Day of the Embroidered 
Shirt, in which embroidered shirts are in the focus.

Research aim, empirical data and methodology

Aim of the recent research is to study the presence and use of embroidered clothes 
and embroideries in the contemporary life of Ukrainians in Bulgaria compared to 
the situation in other countries. 

Given the aim of research a multi-sited and multi-method approach has been 
used, including the analysis of social phenomena at different locations in the real 
world (Dimitrova, 2011; Marcus, 1995) but also the virtual communication around 
a given topic in the Internet. In regard to the text, these are Ukrainians who live in 
different parts of the world and communicate with other co-ethnics in their social 
group or on the Internet regarding Ukrainian embroidery events, happening since 
the beginning of the 21st century.

The empirical data was gathered in 2016–2017 by means of virtual ethnog-
raphy (Hine, 2000) which includes analysis of different people’s activities and 
narratives on the Internet (websites, forums, blogs, Facebook, YouTube videos), 
the ‘internet-worlds’, but also the different contexts, giving sense to the online 
(inter-)actions (Hine, 2000: 27; Hine, 2008: 923). A congruent part is also an on-
line questionnaire ‘Marches with embroidered shirts’, published in ten Facebook 
groups of Ukrainians and Ukrainian institutions in Bulgaria.3 Kozinets’s method 
of netnography has been applied as it allows the analysis of internet consumers’ 
behavior as well as of online communities, consolidated through computer medi-
ated communication.4 With regards to the latter Kozinets differentiates between 
communities online and online communities, defining the first as groups existing 
not only on the Internet, but also meeting face to face – in the context of this 
study: the Ukrainian embroidery events and the communities and groups they 

2 In the text ‘march’, ‘parade’, ‘procession’, ‘hike’, etc., are used synonymously. 
3 Three of the six answers are of Ukrainians and the other – Bulgarians or Bessarabian Bulgarians. 
Gender relation is: 5 women and 1 man.
4 These online-communities are a product of the grouping of people with common interests. In 
contrast to the traditional communities they are locally less independent because the ties among the 
members could be maintained due to social media also at great distances (Greshke, 2007).
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consolidate online and offline.5 For the processing of the written data, text- and 
content-analysis have been applied as methodical frameworks because they focus 
on each individual situation and the statements of the actors.

This text contributes to the enrichment of the few studies on the modern use of 
vishivanka as well as on the festivity of Ukrainians in Bulgaria (Hristov and Petro-
va, 2016; Matanova, 2016a; Matanova, 2016b; Matanova, 2017).

Theoretical framework

Traditional costumes give every person an opportunity to show their ethnic origin, 
worldview and willingness to keep certain elements of their ethnic culture alive. In 
the territory of Ukraine such an ‘eternal’ element of the traditional costume that has 
survived throughout the history of the country is the embroidered shirt or vishivanka 
(Ukrainian), vyshivka (Russian). ‘Living’ in the spheres of culture and art during the 
years of the communistic regime and returning to the lives of ordinary people after 
Ukraine’s declaration of independence on 24th August in 1991, the embroidered shirt 
is an example for the unfading nature of the culture and traditions.

The declaration of independence in Ukraine created favorable conditions for the 
initiation of nationalistic actions strengthening the national awareness and identity 
of the people living in the given territory. Such actions since the end of the 20th cen-
tury have been the vishivanka events, which are in fact new traditions invented from 
old traditional elements (Hobsbawm and Ranger, 1983). Thus, the national thinking 
of the Ukrainians draws from Ukrainian ethnic culture and identity (for this type of 
national identity formation see Gellner, 1983).

Vishivanka in Ukraine

From an aesthetic point of view the embroidered Ukrainian shirt with its white, red, 
yellow, blue and green colors makes children, men and women look nice. Nowa-
days, Gucci, Valentino, Dolce & Gabbana, Jean Paul Gaultier and many other fash-
ion designers use embroideries in their collections inspired by the multitude of or-
naments and figures from all Ukrainian regions.6

5 The method for analysis of these communities he calls ‘blended ethnograhy’ (Kosinetz, 2010) – 
combining virtual and classical ethnography – which studies various social activities, regardless of 
spatial boundaries and of the presence of the researcher in the field of research (Janowitz, 2011: 6).
6 See https://24tv.ua/ukrayina_tag1119?utm_source=seocopy (accessed 22 April 2017).
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Considering its symbolism, plant symbols of the embroideries reflect the beauty 
of the nature: apple – love, laurel – eternal life, a. o., and zoomorphic figures – 
horse, rabbit, fish, frog, dove, fly, spider, a. o. – give the producer the freedom to 
make each shirt look individual.7 The cross-stitch embroidered geometric elements 
on the shirt’s sleeves, collar and front are believed to give the shirt and the person 
wearing it a sacral protective function.

Nowadays embroidered shirts ‘shine’ not only in ethnographic exhibitions but 
also in urban spaces. On the one hand, this happens through patriotic actions of 
Ukrainians who, willing to stand up against the appearing modernizations in their 
country, renew the practice of organizing gatherings around celebrations, cultural 
and other official events where they experience the Ukrainian music and dance folk-
lore and culinary traditions dressed in clothes with traditional patterns and colors. 
On the other hand, young Ukrainians introduce new initiatives in which embroi-
dered shirts take a central place. Two such new and large scale events since the 
end of the 20th century have been marches in embroidered shirts and the Day of the 
Ukrainian embroidered shirt. 

Vishivanka marches

How have these marches with embroidered shirts been initiated? The politically 
motivated ‘Great walk along the Zaporozhye’ in 1990 which 500,000 Zaporozhian 
Cossacks from all over Ukraine dressed in traditional garments gather to celebrate 
their 500th jubilee could be considered a precursor of the marches in Ukraine. The 
event occurred spontaneously until 2011 and has taken place each year on August 
23th since then (National Flag Day) (Pobigun, 2016: 215−216).

Another action that influenced the rise of the vishivanka marches is the Inter-
national ethnic festival Kraina Mriy (Land of Dreams) initiated in 2004 by the rock 
singer Oleg Skripka in Kiev. This festival not only includes folklore music stages 
but also folk dances, Cossack entertainments, exhibitions of folk paintings, a book 
bazar, ethnic food, literary stages, etc.8

A ‘Vishivanka megamarch’ happened for the first time in Kiev in 2008, as an 
implementation of the idea of several students at local universities. Only four peo-

7 See http://vushuvki.blogspot.bg/2014/04/20.html (accessed 28 July 2017).
8 See Kraina Mriy. Informatsiya. Available at: https://web.facebook.com/krainamriy/info/?entry_
point=page_nav_about_item&tab=page_info (accessed 28 July 2017).
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ple took part in the first event, organized by A. Babinskiy. The next marches were 
attended by forty people, and in 2011 they had more than two hundred participants 
(Pobigun, 2016: 215−216). A contest for the most beautiful vishivanka was started 
then and has been held since. Other contests for art symbols were also organized 
during the event: 2008 – for a rushnik (towel), 2012 – for a pisanka (painted Easter 
egg), 2013 – for a chudo-ptitsa (miracle bird) and 2014 – for a Ukrainian wedding 
(Torski, 2014).

Other cities followed and also started to organize marches. In Poltava the first 
walk happened as a student action in 2011 around the Ukrainian Cossacks Day, 
October 14th (Pobigun, 2016: 216). In Lvov the march was held for the first time 
in 2010 on the Memorial Day of the division Galitsia of the Ukrainian World War 
II volunteers when 2,000 participants walked from the monument of the Ukrainian 
politician S. Bandera to the one of the Ukrainian poet and artist T. Shevchenko, 
where – after a minute’s silence – they laid flowers at the places of memory (Nar-
odniy Oglyadach, 2010). Wearing vishivanka at these marches is seen as a means to 
popularize the Ukrainian traditional costume in the fight against the ‘russification’ 
of the young people. The following year the number of participants at the parade, 
organized for the Independence Day, increased to 3,000.9 In Odessa, a vishivanka 
parade has been held since 2009 as an idea of the youth association ‘Democratic Al-
liance’. A Vishivankoviy festival (vishivanka festival) is also organized as part of it 
and the whole event, conducted every year around the National Flag Day and the In-
dependence Day (23rd and 24th August), is perceived as the greatest patriotic project 
in South Ukraine (Pobigun, 2016: 217). Other festival activities are concerts, exhi-
bitions of Ukrainian national costume collections, a human chain of people dressed 
in clothes with Ukrainian embroideries, children paintings exhibition-bazars, a 
memory flash-mob of people with burning candles, forming the national coat of 
arms of Ukraine, a. o. All of them aim to popularize Ukrainian costume and culture.

In general, great marches are held in different Ukrainian cities (Kiev, Odessa, 
Zhytomyr, Kharkiv, Luhansk, Poltava, etc.) and towns (Yalta, Rivne, etc.) twice a 
year – during spring and autumn, close to celebrated national (i.e. Independence 
Day) and local celebrations (i.e. town’s anniversary). Depending on the way they 
happen, they are called ‘parades’, ‘marches’, ‘festivals’, ‘flash-mobs’ and they all 

9 Vishivankoviy festival. Istoriya festivalyu. Available at: http://vf.od.ua/інформація/8-історія-
фестивалю (accessed 24 June 2016).
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have one thing in common – the dress-code ‘vishivanka’. They aim not only to pop-
ularize the Ukrainian embroidered shirt and associated culture and traditions, but 
also to give young Ukrainians the possibility to found organizations in which they 
could work in accordance with their patriotic interests. Even the program differs 
from town to town; all have an official part, including marches along central streets, 
performance of Ukrainian songs and dances, as well as an unofficial one – with 
concerts and friend circles of the visitors.10 Outside Ukraine, marches are organized 
in England, Russia, Denmark, Austria, Canada, the U.S., Turkey, Bulgaria and the 
capitals of other countries as well as in cities with numerous Ukrainian migrant 
communities. According to the head of the Ukrainian organization in Warsaw ‘Eu-
romaidan-Warsaw’, N. Panchenko, the aim is to show the openness to the other 
ethnic people, ‘the own tradition and culture with which we live and which are im-
portant for us’ (Ukrains’ke natsional’ne …, 2016). In other words, such events are 
not only connected to the revival of the embroidered shirt but also to the expression 
of the ethnocultural identification. Simultaneously, they break down cultural walls 
for people in Ukraine and neighboring countries.

Vishivanka day 

In 2006 – almost at the same time as the start of the marches– the idea to celebrate a 
Day of the Ukrainian embroidered shirt was born.11 Lesya Voronyuk, a student at the 
Faculty of History, Politics and International Relations of the National University 
‘Y. Fedkovich’ in Chernivtsi is its initiator. After she observes that her classmates 
sometimes go to lectures dressed in vishivanka, she suggests a day when everyone 
could go to the university dressed in their vishivanka. Ten students and lecturers 
follow the call. However, over the following years, the initiative spread not only 
across university but to the city, other cities and towns in Ukraine and even large 
cities abroad with big Ukrainian communities, such as Canada, Italy, France, Ger-
many, Romania, Bulgaria and many others – thanks to social networks and media. 

10 Photos and videos from the event in 2015 in Kiev gathered during the project ‘Construction of 
identity in the context of pan-European mobility (Ukrainians in Bulgaria and Bulgarians in Ukraine’ 
(see above) are archived in the National Center for Intangible Heritage at the Institute for Ethnology 
and Folklore Studies at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences with archive numbers PV No 1032 and 
FtAIF No 1494. 
11 It is important to mention that the organizers explain on their website (http://www.denvyshy-
vanky.org/) that the Vishivanka Day is not initiated as a Day of the national costume as it is published 
in other media sources.

http://www.denvyshyvanky.org/
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Adopted by law in 2015, every third Thursday in May is celebrated as ‘Vishivanka 
Day’, when every Ukrainian in the world can go to work, school, lectures, etc. 
dressed in a national costume, vishivanka or other clothes with ethnic motives (see 
Den’ vishivanki, 2016). 

Vishivanka Day is managed by an organizational committee of the civic associ-
ation ‘World Day of the embroidered shirt’ who chose the day of the third Thursday 
in May because it allows people to be in a costume at the work place, university, etc. 
and thus the embroidered shirt itself could become ‘an organic part of the everyday 
life of Ukrainians’.12 Furthermore, this day does not contemporize other national 
celebrations such as May 1st (International Workers’ Day), May 8th (Memorial and 
Reconciliation Day, devoted to the memory of the victims in the World War II) and 
May 9th (Victory Day over Fascism). According to the organizers, this holiday unites 
Ukrainians regardless of their spoken language, gender, social status, religion and 
political interests and is not related to other national or religious holidays either. 
Their only aim is to preserve the values and folk traditions of crocheting and wear-
ing national costumes which are closely connected with the national and ethnocul-
tural identity of the Ukrainians (see Den’ vishivanki, 2015).

Similar to the vishivanka marches described above, different flash-mobs also 
happen on Vishivanka Day. For example, following the tradition to make a shirt 
from sunrise till sunset, the largest vishivanka is sewn. In 2012, the initiative ‘New-
born in vishivanka’ was launched in Kiev, later also in other cities (Lviv, Melitopol, 
a. o.), where every baby born on Vishivanka Day gets an embroidered baby shirt 
as a present (Zhinka-Ukrainka, 2016). A charity bazar was organized in 2013, and 
the money from the sweets and cookies sold was donated to the Regional children 
hospital for the treatment of children with cancer (Den’ vishivanki, 2016a). Oth-
er flash-mobs from different cities worth mentioning here are a trident (as a part 
of the Ukrainian flag) formed by people with vishivanka (Kiev, Chernivtsi) and a 
vishivanka and a map of Ukraine made of people dressed in embroidered clothes 
(Khmelnytskiy, Kherson). However, most often people gather for big walks through 
the main streets (see Den’ vishivanki, 2015). 

In 2017, Ukrainians in more than sixty countries celebrated this holiday pre-
dominantly in form of a march and sometimes as a motor or bike race with flags 
and embroidered shirts. According to the organizers, modern dress in vishivanka 

12 See the website http://www.denvyshyvanky.org (accessed 3 August 2017).
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because of a spiritual need, without even trying to learn more about the embroidered 
shirts.

Ukrainians and Vishivanka in Bulgaria

A small group of Ukrainian intellectuals that came to Bulgaria at the beginning 
of the 20th century (Yakimova, 2011: 53) had their press and registered Ukrainian 
associations (Zhukivskiy, 1998). After the World Wars I and II, representatives of 
the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic immigrated to Bulgaria because of a mar-
riage to a Bulgarian. With the collapse of the Soviet Union many of them became 
Bulgarian citizens and settled in Bulgaria for good (Zhukivskiy, 2010: 18). Among 
the immigrants of the end of the 20th century are descendants of previous genera-
tions but also highly qualified young professionals who started working in Bulgaria 
(Yakimova, 2011: 94). 

Statistical data of the 2011 Population and Housing Census in Bulgaria shows 
that about 3,000 people with Ukrainian citizenship live in Bulgaria and further 1,789 
persons see themselves as belonging to the Ukrainian ethnic group (National Statistic 
Institute, 2011). Some of these Ukrainians, predominantly those living in or around 
Sofia, Plovdiv, Burgas and Varna, consolidate through the foundation of Ukrainian 
associations. Since the beginning of the 21st century, six associations formed the As-
sociation of Ukrainian organizations in Bulgaria Mati Ukraina (Mother Ukraine) in 
2013, Mati Ukraina (Sofia), Dobrudzha – Ukraina (Dobrich), Diaspora – Ukraina 
(Burgas), Bulgarian-Ukrainian Association Chernomorie (Varna), Ukrainski dom 
(Silistra) and Ukrainian-Bulgarian Association Plovdiv. They all help newly arrived 
Ukrainians to integrate into the new country, to learn the Bulgarian language, etc. 
They organize cultural events – some of them dedicated to the embroidered shirt – 
and thus consolidate Ukrainians and Ukrainophil Bulgarians and spread cultural 
values across the territory of Bulgaria.

The first procession with embroidered shirts in Bulgaria was held in Sofia on 
September 28th, 2013. It was organized by the Union of the Ukrainian organizations 
in Bulgaria Mati Ukraina and the youth association BUK, supported by the Embas-
sy of Ukraine in Sofia (Zhukivskiy, 2013; Zhukivs’kiy, 2013). On that day, people 
with Ukrainian roots as well as students and teachers in Ukrainian philology at Sofia 
University dressed in vishivanka took part in a walk starting at the National Theater 
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‘Ivan Vazov’ and finishing at the ‘Revival Square’, where they laid flowers in front 
of the monument of T. Shevchenko (Zhukivskiy, 2013).

In 2015, the march took place on May 22nd, which the Ukrainians perceived 
as part of the festive events organized for the national day of Slavic language and 
culture in Bulgaria (May 24th) (Zhukivskiy, 2013; Zhukivskiy, 2015). Two partici-
pants commented that, on the one hand, through this activity they declared that the 
Ukrainian language comes from Bulgaria because of the Protobulgarian origin of 
both languages (N. Boiko from the Ukrainian Academy of Sciences) (Zhukivskiy, 
2015) and, on the other hand, it was one of the ways to express their integration into 
the Bulgarian society (A. Yakimova, head of the Ukrainian Sunday School at Mati 
Ukraina foundation.

Since 2016, the vishivanka proceeding has taken place on Vishivanka Day. Then 
participants are not just adult Ukrainians but also children from the Ukrainian Sun-
day School who recite verses from T. Shevchenko and sing songs.

For the Ukrainian diaspora in Varna, Burgas and Plovdiv – cities with bigger 
communities – Ukrainian embroidered shirts are present at gatherings of Ukraini-
ans, happening in institutional and urban settings most often on or close to official 
and national holidays. 

Some representatives of the community in Plovdiv13 wear their embroidered 
shirts when they are together with other co-ethnics at Ukrainian celebrations or in-
ternational holidays like International Women’s Day (8th March). 

On websites and on a Facebook page of the community in Varna14 (‘Ukrains’ka 
Diaspora: Varna i Varnens’ka obl.’, 2014, 600 members) publications of Ukrainians 
in the region could be found, ‘taking part’ in the parade virtually through a shared 
personal photo with vishivanka. Furthermore, on Independence Day, as in 2014, 
Ukrainians and their friends dressed in their beautiful embroidered shirts gather in 
the main cathedral in Varna to honor, with a lit candle in hand, Ukrainian people 
who died for the freedom of Ukraine (Ukrains’ka Diaspora Varna, 2014).

Similar activities also took place in Burgas for Ukraine’s Independence Day in 
2015 and 2016.15 Children and adults, altogether fifty representatives of the com-

13 According to data of the Ukrainian Consulate in Plovdiv about 700 Ukrainians lived in the Region 
of Plovdiv in May 2012.
14 In the opinion of a Ukrainian woman in Varna (working in the social service) in Varna (city and 
region) live at about 5,000 Ukrainians (summer 2016).
15 According to the head of the Ukrainian organization Diaspora-Ukraina, M. Gorban, in Burgas 
live ca. 400 people (see Petkova, 2016).
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munity in the city, made their way to the Ukrainian center via boulevard Aleko Bo-
goridi and Burgas Bridge dressed in their embroidered shirts and holding Ukrainian 
flags (Gramofona.com, 2015; Mihova, 2015; Petkova, 2016).

A publication in a Facebook group of Ukrainians in Bulgaria (‘Ukraintsi u Sofii, 
Bolgariya’, 2016, 78 members) including people’s personal photos with embroi-
dered shirts on Vishivanka Day expressed the individual wish to celebrate this day 
through the Internet in situations when a personal participation in a procession is 
not possible.16 

In general, vishivanka marches of Ukrainians in Bulgaria follow routes going 
through places and sights connected with the history of the Ukrainian community 
in Bulgaria. The author’s personal observations of Ukrainian gatherings, events and 
celebrations reveal that every meeting is perceived as an opportunity to wear an 
embroidered shirt, dress or other clothing with a traditional motive. Thus, commu-
nicating in their native language with compatriots and Bulgarian friends of Ukraine, 
they are able to keep their Ukrainian roots, culture and identity alive: 

I like embroideries, they are a part of me, of my culture and self-identification. 
Wearing a vishivanka is a civilized way to tell other people something about me 
and my culture without words and also to remind them of their cultural treasury.

The answers in the online questionnaire about the respondents’ notions of these 
events reveal that they all perceive vishivanka-related activities as a nice holiday 
that provides the opportunity to dress in clothes with ‘very beautiful embroideries 
and color combinations’, making them look original and different. Some of them 
think that this is a new (invented) tradition happening in May, popularizing Ukrain-
ian folk traditions and embroidered costumes. In the opinion of others ‘they are 
organized spontaneously’, embroidered shirts are worn ‘on special occasions, as for 
example Independence Day’, on other Ukrainian and Bulgarian national celebra-
tions, at events of the Ukrainian community in the place of residence, or ‘to show a 
sense of complicity with Ukraine’.

Concerning the meaning and objectives of the marches, respondents say that the 
aims of the events in Ukraine and abroad are different. In Ukraine, such parades are 

16 Facebook group ‘Ukraintsi u Sofii, Bolgariya’. Available at: https://web.facebook.com/
groups/486702071540494 (accessed 15 August 2017).

https://www.facebook.com/groups/486702071540494?_rdc=1&_rdr
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organized to rally the nation oppressed for centuries. In Bulgaria and other coun-
tries – vishivanka marches are a kind of a manifestation of the Ukrainian diaspora.

In this sense, vishivanka events are important not only for the preservation 
and popularization of traditions, cultural values and national awareness among the 
Ukrainian diaspora but could also be used as an ethnocultural image in the host 
society, ‘to show that we exist here’. At the same time they are ‘a pleasant occasion 
to meet, chat and feel Ukrainian in a Ukrainian environment’, ‘we met with the aim 
to talk’.

In their answers to the question if embroidered shirts helped them feel European 
almost all respondents mentioned that they see Ukraine as belonging to Europe like 
every other country on the European continent, ‘The embroideries – Bulgarian or 
Ukrainian, Romanian, Czech… all are an ethno motif, showing the diversity of colors 
of the European’; ‘I believe so. A thorough European respect to our cultural roots … 
All European peoples have their national embroideries and, of course, honor their 
history, roots and past. Now Ukrainians do the same, free and without fear that they 
will be persecuted and harassed’. Modern Ukrainians take this freedom into account 
and show respect to the embroidery and the embroidered clothes not only by wearing 
them at vishivanka related events but also on work days or holidays.

Conclusion

In summary, as we see a revival of the use of Bavarian and Bulgarian traditional 
costumes, the same can be observed with Ukrainian embroidered shirts. Having 
in mind the grandiose vishivanka events held at least twice a year since the begin-
ning of the 21th century, the embroidered shirt proves to be an important element in 
the life of modern Ukrainians but with some new functions. Although from an etic 
point of view (of non-Ukrainians) it could be seen as a way to manifest Ukrainian 
nationalism through invention of new traditions, from an emic point of view17 (of 
Ukrainians) it has the new function of consolidating and uniting Ukrainians all over 

17 Adapted from K. Pike’s linguistic phoneme analysis (Pike, 1967/1954) the differentiation be-
tween emic and etic is introduced in the cognitive ethonology for the analysis of cultural knowledge. 
Emic are cultural characteristics and concepts with a specific meaning for a given culture. Etic, on the 
contrary, are characteristics and categories with a universal meaning. Based on it, the emic point of 
view refers to the cognitive perspective from ‘inside’, resp. the perspective of the examined person or 
people; the etic point of view – the perspective from ‘outside’, resp. that of the observer (to this see 
also Headland, Pike and Harris, 1990).
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the world in online-communities and communities-online independently of their 
political and religious interests – ‘it has a uniting effect’, ‘uniting power’. Further-
more, many people wear it because they like it and want to preserve it for the future, 
and few young Ukrainians are aware of its symbolic meaning of love and devotion, 
of insubordination and freedom, of preservation of the identity in the past, which are 
also relevant for the current situation in Ukraine. For Ukrainians abroad, vishivanka 
events provide the opportunity to not only popularize the embroidered shirt and 
keep costumes, traditions and the ethnic culture alive on the whole but also to chat in 
their native language at gatherings and to show their ethnic belonging and cultural 
awareness, and in some cases – the ethnocultural belonging of Ukraine to Europe.
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FROM THE VENERATION OF THE VIRGIN MARY  
TO THE BYZANTINE FOLK MANTIKÊ:  

CULTURAL NARRATIVES AND RELIGIOUS SYMBOLISM  
IN THE ‘KALINITSA’ FESTIVAL IN ASENOVGRAD

Zlatina Bogdanova

Abstract: This paper addresses the multilayered interpretations of the ‘Kalinitsa’ festival in 
Asenovgrad, South Bulgaria, from the perspective of symbolic anthropology. The analytic em-
phasis is placed on symbols as vehicles of social action and ritual performance. Related cultural 
narratives incorporate and combine urban legends, associations with the local cult of the Holy 
Virgin (from the Christian perspective) and folklore elements based on the veneration of the 
Sun (‘symbolic marriage’, magic and divination). This set of ideas and symbols is the result of 
the cultural contact and prolonged interaction between the Greco-Roman pagan civilization and 
the Byzantine Orthodox world. Today’s remake of ‘Kalinitsa’ can be considered a combination 
of several leading discourses. The Christian narrative highlights the Presentation of the Blessed 
Virgin Mary (as it is known in the West), or The Entry of the Most Holy Theotokos into the 
Temple (its name in the East) – a liturgical festival celebrated on November 21st by the Roman 
Catholic and Orthodox Churches. The central figures in the festival are the little girls dressed as 
brides (from Greek: Καληνίτσα – a pretty bride). According to the local interpretation, the girls 
are dressed as the Blessed Virgin Mary in the apocryphal story of her Presentation in the Tem-
ple. On the other hand, the Greek historian Kosmas M. Apostolidis called ‘Kalinitsa’ in Ase-
novgrad klidon in reference to the divination practices taking place on this day. Acknowledging 
the Greek influences on Bulgarian folklore, Mihail Arnaudov gave a description of Eniyovden: 
the divination practice laduvane/ladvane, also popular under the Bulgarian napiyavane na pra-
stenite (singing over the rings), was known to the Greeks under the name κλήδονας. 

Keywords: Eastern Orthodox Christianity, symbols, ritual, Midsummer Day, Virgin Mary, 
klidon

Introduction

In this paper18 the Kalinitsa festival in Asenovgrad is presented as a case study with-
in the theoretical framework of symbolic anthropology – a study of symbols, myths 

18 Studies on the revival of the same local tradition have already been published in Bulgarian (Bog-
danova, 2016: 217–242) and English (Bogdanova, 2017: 71–90).
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and ritual as presented in the works of Clifford Geertz (1973;1974), David Sch-
neider (1968), Victor Turner (1967; 1974) and Mary Douglas (1966;1970). Being 
one of the pioneers in the study of symbols (i.e. the semiotic approach), Geertz has 
changed the paradigm in anthropology, shifting the focus from the operations of 
culture to studying symbols as vehicles of culture. He contributed to developing the 
interpretative approach in symbolic anthropology by viewing culture from the per-
spective of the insiders within that particular culture – the emic perspective. Sym-
bols are ‘determinable influences inclining persons and groups to action’ according 
to Victor Turner (1967: 36). They have multiple meanings and can be interpreted 
differently. Thus, the meaning of symbols is constructed in the dynamic develop-
ment of the social processes. In Bulgarian ethnology the semiotic approach has been 
applied in the analysis of folklore material by Radost Ivanova (1984), Lyubomir 
Mikov (1990: 108−132), Milena Benovska-Sabkova (1992). Vihra Baeva (2012) 
has also adopted the perspective of symbolic anthropology in her study of fertility 
rituals and symbols within the context of the local religious culture in Asenovgrad. 

In anthropological theory, ritual is associated with a performance (Bowie, 2000: 
159−161), a symbolic activity (Asad, 1993: 55), or a symbolic communication 
(Tambiah, 1979: 119). It has been argued that, ‘The use of symbols in the ritual 
secures some kind of emotional compromise which satisfies the majority of the indi-
viduals who compose a society and which supports its major institutions’ (Richards, 
1982: 162). In The Forest of Symbols Turner (1974: 20) indicates: 

I could not analyze (these) ritual symbols without studying them in a time series 
in relation to other “events”, for symbols are essentially involved in social pro-
cesses. (….) From this standpoint the ritual symbol becomes a factor in social 
action, a positive force in any activity field. 

Through the methodology of fieldwork (interviews and observations) I gained in-
sight into the current interpretations of Kalinitsa. My chief informant was Father 
Yordan Georgiev, a local priest at ‘St. Nikolas’ Church. He is instrumental in organ-
izing the church feast and promoting the Christian symbolism and discourse. In a 
discussion about the methodology of studying religious phenomena, Mircea Eliade 
(2012: 29) makes the following remark:
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In general, the forms of the sacrament revealed by Christianity are much more 
accurately preserved in the tradition followed by the priest (even if it carries the 
obvious imprint of history and theology) than in rural beliefs. And the fact that 
only one person in the whole village actually knows the Christian dogmas, rituals 
and mysticism, while the whole community knows nothing about them and ad-
heres to the primitive forms of cult ingested by superstitions (that is, remnants of 
previous hierophanies) does not matter in this case. It is essential to understand 
that this one man retains in a fuller and complete form, if not the original experi-
ence of Christianity, at least its founding elements, and its mystical, theological 
and ritual values.19

In my research I have mainly relied on Father Georgiev for providing information on 
the aspects of the church ritual and for assisting with access to archives of popular 
articles and photos. In the analysis I also focus on cultural narratives about Kalinit-
sa, expressed by other Bulgarian researchers – Ganka Marinova, Mihail Arnaudov, 
etc. The analytic emphasis is placed on magic and divination (the Byzantine folk 
mantikê) and the local religious cult (the veneration of the Virgin Mary) as forms of 
social action and ritual performance. It has been argued that:

Magical and religious acts cannot be understood adequately in the actor’s frame 
of reference – that is, on the literal level – the real meaning must be sought on 
a symbolic level which is most often hidden from the consciousness of the ac-
tor. (…..) Ritual acts are thus not primarily ways of “doing” something, they are 
ways of “saying” something. This also applies to magical acts. On the literal level 
they are admittedly ways of doing something, often something very definite and 
practical, but symbolist theory demands that they are basically ways of saying 
something (Bjerke, 1979: 168). 

The ‘symbolist’ approach in anthropology (named by the British philosopher Sko-
rupski) views ‘magical and religious actions and beliefs to be systems of messages 
cast in symbolic codes, about the social (and in some cases also the natural) order’ 
(Skorupski, 1976: 18 cited in Bjerke, 1979: 167). 

The symbolist perspective takes into account the way people attribute meanings 
to symbols and are consequently driven to action based on these religious and myth-

19 I have translated this quote from the original Bulgarian publication. 
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ological constructs. The emphasis on the ideas, attitudes, meanings and feelings 
expressed by participants and other researchers of Kalinitsa will help to uncover the 
particular worldview behind the ritual performance. Embracing the interpretative 
approach in anthropology my goal is to interpret the multiple levels of meaning in 
the local discourse and demonstrate how they are attached to the public performance 
of the festival. 

 

A brief introduction to Asenovgrad

Asenovgrad is a town in central southern Bulgaria, part of Plovdiv Province. Until 
1934 it was known as Stanimaka (Greek: Στενήμαχος). The current population is 
approx. 50,000. A population of Roma and Turks settled in Stanimaka in the period 
of the Ottoman rule which lasted from the late 14th century until the Liberation of 
Bulgaria in 1878. At present, these two groups make up 15% of the municipality 
population, with 75% being ethnic Bulgarians and 10% – unknown and others (Cen-
sus, 2011). 

‘The little Jerusalem’ is a popular nickname of the town reflecting the century’s 
old Eastern Orthodox culture, the numerous churches, monasteries and chapels in 
Asenovgrad and the region. The project ‘Asenovgrad – the sacred gate of the Rho-
dopes’ and the routes for pilgrimage tourism in the framework of ‘The Rhodope 
Holy Mountain’ emphasizes the potential heritage tourism has for the area (Bog-
danova, 2015; Stoilov, 1997). 

The legend of Kalinitsa 

According to the popular legend, when Stanimaka fell to the Ottomans in 1363, 
there was a Greek wedding in the town – the bride was called Kalinitsa of Kalitsa 
(kalo in Greek means beautiful, good). This story is historically linked to the Turk-
ish invasion in the region – the fall of Plovdiv and Asenovgrad under the Ottoman 
rule in the same year. The newlyweds ran in the woods over Stanimaka through 
a port in the fortification at the place of the chapel now called the Entrance of St. 
Mary into the temple – Kalinichkata. The bride along with a group of young men 
came back to take revenge, but were captured and killed by the Turks. The Greeks in 
Asenovgrad persuaded the Turkish authorities and gained permission to organize a 
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festival officially associated with the Christian story of the Entrance of St. Mary into 
the Temple (dressed as a bride in white). Father Kiril Velinov, a parish priest at ‘St. 
Nicholas’ Church, told a similar version of the legend, recorded by the ethnologist 
Ganka Marinova (2009: 23):

When the Turks conquered the town, a brave girl named Kalitsa or Kalinitsa did 
not surrender, but fled into the mountains along with about thirty brave men. Late 
in the evening when the Turks were feasting to celebrate their victory over the 
town, and the guards were drunk, the girl and her group attacked the gang and 
took a raw revenge. She herself perished in the battle. In her honour a chapel was 
built and named “The Entrance of St. Blessed Virgin into the Temple” or it was 
also called “St. Kalinitsa”.20 

According to Father Georgiev, who succeeded Farther Kiril Velinov at the ‘St. Nicko-
las’ Church, the festival originated as a re-enactment of the entrance of St. Mary into 
the temple, while also honoring the heroic death of Kalinitsa. There are no historical 
documents or other sources that could confirm his statement. The stories about Kalin-
itsa and her heroic death are essentially quasi-historical – they are a late reflection of 
possible events. In general, all the explanations in this case – for toponyms, for names, 
are a manifestation of folk etymology, which occurs precisely in cases where knowl-
edge is lacking, in a situation of ‘memory failure’. Because there is no evidence of 
celebrations of the festival earlier in time, I believe that the tradition originated as late 
as the 19th century. The chapel named after the Entrance of St. Mary (the only material 
evidence we have of this story) also dates back to this period. 

The central figures in the festival are the little girls dressed as brides – kalinich-
ki. This name comes from the Greek word Καληνίτσα (a pretty little bride) – a deriv-
ative from καλή νύμφη – a good, pretty bride and ‘-τσα’- diminutive suffix, feminine. 
According to local interpretation, the girls are dressed as the Blessed Virgin Mary in 
the apocryphal story of her Presentation in the Temple. Today the liturgical feast is 
carried out in parallel with folklore practices reflecting earlier belief systems – the 
performance of divination on Enyovden, 24th June.

The girls could be kalinichki for three consecutive years – from age three to 
about ten. Having completed the three-year cycle, their parents prepared a stew and 

20 This passage is my translation from the original Bulgarian publication. 
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shared it with the relatives and neighbors for good health – a tradition observed to 
this day. Dressed as brides girls from each neighborhood cruised the town, accom-
panied by children in festive clothes. The procession was headed by older girls with 
fans and the children in the rear held umbrellas. They hid the face of the bride with 
the umbrella each time their group was intercepted by another during these ritual 
rounds (the rule applies at weddings as well). The children sang a song dedicated to 
Kalinitsa that reminded of the tragic death of the beautiful Greek bride: 

 Look at our Kalinichka, how pretty she is, 
 She will become prettier, let her be alive. 

In the past, these ritual processions reached the chapel of the Entrance of St. Mary 
into the Temple where the liturgical celebration took place and the girls received 
the Holy Communion. In recent years the festivities have acquired the scale of a 
popular town’s celebration, whose organization focuses the efforts of several insti-
tutions – the Municipality, the parish church ‘St. Nicholas’, and the Historical Mu-
seum (the Ethnographic House). When Father Yordan Georgiev began his service in 
1986 there were only five kalinichki in the town, subsequently thanks to his efforts 
to go around town and invite parents, the girls participating in the festival in recent 
years have reached around 500. 

‘Kalinitsa’ and the Bulgarian-Greek relations in Stanimaka

According to local narratives the ‘Kalinitsa’ feast originated in the Greek neigh-
borhoods of Stanimaka (Asenovgrad). Soon the holiday was promoted as a church 
ritual to uphold Christian religious identity, and thus mark the symbolic boundary 
between the two major confessional groups co-existing in the region – Orthodox 
Christians and Muslims. 

The Belgian historian, Raymond Detrez (2015) studied the Eastern Orthodox 
cultural community within the Ottoman Empire known as the Romanic community 
(15th − 19th) or Rūm millet. He argues that at that time people identified themselves 
in the first place with a religious community, not with an ethnic group. Ethnic be-
longing was not that strong as religious affiliation – that is, prior to the 19th century 
ethnic distinctions were in fact quite irrelevant. 
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Initially only the wealthy Greek families in Stanimaka participated in the feast: 
each neighborhood selected a girl whom they dressed as a bride. Then the proces-
sion of children went around the town. Subsequently, the Bulgarians started partici-
pating in the feast, thus causing conflicts between the Bulgarian and Greek commu-
nities in the town. In more recent times the Bulgarian children from poorer families 
made their dresses from curtains to participate in the festivities. By the end of the 
19th century the celebrations had acquired patriotic character in the context of the 
struggle for national liberation, serving to educate children into the Christian faith 
and love of motherland. Greek children were singing patriotic songs, and Bulgar-
ians began to sing a popular song about King Simeon who defeated the Byzantine 
emperor Roman. 

It has been noted (Mihailova, 1960: 289) that in the first Population Census of 
1884, the Greeks in Stanimaka amounted to 78% – four times more than the Bul-
garians, but after the mass deportations of Greek families and the resettlement of 
Bulgarians following the Mollov-Kafandaris Agreement in 1926, their number de-
clined to only 743 or 4.3% of the total population. Therefore, in the beginning of the 
last century the Greek population declined and was replaced by Bulgarian refugees 
from Aegean Thrace and Macedonia. The displaced Greeks went to Naousa and 
Kilkis in Greece (now twin towns of Asenovgrad). In this new context ‘Kalinitsa’ 
was eventually transformed and adopted by the new Bulgarian residents. The signif-
icant demographic change has resulted in a gradual loss of cultural memory about 
the origins of the festival – a process further exacerbated by the atheistic policies of 
the socialist state that discouraged mass participation. 

As a social performance ‘Каlinitsа’ re-enacts a wedding ritual with the central 
figure of the bride and her entourage – a mixture of role playing game and urban car-
nival. The related stories and legends are part of the cultural memory and religious 
folklore of Asenovgrad. At present the festival can be viewed as a combination of 
cultural narratives that define the meaning and symbolism. 

The veneration of the Virgin Mary

A local religious cult could be considered as a system of interrelated elements: a 
patron saint; sacral time and place (a church, monastery or shrine); ritual activities; 
depictions (miraculous icons, murals); narratives (Baeva, 2012: 24). In the religious 
folklore narratives, the figure of Kalinitsa is related to the Virgin Mary – the patron 
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of Asenovgrad21, ‘In the legends about Kalinitsa, the girl is destined to serve St. 
Mary’ (Mihailova, 1960: 130). The Greek bride is described as the defender of the 
town, and in this role, she is clearly symbolic of the protecting power of the Mother 
of Christ. Vihra Baeva (2016) has described the other manifestations of the cult of 
the Virgin Mary in Asenovgrad – the famous processions with the miraculous icons 
of the Virgin, naming churches and performing fertility rituals. The ‘Kalinitsa’ fes-
tival is also one of the expressions of the cult, since in the local Orthodox tradition 
‘Kalinitsa’ is associated with the Entrance of St. Mary into the temple. Hence the 
little girls dressed as brides enter the Church ‘St. Nicholas’ on the 24th of June to 
receive the Holy Communion. Later the procession of little brides goes to another 
sacral place – the shrine dedicated to the Entrance of St. Mary (Kalinichkata). In-
side there is an icon of the Holly Virgin depicting the same ritual scene. It can be 
assumed that under the strong influence of the cult and veneration of the Mother of 
God in the region, the legendary personage of Kalinitsa (the bride) was likened to 
her in the local religious folklore tradition. 

Enyovden

The other leading narrative is constructed around Enyovden or Midsummer Day (June 
24th) as a pagan/folk holiday in the traditional calendar. Enyovden is a pagan holiday 
in the traditional calendar. It was known as Ivan Kupala in Russia. The Slavs lit fires, 
gathered herbs and bathed in rivers and springs (Afanasiev, 1869: 714; Barabanov, 
2011: 289). The ritual practices of Enyovden have been described in detail in Bulgari-
an ethnography (Arnaudov, 1971: 235–254; Ganeva-Raycheva, 1990; Marinov, 1981: 
653–677; Popov, 1990: 37–43; Vasileva, 1985: 128–130). The holiday (also known as 
Ivanevden, Yanevden, etc. in other parts of Bulgaria) was part of the summer-autumn 
cycle of festivities in rural areas. In ancient times Enyovden marked the summer sol-
stice – an important period in the solar cyclical movement. The corresponding tradi-
tional beliefs and practices were aimed at warding off evil.

In the interpretation of the ethnographer Ganka Marinova22 (1996: 132−142) 
‘Kalinitsa’ is mainly associated with Enyovden, where the pagan aspect is expressed 

21 For a detailed discussion on the revival of local cults dedicated to patron saints in Bulgaria see 
Rachko Popov (2012: 50−57). 
22 Ganka Marinova was a curator at the Museum of History in Asenovgrad. She initiated the public 
re-enactment of the divination ritual in the Ethnographic House on Enyovden. 
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in veneration of the Sun and its cycles. On Enyovden the symbolic marriage of the 
Sun god with the Mother Goddess takes place; she is represented by St. Mary in 
the Christian religion. Thus the ‘solar marriage’ is symbolically associated with 
Kalinitsa and her wedding gown. In this case the Christian image of St. Mary and 
the pagan cult of the Great Mother goddess, worshiped in the pre-Christian era, are 
woven together. In this way the holiday reflects the pagan idea of   connecting the sun 
with the earth, the masculine with the feminine in the cosmic act of creation.

 

The Greek Klidon

The Greek historian Kosmas Apostolidis (1929) called ‘Kalinitsa’ in Asenovgrad 
klidon in reference to the divination practices taking place on this day (Marinova, 
1996: 133). According to ethnographic descriptions, on the eve of the festival older 
girls came to the house of Kalinitsa (the girl chosen to be the young bride in the 
neighborhood) and each girl brought a little piece of jewelry (nishan) – a ring, a 
hairpin, a button, etc. They placed these objects in a copper cauldron filled with ‘si-
lent water’ (water poured and carried in silence). The cauldron was covered with a 
white cloth and left under a green tree to ‘sleep’ under the stars. According to popu-
lar belief the green tree will transmit good health and fortune – a form of contagious 
magic (Arnaudov, 1971: 336). On the next day, the girls gathered again in the same 
house. Kalinitsa took out the objects one by one and prophesied about the future 
husbands and marriage luck of the girls. 

Acknowledging the Greek influences on Bulgarian folklore, Mihail Arnaudov 
(1978: 59−65) gave a description of Enyovden: the divination practice ‘laduvane/lad-
vane’, also popular under the Bulgarian ‘napiyavane na prastenite’ (singing over the 
rings), which was known to the Greeks under the name klidonas (Greek: κλήδονας). 
And everywhere girls placed their rings in a cauldron. In many places the cauldron 
was locked with a key before being left in the open to spend the night under the stars. 
Thus, klidonas or klidon comes from the Greek word κλειδί – a key, in a sense that the 
ritual holds the key to the future. Upon taking out the rings on the next day, the girls 
sang two-verse poems foretelling the future marriage. Arnaudov (1978: 60) revealed 
how these acts followed ‘the same typical scheme, meaning and magical basis’ of a 
centuries-old tradition, preserved as a living heritage in all Bulgarian Outlands, in 
Greece (similarly in Athens and on the islands), Turkey and Thessaly. 
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According to M. Arnaudov (1978: 60) κληδών (in the meaning of ‘revelation 
though a voice’) was first mentioned in the Odyssey. Following in his footsteps, 
the Russian scholar Nikolay D. Barabanov (2011: 288−301), presented a detailed 
study on klidon in the context of the Byzantine folk mantikê – the art of divination, 
a prophetic gift (from ancient Greek: μαντική, μαντευτική). Kληδών (klidon) was 
among the popular forms of mantikê in Greece, understood as a revelation through 
an internal or supernatural voice. According to the beliefs of the Greeks every word 
from the mouth of a stranger can be κληδών – that is the answer to a nagging ques-
tion, an indication of the future. In this interpretation the word comes from the 
Greek verb κλεΐζω, κλήζω – to inform, to praise (meaning a voice, a sound). In this 
sense ‘klidon’ was the cult of the divine voice and prophesy. In the light of these an-
cient methods of divination, M. Arnaudov concluded that the contemporary Greek 
‘klidon’ combined cledonism/cledonomancy (from the Greek κληδονομαντεία – a 
prophecy given by a divine voice) and cleromancy (Greek: κληρομαντεία – a divina-
tion by casting of lots). In such a way the oracle (the young bride) foretold the future 
by randomly taking out the objects owned by the participants in the ritual. In this 
interpretation the personage of Kalinitsa is symbolic of a female seer, clairvoyant, 
prophet, or diviner prophesying the fate of the participants. 

It has been noted (Arnaudov, 1971: 312−318) that the earliest description of 
klidon was written by one of the Church Fathers – Theodore Balsamon (Greek: 
Θεόδωρος Βαλσαμῶν) – a canonist of the Eastern Orthodox Church and Orthodox 
Patriarch of Antioch in the 12th century.23 He protested against the ritual in which 
the central figure was again a young girl dressed as a bride who foretold the future. 
Similarly popular in Constantinople, the practice had attracted the attention of the 
Patriarch who resided there. The church authorities back then sought to eradicate all 
pagan rites related to the holiday on June 24th. 

In Magic and Orthodoxy, Charles Stewart (2008: 93) discussed magical rites in 
relation to the adoption of Christianity in Greece: 

To a large degree Christianity developed in relation to Hellenic culture of the first 
centuries of our era. Christianity was initially a Semitic idea which then travelled 
beyond Palestine and won many of its first converts in Greek-speaking commu-
nities in what is now Greece. Much of the New Testament was written in Greek; 

23 Balsami Commentar in Canones Concilii sext. in Trullo. Can. 65 cited in M. Arnaduov (1971: 314).
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(……) One of the results of this situation is that local religious practices con-
sidered “superstitious” by the Church are actually formally quite similar to its 
own central rites. Centuries of interaction and accommodation between the two 
traditions, such as those considered above, have increased the complexity of the 
situation. Foreign, imported forms of magic may be easy for all Greeks to rec-
ognize, but the dividing line between folk-magic and Orthodox practice is often 
more difficult to decide.

The contemporary format of the ‘Kalinitsa’ festival is indicative of these process-
es – a clear example of religious syncretism (Dimitrov, 2002: 11–24), the blending 
of two distinct belief systems – the Christian doctrine on the one hand, and the folk-
lore based, nature-oriented, sun-worship, on the other. 

On the other hand, in Images and Symbols Mircea Eliade (1991: 174−175) em-
phasizes the role of images in the process of Christianization throughout Europe: 

The Images provide “openings” into a trans-historical world. That is by no means 
their least value: thanks to them, the different “histories” can intercommunicate. 
Much has been said about the unification of Europe by Christianity: and it is never 
better attested than when we see how Christianity co-ordinated the popular reli-
gious traditions. It was by means of Christian hagiography that the local cults – 
from Thrace to Scandinavia and from the Tagus to the Dnieper – were brought 
under a “common denominator”. (……) The Christianisation of the peasant levels 
of Europe was effected thanks above all to the Images: everywhere they were 
rediscovered, and had only to be revalorized, reintegrated and given new names. 

Pagan beliefs and rituals resisted significant change and remained popular among 
the population mixed with Christian symbols and saints – St. John the Baptist, Vir-
gin Mary, etc. 

The modern remake of ‘Kalinitsa’

Although at present the festival incorporates the two leading narratives and cor-
responding practices, there are tensions arising from this combination, not least 
because the re-enactment of the divination ritual in the Ethnographic House24 is 

24 The Ethnographic House in Asenovgrad, built in the 19th century, is now a subdivision of the 
local Museum of History. 
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associated with the recent past: during socialism the church ritual of ‘Kalinitsa’ was 
downplayed (due to the atheistic state policy) and the folklore component (the tra-
ditional celebration of Enyovden) gained prominence. In the modern reconstruction 
of the festival, however, the divination practice stands out as a decorative and per-
formative element, deprived of its sacred mysticism. It is now entirely managed and 
organized by museum curators in a public space – the Ethnographic House, while 
in the past it took place in the private houses of the girls selected to play the role of 
Kalinitsa on this day. 

On the other hand, the local church ‘St. Nicholas’ reclaims its authority over the 
modern remake of the festival by promoting the religious discourse and symbolism 
of the Entrance of the Virgin Mary into the Temple. Thus, the cultural memory of 
‘Kalinitsa’ supports the local institutions (the Museum of History, the church ‘St. 
Nicholas’, and the Municipality) by providing symbols and narratives that are suc-
cessfully translated into ritualized practices. The celebrations have gained populari-
ty and are now even associated with the expanding local wedding fashion industry – 
a post-socialist development. The ‘Kalinitsa’ festival is one example of a reinvented 
local tradition that has assumed new meanings as part of the cultural heritage of 
Asenovgrad. Ultimately the festival has been promoted as a town’s attraction and it 
is now a distinctive landmark in the cultural policy of the Municipality.

In this way the reinvented tradition has been turned into a symbolic capital and 
its cultural resources are now presented in conjunction with the current economic 
and commercial development of Asenovgrad thus reflecting the pragmatics and ide-
ologies of the modern urban life and culture. Integrated into the cultural calendar 
of Asenovgrad, the Kalinitsa feast has become an event which is about to become a 
major heritage tourism attraction. Besides the printed media, the feast is publicized 
through the official website and the Facebook profile of the Tourist Information 
Center at the Municipality: 

In recent years, the event attracts more and more participants from abroad – peo-
ple from Asenovgrad, who now live abroad – in America, Australia or Europe – 
these parents take a vacation to come and dress their girls as kalinichki. Thus 
“Kalinitsa” unites and connects generations from Asenovgrad, from the country 
and abroad, and integrates the community around shared values   and traditions.
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Conclusion 

In an attempt to demonstrate the associations between ritual and symbols, social ac-
tion and performance, urban legends, folklore beliefs and practices, I have discussed 
the leading cultural narratives and religious symbolism present in the modern re-
make of ‘Kalinitsa’ which contains multilayered meanings and interpretations. The 
quasi-historical narrative about the Turkish invasion in the 14th century presents Ka-
linitsa as a ritual figure – the bride who was symbolically associated with the local 
resistance. In the popular legend, she is the local heroine, the defender of the town. 
Probably at this point the feast assumed a Christian overlay – Kalinitsa was merged 
with St. Mary – the patron and protector of Asenovgrad. After the years of state 
atheism during socialism, the Christian discourse (represented by Father Yordan 
Georgiev) has now successfully reclaimed its authority over the cultural memory 
of Kalinitsa by symbolically associating her with the Holly Virgin who entered the 
Temple of Jerusalem as a little girl. Subsequently the ‘bridal processions’ of young 
girls were modeled on the celebration of the Entrance of St. Mary into the Temple. 
On the other hand, the conflicting interpretation, provided by the local museum 
curators, accentuates the traditional celebration of Enyovden, involving magic and 
divination practices. The ritual practices of ‘Kalinitsa’ are based on the Greek kli-
don – an ancient form of fortune telling. In klidon the young bride Kalinitsa is an 
oracle foretelling the fate of the participants. 

Therefore ‘Kalinitsa’ can be regarded as a symbolic battleground on which 
meanings and interpretations are used as conduits of institutional control over the 
memory and its public representations. The local tradition has now assumed new 
meanings and functions through its conceptualization as part of the cultural heritage 
of Asenovgrad. The historical and ethnic context in which the feast originated has 
influenced its recent interpretation as a marker of religious and cultural identity. The 
combination of these characteristics makes Kalinitsa one of the modern emblems 
of Asenovgrad – a festival that reflects the contemporary ways in which people im-
agine themselves and their community. 
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IN THE FOOTSTEPS OF MEDIEVAL TRAVELER

Desislava Naydenova

Abstract: Could one say that medieval man lived in a global and cosmopolite world? Me-
dieval times left us texts abundant in global themes, subjects, purview, and imaginary. The 
most famous example is known to everyone: The Thousand and One Nights. 
This paper discusses how medieval man created, transformed and adapted the concept of 
fictional (Hell and Paradise) and foreign world (Balkan lands and people in the eyes of 
Western pilgrims on their way to the Holy Land). Various documents including chronicles, 
hagiography, apocrypha, canon law texts are used as sources.
Another aim is to examine some stereotypes, which arose between communities and peoples 
which never met each other before. Were the Balkan lands of plenty of dark forests? Were 
the Latins cannibals or were the Greeks tender and feminized? 
Keywords: Middle Ages, Byzantium, Medieval Bulgaria, East, Paradise, Haven, sin, re-
pentancе, travel, crusades, pilgrimage

They thought the Earth is flat

Copernicus was the first to propose a heliocentric model of the solar system. 
These are just two of the stereotypes surrounding the image of the ‘dark’ and 

‘stagnant’ Middle Ages. 
In fact, it could be claimed that the world in which the mediaeval man lived, was 

truly global and cosmopolitan (Heng and Ramey, 2014; Heher, Preiser-Kapeller and 
Simeonov, 2017). This is one of the hypotheses that I will argue for in the present 
paper. The second one brushes on the question of how the other, the otherness and 
the world were perceived in the Middle Ages. The basic idea here was best ex-
pressed by the famous French historian Jacques Le Goff (1998: 5) who claimed that 
the historical reality had two sides: one is based on facts, events, material realities, 
and the other on ideas, images, and dreams. 

Understandably, a few pages will not be enough to thoroughly examine all the 
issues surrounding a research topic that has been an object of thousands of studies. 
My aim here is rather to highlight some of the main questions concerning the con-
cept of the world, mobility and otherness in the Middle Ages. Throughout the paper, 
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I will often refer to Byzantium and the Balkans as these bear direct influence on the 
Bulgarian culture and history. 25 

 

The Earth is flat? 

Let us now return to the flatness of the Earth, an idea which was based on a liter-
al interpretation of the Biblical text. Among the most devoted proponents of the 
flat model of the Earth was the Byzantine hermit (‘geographer’) of the 6th centu-
ry Cosmas Indicopleustes. In his Christian Topography, he wrote that the Cosmos 
was a square, with an arc bent over the flat surface of the Earth. The popularity of 
this model, however, does not mean that the mediaeval people had no knowledge 
about the spherical shape of the Earth, as well as about the climate and astronomy 
(Hunger, 1978: 520–522). Cosmas knew perfectly well what the antipodes were, 
but those who mentioned them, were people whom no one could surpass in impu-
nity and godlessness because they had backed the existence of non-Adam (Russell, 
1997). In the 9th century, Patriarch Photius defended the hypothesis of the spherical 
form of the Earth. In the 11th century, Michael Italikos compared the Emperor to the 
Sun as a center of the universe – hence, the heliocentric model should have been 
known at that time (Hunger, 1978: 508–539; Kazhdan and Epstein, 2001: 171–173). 

After the Christianization (864), mediaeval Bulgarians were assumed to per-
ceive the world through the prism of the Bible. The work of Cosmas Indicopleu-
stes was allegedly translated into Slavic as early as the 10th century (Dujčev and 
Kristanov, 1954: 438−495 and the translation into contemporary Bulgarian; Piotro-
vskaya, 2004; Garzaniti, 2005). In John the Exarch‘s compilation Hexaemeron (10th 
century) the story about creation of the world was revived and retold. John the Ex-
arch gave relatively accurate considering the time information about the size of the 
Earth, the Moon and the Sun. According to him, the Earth was a globular and circu-
lar weight lying in the middle of everything but not standing on anything. He wrote, 
‘Some say the earth is round, others (claim that it) is flatʼ (Dujčev and Kristanov, 
1954: 157). Antipodes were discussed in one of the first original Slavic texts – the 
Life of Constantine-Cyril the Philosopher (Angelov and Kodov, 1973: 137). The 
idea that people with big heads lived underground was widespread among the lo-

25 The anthologies collected and edited by Vasil Gyuzelev (2012; 2014) contain a vast number of 
writings of greater variety united by the topic of travelling. 



82 

BETWEEN THE WORLDS: PEOPLE, SPACES AND RITUALS

cal Moravian priesthood. In accordance with the doctrine of the church, Constan-
tine-Cyril was against it, hence, against the spherical model of the Earth (Dujčev, 
1954). The collections of questions and answers such as the Dialogues of Pseu-
do-Caesarius translated into Slavic in the 10th century (Miltenov, 2006) as well as 
various apocrypha, attempted at explaining the thunders and thunderstorms (see 
also Bentcheva, 2006), the movement of the Sun, planets, etc. 

The hypothesized globular model of the Earth was also supported by Constan-
tine of Kostenets (the beginning of the 15th century). He stated that:

There is much evidence about the shape of the Earth, with the strongest one being 
the fact that the Sun first illuminates the eastern side ahead of the western one ... 
If the Earth was not globular but flat and wide, the light would fall on all sides 
(Dujčev and Kristanov, 1954: 341). 

According to the scholars, the section mentioning the globular shape of the Earth 
which is found in the 16th-century Lovech Codex, is an evidence that Constantine of 
Kostenets had adopted some of his ideas from a Bulgarian scholar who might have 
lived in the second half of the 14th century (Gyuzelev, 2014а: 266–267).

 

Medieval Geography

For the mediaeval people, nothing was better known than the geography of the 
biblical Palestine, but they also had knowledge about all parts of the (supposedly) 
three-part world.26 Cosmas Indicopleustes might have been wrong about the shape 
of the Earth, but he had extensively traveled along the Black Sea coast, Arabia, East 
Africa, as far as Ceylon, and he had left one of the most interesting compendia with 
stories about the people who had inhabited those lands, as well as many different 
plants and animals. John the Exarh‘s works contain geographical descriptions with 
references to the Indian ocean, the Atlantic Ocean, and even Gibraltar. Along with 
information about the ancient people, the work of Pseudo-Caesarius features the 
first mentioning of Britain and Spain (Dujčev, 1959). During the dispute with the 

26 The mediaeval people knew about three parts of the world: Europe, Asia and Africa. Among the 
many testimonies is the guidance for a Crusade written by Raymond Etienne (Pseudo-Brocade) in 
1332. It states, ʽFor a long time, a quarter of the world has been adapted to be inhabited by humans 
and animals; however, it is divided in three, so Asia covers half of the entire land while the other half 
is divided into two – Europe and Africaʼ (Gyuzelev, 2012: 341–345).
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proponents of the trilingual heresy in Venice, Constantine-Cyril mentioned people 
of 12 ethnic groups (Armenians, Persians, Goths, Avars, Khazars, Arabs, Egyptians 
etc.) who praised the Lord each in their own language (Angelov and Kodov, 1973: 
138). The most of these ethnic groups are often found in the apocalyptic litera-
ture Tǎpkova-Zaimova and Miltenova, 2011: 119–138). The Story of Sybil (Tǎpko-
va-Zaimova and Miltenova, 2011: 469–506) mentions nine Suns which symbolize 
nine peoples each described with its most distinctive features. Razumnik-Ukaz lists 
32 ethnic groups in total, hailing from Asia, Africa and Europe (Tǎpkova-Zaimo-
va and Miltenova, 2011: 507–548). They are divided not only according to their 
beliefs, but many of them are metaphorically likened to a corresponding animal 
assumed to embody certain intellectual qualities and abilities. 

 

Medieval roads

The Middle Ages are a world of constant road traffic – merchants, pilgrims, hermits, 
political fugitives. Diplomatic missions (Angelov, 2011; Shepard and Franklin, 
1992) and trade routes went far to the East and South reaching Asia and Africa. The 
geographical descriptions of some of the little-known places were amplified with 
the rise of commercial relations27 (Dimitrov, 2016; Simeonova, 2006a) and with 
the travels of pilgrims.28 The Middle Ages were a period of constant demographic 
changes. Diseases, natural disasters (Telelis, 2005; Xoplaki et al., 2015), and wars 
depopulated some areas and led to mass migration.29 

While we are on the topic of journeys, let us not forget the Church. The Church 
and her holy men were the greatest travelers. Is there a better reason for traveling 
than the baptism of Barbarians or monastic retreat or a pilgrimage? The hagiograph-
ic literature features many stories of adventurous trips, and encounters with wild an-
imals and people of different origin and culture. But all of these works also feature 
a sense of the ritual of travel and the preparation for a journey. Let us consider the 

27 The conquests and ethnic changes in the Mediterranean and its ̔ peripheryʼ limited contacts in 6th – 
7th centuries. Traveling resumed in 8th – 9th centuries and at the end of the 11th century it led to mass 
migration from Western Europe into the eastern Mediterranean (Simeonova, 2006a:13).
28 The major goals of pilgrimage during the Middle Ages were the Holy Land, Mount Athos, Thes-
saloniki, Constantinople, Mount Olympus, Asia Minor – Ephesus and Cappadocia? (Bakirtzis, 2002; 
Carr, 2002; Foss, 2002; Kuelzer, 2002). 
29 I will only mention the mass invasion of Pechenegs and Cumans into the Bulgarian lands in the 
11th century (Stanev, 2004; 2013).
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mission trips of Cyril and Methodius into the lands of the Saracens, the Khazars, 
and in Great Moravia, and their travels to Olympus, Constantinople, Rome, Panno-
nia, Bavaria (Angelov and Kodov, 1973). Relatively soon after the Christianization, 
Bulgarians started sending monks on secret and diplomatic missions. The traveling 
monks, who were usually honored as holy men, did not confine to gathering trivial 
information – local news and gossip they would have learned during their wan-
derings. During their contacts with monastic societies abroad, they could receive 
important intelligence about current events in other countries (Simeonova, 2006b). 
Episodes of monks embarking on long-distance journeys and thus disobeying the 
monastic statute, were not rare either. According to presbyter Cosmas (Begunov, 
1973: 351), they were wandering into other cities, some even went to Jerusalem, 
others visited Rome, and extended their pilgrimage to Thessaloniki and Constan-
tinople. In other testimonies, in the army of Peter of Amiens (one of the leading 
warriors of the First Crusade), there was a Bulgarian who had decided to go to Je-
rusalem. In his description of the Holy Land, the German cleric John of Wurzburg, 
who visited Jerusalem in 1165, claimed that there was a chapel or a church of the 
Bulgarians in the holy city, along with those of the Greeks, Hungarians, Germans, 
English, French and others (Koycheva, 2004: 44–45). In the 14th century, the flow of 
pilgrims into Jerusalem from the Balkans (Nikolova, 2006) accelerated. 30 The first 
preserved works, either translated or original, about the travels to the Holy Land, 
dated back to this time. The so-called Bdinski sbornik (1360) contains a Description 
of the Holy Land in Jerusalem (Petrova and Angusheva, 1995). In the beginning of 
the 15th century, Constantine of Kostenets was sent on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem 
by the Serbian despot Stefan Lazarevic (1402-1427) (Dujčev and Kristanov, 1954: 
252–257; Petrova, 1998).

Dangers on the road

The Middle Ages were a period of long journeys on crumbling and destroyed roads, 
through dark and impassable forests, and compelling seas. From the time of the 

30 The presence of Serb monks in Jerusalem was quite evident. The Serbian community in Palestine 
was formed after two visits of St. Sava – in 1229 and in 1234 (for more detail on the travels of St. 
Sava Marković, 2002–2003; Gyuzelev, 2012: 231–234). During the first trip, he bought the Saracen 
monastery ‘St. John the Theologian’. Later, King Milutin (1282-1321) founded the Monastery of ʽSt. 
Archangelsʼ. 
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Crusades, pilgrims normally reached terra sancta by ship. Travel by land along the 
endless dusty roads of Asia Minor, was considered too dangerous. ‚Long-distance‘ 
travel surpasses 500 kilometers, such as traveling between Constantinople and the 
frontier, or further. In terms of the time units mediaeval people themselves preferred 
for describing longer trips (McCormick, 2002). This means, roughly, more than 10 
days’ or two weeks’ travel. An ‘intermediate’ travel range encompassed regional 
and inter-regional trips, between about 100 and 500 kilometers. The third ambit 
comprised micro-movements covering less than a hundred kilometers and implying 
travel times lasting between a few hours and a few days. 

The mediaeval travelers had a good reason for loathing travel, since it was 
so dreadfully dangerous. As described in their travelogues, it was truly risky as 
there were deadly, dangerous bandits, and rough seas. The vocabulary and met-
aphors litterateurs point to the mental associations of traveling (Kazhdan, 1984; 
McCormick, 2002; Mullert, 2002). Ninth-century men associated the ships slicing 
through water with snakes, and snakes evoked ships. The many troubles accompa-
nying the journey of Metropolitan Cyprian in 1389 were described in (Gyuzelev, 
2012: 376). The mediaeval author wrote about thunderstorms, crashes and light-
ings in the sea. There were rumors that passengers sunk as the sea was quite ex-
cited by the strong winds, and the ship was taken away. Others claimed they were 
beaten by robbers.

The fear of the sea and its thunderstorms remained a lasting topos in the Europe-
an literature (Delumeau, 2002: 45−61). Expectedly, the sea was the preferred scene 
for the holy men to show their miraculous abilities. A scene where the righteous and 
sinners were well exposed in the didactic stories (numerous examples can be found 
in the anthology by Zashev, 2014). No less trouble awaited travelers on land (Sim-
eonova, 2006: 124–132; Sophoulis, 2016). During his trip from Ephesus to Rome 
(ca. 830 AD), at the Strimon river, St. Gregory of Dekapolis was captured by Slavic 
bandits. The Vita of St. Blaise of Amorion (early 10th century) contains a story of 
how the saint was attacked by bandits wanting to rob him; upon finding that he had 
nothing, they left him in a desert. Ivan of Rila moved from Mount Vitosha to Rila 
because of bandits. The Vita of Theodosius of Tarnovo mentions that Paroria was 
full of bandits. This is the context that gave rise to the amulets and amulets books of 
prayers – pocket-size collections of prayers on traveling, for good weather, against 
a snake bite, demons, thunderstorms (Atanasova, 2003; Angusheva, Dimitrova and 
Jonson, 2016). 
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The wonders of the world

The mediaeval travelers saw the world and the Others within the interplay between 
the ‘three spheres’: the divine, the natural and the personal (human). At this time, 
symbolic representation was more important than the empirical one. The Middle 
Ages produced encyclopedias, images of the world that had to fit into a world of 
wonders while telling stories about far-away inaccessible lands. In a well-known 
story from the 10th century, Liudprand admired astonishing throne which lifted auto-
matically at the roaring of two large golden lions sitting at its feet while the Byzan-
tine Emperor was changing into new clothes (Simeonova, 2015: 228). Ambassadors 
of the Chinese Emperor were impressed not only with the magnificent palaces in 
Constantinople. They were telling stories that in Byzantium magicians could blow 
fire with their mouths, make rivers and lakes with their hands, take long strips out of 
their mouths, and pearls and jade were falling from their feet. There were also amaz-
ing doctors who could open a man‘s brain to pull out worms to heal the blindness 
(Mandova, 2011: 226). The ‘miracles’ of Bulgaria were mentioned in a Byzantine 
collection from the 11th century (Gyuzelev, 2012: 152).

Often warriors who had participated in the Crusades, would describe things that 
were unusual, different and unseen in the lands they had come from (Angelov, 2013: 
149–152). Thus, one of the chroniclers of the Third Crusade, Ansbert, wrote that 
Bulgarians were able to demonstrate ʽextraordinary cruelty and reckless stupidity 
when digging the bodies of almost all the warriors of Christ buried in their landsʼ 
(LIBI, 3: 282). This striving for the different, bordering on the wondrous, was a 
long-lasting element in the works of the mediaeval authors. According to one of the 
most popular writers in Europe in the 14th – 15th century, Sir John Mandeville (who 
had never left his home) to talk about geography would mean to tell about beings 
that had to exist and not those that actually existed (Heng, 2003: 240–305). This, of 
course, did not mean that he would always tell odd fables (for a couple of interesting 
facts surrounding the history of the Balkans, see Nikolov, 2013; Uzelac and Rado-
vanovich, 2012). Even Columbus was ready to do anything to be able to tell unheard 
things – just like Odysseus (see the interpretation of Todorov, 1992: 17–62). 

For mediaeval people who were convinced that every living creature, animal, 
plant, even a stone, could be a mediator of higher knowledge, it was necessary for 
the universe to be inhabited with gifted beings with diverse qualities and skills, in 
order to be able to foresee the allegorical meaning behind these traits. Fairy-tale 
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creatures, animals, and humanoids populated mediaeval encyclopedias under the 
influence of the Physiologus that lists about 40 animals, trees, and stones. The mis-
cellany was written in Greek in the 2nd century A.D. and was translated into Slavic 
in the 10th century. It aims to show how and why each of the described beings is a 
tool of the ethical and theological teachings. For example, in order to escape from 
the hunters, the lion, which, according to the legend, wipes its traces with its tail, 
becomes a symbol of Christ and wipes the sins of people (Stoykova, 2011). 

In the popular beliefs as reflected in the Legend of Alexander (Alexandria)31, 
the territories beyond the borders of Byzantium were home of many monsters. The 
population there had no human-like features.32 The Amazons were living there; the 
rulers of these lands had palaces placed on the back of elephants; these other lands 
were home to unicorns, people with canine snouts, human-faced birds, and giant 
centaurs (Deleva, 1994). In the legends and stories, the farthest North was inhabited 
by giants (Stepanov, 2016a). According to Hamid al-Andalusi‘s account of his jour-
ney to Volga-Kama Bulgaria (1132-1133; 1135-1136) those lands hid bones of the 
Adi tribe (a legendary tribe of giants mentioned in the Qur‘an). He saw a tall man, 
a descendant of the Adis, who carried a horse under his arms, in the same way an 
ordinary man would carry a lamb, and his strength was so great that he could broke 
a horse‘s leg with bare hands and tear its flesh and veins like other people would tear 
lettuce. His armor was carried on a cart, and the helmet on his head was as big as a 
cauldron (Gyuzelev, 2012: 170–172). The Vita of St. Macarius the Roman features 
a story about monks who had crossed Persia and had met there people living under 
stones, cruel androgynous, a strange cat-like beast, unicorns and tailless monkeys 
(Kazhdan, Epstein, 2001: 191). In the anonymous work titled Descriptio Europae 
Orientalis (ca. 1308), unicorns, tigers and beavers were believed to inhabit the Bul-
garian lands. Descriptio informed us that in Albania dogs were so big that they were 
able to eat lions (Danova, 2016). 

 

31 The Alexandria becomes popular among the Slavs in two translations of two different versions 
(Deleva, 1994; Yonova, 1992: 103−150). One was translated as early as the late 9th century or 10th 
century in Bulgaria. The other coming from the West to the South Slavs from Dalmatia, was translated 
during the 14th and 15th centuries, and is known as the ʽSerbian Alexandria’. The legends on themes 
from the East made their way into mediaeval Slavonic literature through Byzantium in their revised 
Christian version. Such as Barlaam and Ioasaph (Nikolova, 2004), the Tale of Stephanites and Ichnel-
ates Ichnelates (Nikolova, 1996), the Tale of Akir the Wise (Kuzidova, 2010).
32 The mythical strange races – monsters, pygmies, giants, etc. – have a long history which can be 
traced back to stories in the Bible and the ancient literature (Friedman, 1981). 
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The East and the earthly Paradise 

Whatever strange creatures were inhabiting the wide world, a champion of the mir-
acles and wonders, a true mirage of abundance, remained the East. The images of 
the East had remained vague for a long time. One of the reasons was the fact that 
on the mediaeval maps, the Earth Paradise was placed somewhere on the east end 
of Asia. This was the joyous place where Adam and Eve had been living before the 
Fall, according to the Bible. This dreamy place where in the beginning all creatures 
were living in bliss and innocence, had become a nostalgic country which every-
body wanted to find (Delumeau, 2012). It was not by accident that in November 
1095, Pope Urban II (1042-1099) presented the East as the desirable and reachable 
paradise on Earth awash with blessings, ‘In this land, as the Scripture says, milk and 
honey flow. Jerusalem – this is the navel of the Earth, the most fertile land compared 
to the rest, it is like a second paradise.’ Constantinople was also of great importance 
within the sacred geography of the East, and it was considered a second Jerusalem 
from the 5th century on. Constantinople was a place where the sacred relics are so 
much and where the miracles of the saints are not appreciated because they are nu-
merous and happen constantly (Carr, 2002; Markov, 2012).

One of the most popular works mentioning paradisiacal province in a far-away 
place is the legend of the Country of John the Priest which was assumed to be in 
India, Central Asia or, at the beginning of the 14th century, in Ethiopia. The myth 
emerged in the 12th century and survived until the 17th century. The legend became 
popular also in the Slavic literature, as it was incorporated into the Serbian Alexan-
dria (Istrin, 1893). In the 12th century, a letter started circulating – it was addressed 
to the Byzantine emperor Manuel I Comnenus (1143-1180) and was seemingly writ-
ten by John the Priest himself, a descendant of one of the Three Magi and King 
of India (Stanculescu, 2004). The letter claimed that in the Far East, beyond the 
regions inhabited by Muslims, beyond the lands that the Crusaders unsuccessfully 
tried to save from the reign of infidelity and regain, the Christian kingdom flour-
ished. It was originally deemed an image of the true paradise on Earth. The ruler of 
this kingdom engaged in continuous battles against the Muslims, even attempting to 
free Jerusalem. Honey flowed out of the earth, and gold poured. There was a river, 
where precious stones flowed from. There were a variety of people and animals: 
people with eyes and mouth on their chest, pygmies, giants, phoenixes, roosters that 
men rode on. The inhabitants of the kingdom ate heavenly food, did not quarrel, 
remained forever young and lived long (Istrin, 1893).
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Dialogue between cultures

All these legends and motifs hindered or totally destroyed the dialogue between cul-
tures. The effort to understand the words of the ‘Other’ was practically non-existent 
due to the expectations of meeting cyclops, tailed people, etc. in the foreign world. 
Thus, catching up with previous literary topographies, Pseudo-Cesarius wrote that 
the Slavs indulged in the breasts of women as they were full of milk. They also 
crashed babies into stones as if they were mice. They ate foxes, wild cats and wild 
boars and faced one another with a wolfish whim (Miltenov, 2006: 12–23). In this 
context, it is to be expected that Khan Krum (803-814) might have made a goblet 
from the skull of the Byzantine emperor Nicephorus (802-811) (this motif was ana-
lyzed in more detail by Nikolov, 2000). In the Thessalonian Legend dated ca. 12th 
century, there is the story of Metropolitan of Thessaloniki who had warned St. Cyril 
to stay away from the land of Bulgarians because there he would meet cannibals 
who would eat him. When he heard Bulgarians talking on the market, he got over-
whelmed by fear and forgot his native tongue (Ivanov, 1931: 282–283). 

Such flights of fantasy were less common in texts of stronger ‘scientific con-
tent’. In such works, the lack of knowledge was not demonstrated by fictional fa-
bles, but rather by including hopelessly outdated and obsolete information. Byzan-
tine people showed a remarkable lack of interest in getting to know the Other (Hun-
ger, 1978: 508–539; Kazhdan and Epstein, 2001: 192–198). Strabo‘s terminology 
was transmitted almost unchanged from generation to generation. The Byzantine 
people loved to impose stereotypical vices on foreigners. According to apocalyptic 
literature, morals and customs characteristic for a certain ethnic group, are divinely 
predetermined (Tǎpkova-Zaimova and Miltenova, 2011: 119–138). The Scythians 
were cruel, the Armenians were cunning, while the Arabs were treacherous traitors. 
There was a tendency toward archaization of the language, style and terminology in 
the spirit of the ancient authors. Anna Komnena imposed the sins of the wine and 
lust on the Barbarian Ishmaelites (Muslims), who, according to her, were slaves of 
Dionysus and Eros, but were also involved in all the vicious vices of Aphrodite. 
Notwithstanding the barbaric roughness of the Crusader Latins, the Byzantine Prin-
cess still paid attention to the physical qualities of the warriors. She highlighted the 
Bohemond‘s masculinity and compared his beautiful and strong body to the bodies 
in the canon of the ancient Hellenic sculpture. She compared the women participat-
ing in the Crusades to Pallas Athena (Dimitrov, 2014: 16–28). 
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The collision with the Western man allowed Byzantine authors to unleash their 
full talent.33 Greed, perseverance, inconsistency, cruelty and arrogance are the main 
topoi constructing the image of the Western man. Eustathius of Thessaloniki and 
Niketas Choniates repeatedly emphasized the incessant drunkenness and greed of 
the Latins. They were greedy, shameless and cruel according to Joannes Kinnamos 
(Dimitrov, 2014: 33–34; Ninov, 2011 and bibliography there). In his view, Venetians 
were people spoiled in character, mocking and more cruel than the others due to 
their sailor-like vulgarity and commonness. Of course, the Latin clergy was sub-
jected to particularly acute criticism. Stereotypes about the Latins34 and their errors 
spread quickly among Bulgarians via translations of different anti-Latin writings 
and lists of errors of the Latins35 (Nikolov, 2016). 

Of course, the West had also lived through stereotypes inherited from Antiqui-
ty (Nikolov, 2006). In the Roman Empire, there was already antagonism between 
the Romans and the Greeks. The latter were seen as a cultural and civilized nation 
which had unfortunately lost their warrior talents and were forced to serve the Ro-
man victors. This idea went hand in hand with the legend of the Troyan origin of 
the Romans, defeated with deception by the faithful Greeks, subsequently adopted 
by the Franks in the Merovingian period, and transferred onto the western crusad-
ers. The addiction of the Hellenized Oriental people to the delights and luxury was 
an additional argument supporting the image of the feminized ʽGreeksʼ as unfit 
soldiers, administrators, and statesmen.36 They had lost all their masculinity both 

33 The relations between Byzantium and West were too complex. The traditional concepts of con-
trast and hostility are insufficient to describe the relationship (Kazhdan, 2001).
34 An interesting observation here is that some of the stories considered topoi which were tradition-
ally related to the Latins such as the story about the woman pope (Pope Joan) were transferred during 
the attempts at discrediting other ethnic groups (such as Armenians in this specific example). The 
Russian redaction of Kormchaya keeps a cycle of anti-Armenian texts. One tells the story of Armenian 
Lina, who was so virtuous that was elected a patriarch. Everybody praised her virtues, only one dared 
to doubt her, saying that she was just a weak woman. To prove his words, he became a servant of Lina, 
seduced her, and she gave birth to his child. He then abducted the child, fled to the Greek land and 
wrote a book, in which he mocked the Armenian heresy and their female patriarch Lina (Korogodina, 
2012; Naydenova, 2014).
35 In mediaeval Bulgaria, the general view that Western Europeans (notwithstanding their ethnicity) 
were heretics, was maintained (Angelov, 2013: 182). 
36 For the mediaeval man, any deviation from his or her own perception of expected behavior, food, 
clothing, appearance raised suspicion. For example, Eustathius of Thessaloniki (12th century) described 
how the Normans mocked the long hair and how the beard of the Byzantine men were shaved in Thessa-
loniki. Niketas Choniates (ca. 1155-1217) confirms this story by claiming that the Normans wanted the 
Byzantine men to be shaved and trimmed, with a clean neck and face, their hair being trimmed in a circle 
according to the Western fashion at that time. For the Byzantine people, Western men had rather feminine 
appearance, with their faces shaved and bear just like the faces of Eunuchs (Dimitrov, 2014: 42–43). 
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on words and in spirit. Greeks never followed their oaths – a behavior far from the 
standards of chivalry culture, the rule of honor and cavalier behavior. Thus, even the 
chronologists of the First Crusade used quite rude qualifiers for Alexios I Komne-
nos‘ (1081-1118) personality, calling him ʽan enemy and a loserʼ, ʽdirty tyrant and 
treacherous Emperorʼ. These moods would intensify over time to nurture the idea 
(in the context of the Ottoman invasion) that the Greeks had fully deserved their fate 
(Nikolov, 2006: 397–488). 

 

Journeys to Heaven and Hell 

In the model of the world during the Middle Ages, the first place was reserved for 
the Christian idea of the three-dimensional arrangement of the cosmos – consist-
ing of Heaven, Earth and Hell. Thus, some of the ‘journeys’ were in the direction 
of world beyond. They were described in the vita of the saints, in Old Testament 
and New Testament apocrypha (Badalanova-Geller, 2012; Himmelfarb, 1983; Him-
melfarb, 1993; Marinis 2015, 2017; Petkanova, 1982: 49–63, 220–258). While the 
descriptions of unknown lands around the world were full of strange creatures and 
forms, those of Heaven and Hell were just the opposite – they reflected the truth 
of reality. The unknown Byzantine author of the satirical work Timarion (ca. 12th 
century) follows a man called Timarion during his journey in the hell, inhabiting it 
with persons and events from the reality (the fair in Thessaloniki) (Gyuzelev, 2012: 
173–178). A Tale about a journey to the other world (1580s) of Nicholas from the 
Macedonian village of Izvor give some important information about the mining area 
of Siderokausia (Ivanov and Gerd, 2015). Another monk had a vision for Heaven as 
a great city in which people were wearing various sorts of clothes and had diverse 
faces. Another even succeeded in bringing back souvenirs of paradise (huge fig, 
wondrous apple) seen as a beautiful garden (Wortley, 2002). 

The Byzantine Church had no precise eschatology and, within certain limits, the 
individual was free to hold his or her own views about death, judgment, heavenly 
rewards, and infernal punishments. Hence, a great variety of beliefs sprang up con-
cerning ʽthe last thingsʼ. Visions of heaven were fairly rare. The themes of sin and 
redemption became the leading ones and, therefore, references to the last judgment 
and the fate of sinners in hell were frequently used. In the texts the feuding protago-
nists were usually the forces of light and darkness, respectively: the question at stake 
was whether the departing soul would be borne aloft by the angels, invariably clothed 
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in white, sometimes with faces shining like the sun (Petkanova, 1982: 49–63, 220–
258) or swept down to the lower regions by demons, usually appear as black giants, 
evil-looking black-faced-ones, black ‘Ethiopian’ (Simeonova, 2002, 2016).

 

The redemption of sins

In fact, the concepts of sin and the possibility of redemption had an important place 
in the context of traveling in the Middle Ages. These were the key impetus for one 
of the greatest mass migrations in this period – the Crusades. It was also one of the 
cultural codes that told the story of the encounter of models of civilization, including 
the relationships between the Orthodox Christians and the Latins, the Ottoman inva-
sion, among other. The massive participation of poor peasants and their families in 
the First Crusade (1095-1101) is a collective, public repentance (a migration wave) 
that has come after years of epidemics and economic disasters. The involvement of 
the masses in the First Crusade was attributed by contemporaries to a disorder, to 
an epidemic of ergotism which was sweeping western Europe. On the pilgrimage of 
Peter of Amiens, the witnesses claimed: 

No road, nor path, nor trail, nor city, nor fortress, nor plain, nor mountain were left 
to not be full of tents and pavilions, noble people and ordinary men and women, 
all carrying crosses on their shoulders ... They had all kinds of musical instru-
ments and trumpets, and horns for playing, and thousand types of games, and 
many other wooden, iron, gold and silver wonder they carried with them.... (LIBI, 
3: 101).

Crusading attracted men and women of all classes. Crusaders ‘took the cross’, 
which involved making a vow of a particular kind, often at emotional public gath-
erings under the influence of preachers whose business was to whip their audiences 
up into a frenzy. Some men responded hysterically, branding crosses on their bodies, 
but the sight of the ordinary cloth crosses might have been striking enough. When 
telling about it, the eyewitnesses of the crusade used phrases which until then had 
been usually applied only to the monastic life – the knighthood of Christ, the road 
of the cross, the heavenly Jerusalem, spiritual warfare – most of these were taken up 
and refined by commentators, who dwelt on the crusade‘s penitential character and 
stressed the unique way in which its course had demonstrated the divine approval. 
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The Council of Clermont and Pope Urban II had summarized the benefits this pen-
itential act would bring in indulgence. The Pope seemed to have intended this to 
be an authoritative statement that the penance which the crusaders were going to 
undertake, was likely to be so severe that it would be fully satisfactory and would 
constitute paying back to God not only the debts of punishment owed on account of 
their recent sins, for which penance had not yet been performed, but also any residue 
left over from earlier penances which had not been satisfactory enough (Yordanov, 
2013). Crusaders knew that they were getting involved in something that was go-
ing to be very costly, but they did so because they were convinced that the effort 
and suffering would do them good. In this context, the popular Western European 
topos37 of the forest as a place of testing38 (Uzelac, 2017) was noticeable behind the 
(otherwise geographical) description of the impassable Bulgarian forest. For the 
Crusaders, Slavonia was desolate mountainous land, without any roads, animals 
or birds. In the words of chroniclers, moving along Via Militaris (Gagova, 1996), 
Friedrich I Barbarossa (1155-1190) ʽjust like a second Moses, transferred the army 
of the life-giving cross through the deserted lands of Hungary and Bulgariaʼ. 

With such striving to holiness and repentance, what had justified the collection of 
relics, often connected to committing one of the greatest sins – excavation of graves?39 
And what had justified the plundering of Constantinople (Barber, 2005)? The answer 
can be found in this same desire for redemption and celebration of faith. There is very 
little evidence that the crusaders had come home wealthy after the crippling expenses 
and severities of the campaign, although they certainly brought back relics and show-
ered European churches with them. Usually, the thefts were justified with a claim 
about the vision and providence of God (Yordanov, 2015). Another justification is the 
nature of the Byzantines. They were treacherous, ungodly, and sinful (Angold, 2002; 
Macrides, 2002). For Pero Tafur (c. 1410–c. 1484) for example sin was sexual. He has 
a story which implies that sodomy was rife in Constantinople, while rumor had it that 
the Byzantine empress was unhealthily involved with her brother. 

37 The obsessive striving of the Western man living in a temperate climate, in a region devoid of 
large waterless spaces, to redemption through trial and suffering, turns the forest into a substitute of the 
monastic desert (Le Gof, 1998: 93–107). 
38 In her study of the historical geography of Thrace, Kr. Gagova notes that despite many mediaeval 
authors’ complaints about the many obstacles on their way, Thrace was far from an impassable area 
(Gagova, 1995: 107).
39 The canon law adopted and developed from the Christian point of view the norms of the Roman 
law concerning protection of graves and veneration of the sacred (Gerd, 2012). 
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The writings of Western authors project a complete lack of sympathy to Byzan-
tium and its later fate. The Greeks were schismatics and all great heresies had been 
born in their Church. Their promises, oaths or allegiance were not to be trusted. 
They came from a bad nation and a wicked generation, they were malicious toward 
the Lord, and did not obey the Church. They lied to those who loved them, they 
were traitors to those who helped them, and oppressors to their subjects (Nikolov, 
2006: 397–488). The reports coming back to the West on the eve of the fall of Con-
stantinople claimed that the Greeks had become degenerate. They were forgetting 
their ancient glory and were becoming gross, striving only to satisfy their appetite. 
The Greeks did not appreciate the aid that the West was willing to offer. Not only 
were they ungrateful, they were also morally corrupt (Angold, 2002). Byzantine 
people had lost God‘s support, thus they would get always defeated. 

Language of the sins

Crusaders and the Orthodox people communicated in a very different way, support-
ed by different stereotypes and cultural codes. Thus, the language of their commu-
nication was rather difficult. As already noted by Tsvetan Todorov, the premise of 
difference easily generates feeling of superiority, and the premise of equality – a 
sense of indifference. Antagonism to this dual tendency is always difficult, especial-
ly when the outcome of the contact seems to indicate unequivocally who the winner 
is (Todorov, 1992: 62). In the deeply symbolic world of the mediaeval man, a con-
siderable part of his or her time and strength was dedicated to interpreting messages. 
But how were they interpreted? For Byzantines, the Crusaders were not different 
from any other invaders and were embodiment of the Biblical idea about the cy-
cle of alternating kingdoms40 (Stepanov, 2016b; Tǎpkova-Zaimova and Miltenova, 
2011). Prophecy was a living part of their world and it both used and informed the 
language of cultural norm. The culture and language of prophecy were nowhere 
more at home than in the context of the crusading movement and fate of Constan-
tinople. All was predictable, therefore all was predicted. The Greeks believed that 
any prophecy for the future would come true. The arrival of the Latins was predicted 
in a series of prophecies that were much loved by the Byzantines (Magdalino, 2005; 

40 On the difference between Byzantine and West expectations of the ‘end of time’ see Magdalino, 
2008.
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Tǎpkova-Zaimova and Miltenova, 2011: 301–547). Slavonic version of the ‘Legend 
of Twelve Fridays’ dated from 13th century, claims that Ishmaelites, as well as Latins 
in galleys were coming by sea to invade many countries on the 8th Friday (Bozhilov 
and Kozhuharov, 1987: 167–169, 272–275). Robert of Clari described two carved 
columns in Constantinople, the outer sides of which had pictures and writings of all 
the events and all the conquests which had happened in Constantinople or which 
were going to happen by prophecy. Even the conquest of the French was written 
and carved, with the ships in which they attacked the city (Markov, 2012: 225). The 
Greeks were not able to understand these prophecies before they had happened, but 
afterwards they went to look and ponder over them only to find that the letters writ-
ten on the ships said that people, short haired and with iron swords, would come. 
Niketas Choniates states that in the Forum of Constantine there was a statue of Ath-
ena, 30 feet tall, with her right arm outstretched to the South but ‚those who know 
nothing at all of the points of the compass contended that the statue was looking to 
the West, as if beckoning with her hand the armies from the West‘. In 1203, people 
smashed the statue, thinking to avert, in this way, the danger from the encamped 
crusading armies (Magoulias, 1984: 559; 305–306).

The emergence of the Turks on the scene of history was also interpreted as an-
other cycle of the (cyclic) historical time. Some late Byzantine authors interpreted 
the threat of Islam as a God-sent punishment for the sins of the Greeks who had 
forsaken the rules of life in Christ and had indulged into mischief and dishonesty 
(Dimitrov, 2014: 189–210).

 

Cultural alienation

The topic of traveling and the notion of the world in the Middle Ages would not be 
complete without a few words about the way travelers interpreted their journeys.41 
When closely examining the texts, we would see that the journeys often brought 

41 Travelers’ perception of their own self and their state of mind are examined in detail by Galatari-
otou (1993). The paper analyzes the works of five Byzantine men: Nicholas Mouzalon, who was sent 
by Emperor Alexios Komnenos from Constantinople to Cyprus as the new archbishop; Constantine 
Manasses, who described the long journey which in 1161/2 took him and the sebastos John Kon-
tostephanos on a secret imperial mission from Constantinople to Palestine; Gregory Antiochos, who 
traveled to Bulgaria; John Phokas (1177) who went on a pilgrimage to Palestine; Nicholas Mesarites, 
who traveled from Nicaea to Constantinople, and subsequently returned to Nicaea. In a letter to the 
abbot and the monks of the monastery of Evergetes in Constantinople he gave an account of his return 
journey (1208).
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negative emotions. They were accompanied by dangers, illness, and feelings of cul-
tural alienation. As their journey progressed, travelers would complain that they 
were unable to let any food or drink pass through their lips. The wish to return home 
was explicitly or implicitly stated, with insistence bordering, in some cases, on the 
obsessive (Galatariotou, 1993).

The letters (Iliev, 1994; Mullett, 1997) of Theophylactus, Archbishop of Оhrid 
(1084-1107), are full of complaints about the difficulties he faced in communicating 
with the hostile Bulgarian flock.42 He complained about the Bulgarians and their 
character, with a special focus on the inhabitants of Ohrid. The archbishop called 
Ohrid the ‘valley of weeping’, and the area – ‘a swamp of evil’. Theophylact claimed 
that the inhabitants of Ohrid were not able to praise neither God nor man. He felt 
condemned to live with such monsters (Letter 6, Iliev, 1994: 86). They listened to 
his instructions like ʽdonkeys – to (the sound of the) lyreʼ (Letter 50, Iliev, 1994: 
132). He likened his life among them to the life of an eagle, the Zeus bird, ʽwho 
has been stuck in the mud and forced to live with frogsʼ (Letter 6, Iliev, 1994: 86). 
The Archbishop constantly and purposefully maintained his image as a martyr who 
has ‘made himself’ much like Barbarians while living among the Bulgarians, in the 
wilderness of the Bulgarian land. The tension resulting from this cultural conflict, 
gave Theophylactus ground to argue that, ʽBulgarian nature was a breeder of all 
evilʼ and the Bulgarians outnumbered all ʽin the richness of the gloom and poverty 
of their livesʼ, that inhabitant of Ohrid honored ̔ neither God, nor manʼ, and as a rule 
Bulgarians ʽscorned the rulers with contemptʼ.

Very similar to the sufferings of Theophylactus were those of another Byzan-
tine – Gregory Antiochos – in Bulgaria. Gregory Antiochos was disgusted by the 
appalling quality of the fruit, the bread, the wine, and the slimy, rotting fish. In his 
letters to Eustathius. the Archibishop of Thessaloniki, dated 1175, he wrote that 
once out of Serdica he nearly died of starvation, so difficult did he find it to eat or 
drink anything. What his mind‘s eye perceived was, overall, very ugly, unpleasant, 
even unnatural. He went from mild depression to deep despair. Not surprisingly, 
such great shock, in combination with the travel fatigue, weakened our travelers‘ 
body‘s defense system. A closer reading of Gregory’s letters shows that nothing 
good happened to him. The Bulgarians walked around in animals‘ hats, lived in sti-

42 The letters of Theophylactus and his relationships with the Bulgarians have been object of numer-
ous studies (see the latest work of Ilieva (2004) and the bibliography there). 



97

PART I  ●  LOCAL AND GLOBAL CULTURES  

fling thatched-roofed hovels, constructed buildings as children toys. But it was he, 
Gregory, who was losing his civilized self (Gyuzelev, 2012: 208–212). 

Manuel Glava‘s letter to the chartophylax of the Constantinople Church in 
which he described his journey in East Thrace in 1332, was also full of complaints. 
In the diocese of Vrissis both society and the manners and morals of people were 
insignificant and cheap. One would not meet a sober man there, nor had anyone to 
talk to. Debauchery and simplicity were widespread. People did not enter church, 
they were always ready for treachery and theft. The food was bad; there were no 
bathrooms. The roads to any useful and good things were blocked but it was as easy 
as it gets for bad, evil things to reign (Gyuzelev, 2012: 326–333).

Undoubtedly, traveling was a real test for the mediaeval man. Roads were dan-
gerous and not easily passable, lands were full of inhospitable and odd occupants. 
Traveling was not fit for everyone; for most people the horizon was limited by the 
borders of the area they lived in. However, we should not view the mediaeval soci-
ety as a settled one, a world of stay-at-home people. The Middle Ages bore literary 
works abundant in global topics, global subjects and global imaginary. The mobility 
of people was exceptional and astonishing – merchants, pilgrims, missionaries, en-
voys, fugitives etc. Thus, traveling became part of the core foundation of the Chris-
tian culture. Remember the words of Christ, ʽIf thou wilt be perfect, go and sell that 
thou hast, and give to the poor, and thou shalt have treasure in heaven: and come and 
follow meʼ (Matthew 19: 21). 
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INVASION AND IMMERSION:  
RECONSTRUCTING THE ‘OTHER WORLD’ WITHIN  

AN EXHIBITION SPACE

Elena Dyakova

Abstract: ‘DISguises. It is more, than reality’ was an exhibition that took place from No-
vember 2016 to February 2017 in St. Petersburg Museum of theater and music (Russia), in 
the framework of the ‘Dyaghilev P. S.’ Festival. Its purpose was to show the observer the 
connection between the traditional mummery culture and ritual practice with works of artists 
of avant-garde, performances of an underground and modern arts. One of the main goals of 
the exhibition was an attempt to immerse the visitor into the ‘otherworldly space’ with the 
purpose to transfer the emotional experience of a national carnival to the audience.
The solution was the concept according to which the first three halls of the exhibition repre-
sented ethnographic space. Through the demonstration of masks, suits, photo and video con-
tent from the Russian Museum of Ethnography, characters of rituals and national holidays of 
the calendar cycle were presented.
Keywords: mummers, mummery, museum, carnival, exhibition, self-identification

Introduction

The exhibition activity of St. Petersburg is extremely rich and diverse. More than 
200 museums and their branches offer various exhibitions, somehow related to the 
specialization of a definite institution. The total visitor attendance in St. Petersburg 
museums in 2016 reached as much as 7.8 million people.43 The annual plan approved 
by the local Committee of Culture obliges museums to conduct permanent research 
work to attract even sophisticated visitors to gain new experience. Classic museums 
and classic expositions compete with those of postmodernist character. Due to the 
variety of exhibition proposals and their statements, the theme of identity, relevant 
to modern anthropology, is getting more and more involved into museum activity.

One of the exhibition experiments related to the human ‘selfness’ is the festival 
ʽDiaghilev. P. S.ʼ hosted by St. Petersburg. In 2016–2017 an exhibition ʽDISguises. 

43 Official website of the administration of St. Petersburg (2017). Statistics of visits to the Museums 
subordinate to the Committee of Culture. Available at: www.gov.spb.ru/gov/otrasl/c_culture/statistic/ 
(accessed 4 February 2017).
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It is more, than realityʼ was held within its framework. Its main goal was to study 
the boundaries of changing and evolution of the human image from ritual masks to 
shocking outfits of contemporary artists. In addition, the visitors had an opportunity 
to experience and study their own ʽselfnessʼ through identification with social-cul-
tural contexts where it was put into a borderline and transitive condition. The ex-
hibition was organized by St. Petersburg Museum of Theater and Music together 
with its partners (the State Russian Museum, Russian Museum of Ethnography, 
State Museum of ‘V. V Mayakovsky’, S. Kuryokhin’s Center of Contemporary Art, 
Sergei Paradzhanov’s Museum in Yerevan, the Russian National Library, ‘Anna 
Akhmatova’ Museum in the Fountain House, ‘Vladislav Mamyshev-Monroe’ Foun-
dation, Mod’Art St. Petersburg, XL Gallery, Archives of Misha Baster, Sergei Bu-
gayev-Africa, Miriam Van Vilen, Irene Kuksenate, Igor Mukhin, Sergey Chubraev). 
The name of the exhibition – ‘DISguises. It is more, than reality’ – combined a 
variety of nominations because it reflected the knowledge of human norms adopt-
ed in the society. For example, mummers (maskers) in the tradition (faces, looks 
as masks) (Ivleva, 1998: 180–190) carried a sense of changes in appearance by 
dressing and applying makeup, as well as the possession of certain paraphernalia, 
unusual behavior and articulation. To generalize, all mentioned above reflects not 
only the knowledge of society norms and regulations gained by a person, but also 
the possibility of their change and transformation.

Speaking about the image of a person, we normally mean definite signs, through 
which we perceive the bearer; the appearance, the clothes, the manner of speaking 
and behavior. The appearance of a person thus reflects the way of thinking as a set 
of ideas and beliefs that is related to the invisible mental space. Comparing them-
selves with a representative of the society/social group, people identify themselves 
through the relation to a society. This idea of recognizing oneself through the others 
can be found in the work by Sofronova (2006: 8–24). Its main idea is that a person 
constantly identifies the world in its numerous manifestations. Facing an unknown 
and obscure object, we try to recognize and define it via comparison. Features of 
an already known object can be attributed to this object or one can even refuse to 
identify it, believing that it is enough to know what this object is called. Identify-
ing the object, a person produces a certain attitude towards it, which also suggests 
self-identification through the latter. A person ‘focuses not only and, maybe, not 
even as much on themselves as on someone else, that is, in the end, nothing but the 
reflection, which makes it possible to get acquainted with themselves.’ 
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The cause of changing the appearance is the basic factor of many cultural phe-
nomena: in the ritual reincarnation it is a way of materializing contacts with the 
ʽotherʼ world, in an actor’s performance – a way of creating another world around. 
And in both cases a wrongly, unusually, unconventionally dressed person was per-
ceived as a stranger and an outsider existing beyond the social framework.

The concept of the exhibition included the materialization of the ʽstranger’sʼ 
space and thus represented an opportunity to take the visitor into a borderline state 
through the destruction of social restrictions concepts. It was proposed to live a 
state of ʽout of everyday lifeʼ, typical for the ritual attitude and artistic process, to 
experience the temporary liberation from their own ‘selfness’ and get an opportunity 
to express a different identity by comparison with the images at the exhibition or 
creating a new one.

Thus, the exhibition offered the observer to conduct an experiment of crossing 
mental boundaries. The artifacts were selected in such a way that each of them was 
kind of a sign that bore a certain social-cultural experience. Since the exhibition was 
directly related to the creative source of a person, which suggests a variety of forms, 
the exhibits were accompanied by explanatory texts with interpretation. Thus, pass-
ing through the exhibition, the visitors could intensify their ʽselfnessʼ through the 
recognition of contexts objects were sent to. Consequently, they got a chance to 
travel through parallel worlds that are not compatible in the same moment of time 
and within the same space, but consistently represented within a single exhibition 
(right here, right now).

Dividing the world into ‘ours’ and ‘others’, creating a ritual as a necessary means 
of communication between the two worlds, or rather its actualization through the ritu-
al, is common for every single traditional folk culture. Therefore, the premises of a 
museum or exhibition are also to some extend ritualized, when the visitor closes the 
doors of everyday life and opens up another world for a while, getting into an unex-
pected space where all the attention is captured by a different plot and theme. Thus, the 
exhibition leads the observer from the beginning to the end, passing a certain message 
through the objects that enriches the visitor with new information, changes and broad-
ens their thinking and, having closed the Museum door, we return to our everyday life 
already changed and updated. Presenting the exhibition as a metaphor of the rite and 
referring to the phenomenon of the holiday as a marker of the border, the structure of 
the exhibition was set in several halls. First three halls were filled with exhibits dedi-
cated to folk festive culture, the remaining five – to artistic practices. 
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The Museum of Music was chosen as an exhibition space. This is one of the 
branches of the St. Petersburg Theater Museum located in the Sheremetyev Palace, 
where up until 1917 five generations of the aristocratic family lived. The palace was 
built in the style of Russian Baroque, and the view from the outside tells the visitor 
about the appropriate interiors. In St. Petersburg museums the rule of maintaining 
both the exterior and the interior is a common dogma for the preservation of cultural 
heritage. 

The category of space is one of the fundamental characteristics of reality, which 
is destroyed on the border between the ritually serious, laughter and playing roles 
(Morozov and Sleptsova (Kyzlasova), 2010). The conditional border between them 
exists in a form of plays that allows to set different forms of dialogue and gives the 
media the same type of ritual to move into the space of another ritual more easily. In 
this case, the classical interiors of the Sheremetyev Palace ware ritually serious and 
this severity and strictness ware supposed to be necessarily destroyed to pass and 
‘graduateʼ from one space into another.

Since the interiors of the Palace were initially regarded as the conventional 
space (ʽnormalʼ, ʽcommonʼ, ʽas it should beʼ), the first five halls where the exhibits 
were placed had classical interiors; their location showed that they were strangers, 
and thus testified the presence of someone else’s external space, which the visitors 
had not been accustomed to before. The reaction of the caretakers of the Palace halls 
was especially eloquent, as they found artifacts unusual and strange. The museum 
staff responded to this extremely negatively, considering these items ʽuglyʼ, ʽscaryʼ, 
ʽweirdʼ, ʽcausing nauseaʼ, ʽtastelessʼ. That is, in the same words, how in fact it 
is customary to characterize the other world in traditional culture (Ivleva, 1998: 
173–192).

Another ʽworldʼ in the folk culture also has some features, such as location at 
the boundaries (village, home, yard), and the absence of light as the characteristic 
suitable for ordinary life space (Baibourin, 1994: 8–9; Van Gennep, 1999: 23–28). 
At the exposition, these features were imitated by closing the windows, contrast 
lighting, which accentuated the ʽotherworldlyʼ objects and obscured the details of 
the Palace interior. The borderline of the space was emphasized by the accentuation 
of the enfilade of the doors with a video display of series of photos and short movies 
telling the visitor what space these doors was leading to. 

The designer’s idea to create the broken swollen floors was a metaphorical expres-
sion of irregularity, distortion, inconvenience and deformation of the ordinary space. 
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The concept of placing the objects in the halls was also unusual – some paintings, 
traditionally exhibited here, had been removed and replaced by a mask in the first hall, 
an enlarged image of the faces on the foamboard in the second hall, masks placed in a 
chaotic manner between the interior furniture and masks of the mummers, which were 
located on the details of the reared floor, costumes on the mannequins, placed on the 
piano, etc. ʽMummersʼ literally ʽhacked intoʼ the space of the Palace. 

 Because the process of moving through the exhibition is metaphorically similar 
to the ritual, one has to undergo several stages. According to the structure of ritual 
conversion by Van Gennep (1999), it consists of the following steps: 1) select an 
object of ritual and underline its special edge status of certain ritual actions (the 
transition between past and future); 2) the destruction of the previous status of the 
object; 3) the birth of a ritual object in the new (rebirth). 

The theme of ʽsocial deathʼ as part of the transition to another state and knowl-
edge of the other world was revealed in the first hall through two masks and pho-
tographs provided by the Russian Museum of Ethnography. On the wall, in the hall 
with a classic entourage, instead of a picture of one of the representatives of the 
Sheremetyev dynasty a Belarusian baby mask was displayed under the glass. This 
mask used to be an element of a mummer costume of the early 20th century; as if 
taken out of context, it demonstrated the concept of concealment of the face as an 
essentially neutral gesture, at the same time meaning already the depersonalization, 
not the recognition, rejection of the personality, and thus symbolized death for the 
one who has looked at the mask. There, on the reared floor was demonstrated a 
century Koryak (Siberia) ceremonial mask. Its idea was also to hide the face of the 
person to be wearing the disguise. Masks were worn to participate in the ritual ded-
icated to the whale celebration. The fact of unrecognizability in this case was em-
phasized separately. In such masks the Koryaks used to come round to someone’s 
place as guests. In the mask remained unrecognized, the mummer could demand 
their favorite thing as a gift (Gorbacheva, 2004: 17–18).

The figure of Death was also presented in the photos with images of mummers, 
in particular in the pictures of Hutsul traditional drama ʽMalankaʼ (Ivano-Frankivsk 
region, Ukraine) and Lithuanian character ‘Death’ from the village of D. Kurtuve-
nay (Lithuanian SSR, Telsiai district).

 Thus, having got into this room, the visitor automatically becomes an object of 
a ritual. In this hall, they were proposed to experience the space of social death in 
order to move into a state of anonymity, to lose their status, ʽselfnessʼ and identity 
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for a brand new sensation. As well as the rituals associated with the mummers, the 
phenomenon of the ritual carries the state of the border during an important time 
in the annual agricultural cycle, the ritual marked the periods of time and depicted 
disorganization and absence of structure. The world, which included both the ‘ours’ 
and the ‘others’, lost its usual image and look. The boundaries between different 
spheres (including the main boundary between the own and the others) lost their 
properties, were canceled. As a result, the two worlds came into interaction and 
mixed, which is impossible to even imagine in everyday life. The situation of tem-
porary chaos was essential in order to update the world, to separate the spheres and 
to strengthen the boundaries between them (Bakhtin, 1990: 3–5). The concept of 
ambivalence – the simultaneous existence of opposites – is one of the key features 
of the carnival culture, so the images of the characters who participated in the action 
mix birth and death, youth and ageing, male and female, old and new, high and low. 
The combination of incongruous in the characters embodied in the masks, as we 
know, generates laughter along with fear.

This indissolubility and structurelessness of the world was recreated in the sec-
ond hall with the help of objects and digital images of the mummers from the Russian 
Museum of Ethnography. Three masks echoing agrarian magic were demonstrated. 
Slovak mask of ʽgoatʼ from the early 20th century was used by the inhabitants of the 
village of Negashev in Moravia (Austria) during mummery rounds at Christmas. 
The ʽgoat hatʼ mask belonged to Karachays of the North Caucasus, members of 
the brigade of the haymakers in the mid-20th century. The masque from the village 
of Stary Lesken (modern name – Anzorey, Kabardino-Balkar Republic, part of the 
Russian Federation) told about the mummery tradition at the Kabardian festival 
dedicated to the return of ploughs in the first half of the 20th century. In the same 
hall, a stall with photographs of the researcher of the Russian Folk Theater ‘Nikolai 
Evreinov’ was presented in the window opening. Wedding presentation, played by 
the characters of the Moldavian folk drama ʽNuntaʼ – mummers ʽfather-in-lawʼ and 
ʽDevilʼ, existed in Moldovanian tradition in the 1970s (village Voloka Chernivtsi re-
gion, Ukraine). As a symbol of crossing boundaries between age groups a Kubachi 
mask was exhibited. Until the early 20th century it was worn by the members of the 
union of young bachelors (unmarried man). In the 1980s, such masks were worn 
during weddings to entertain guests together with jokes, tricks and dances (village 
of Kubachi, Republic of Dagestan, Russian Federation).
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Digital copies of photographic prints and transparencies from the collection of 
the Russian Museum of Ethnography showed a parade of ʽothersʼ (the mummers), 
who were changing costumes during Christmas and New Year series of rituals. These 
were representatives of ʽevilʼ: a devil from Verkhovyna district Ivano-Frankivsk re-
gion (Ukraine), a ‘mermaid’ of the early 20th century from the village OS’kino Os-
trogozhsk district of the Voronezh Province (Russia), a character of the Shrovetide 
processions from 1970s, the ʽDeathʼ from village Kurtuvenai Siauliai district (Lith-
uania); representatives of the border age group ʽgrandfatherʼ and ʽBabaʼ are char-
acters of the New Year group of the Malanka rounds from the village Baben of the 
Kosovo district of Ivano – Frankivsk region (Ukraine), an old women from the 
village Ponizovye of the Rudny district of Smolensk region (Russia). There were 
also representatives of other ethnic groups: the Roma and the Jews of the Ukrainian 
ʽMalankaʼ (Ukraine, Ivano-Frankivsk region, the Kosovo district, village Baban), 
and Roma from 1985 from Russia at Christmas tradition (village Shumilova, Velizh 
district of Smolensk region).

According to Mikhail Bakhtin, during mummery activities and performances 
there is no difference between the masks and the audience, as both groups create 
a special space that exists as the play continues. The researcher believed that the 
atmosphere created by the mummers snatches a person out of the everyday life, 
leaving only themselves in the environment. On the phenomenon of carnival M. 
Bakhtin wrote (1990: 11): 

As if a person was reborn for new, purely human relations. The exclusion was 
temporarily gone. The man returned to himself and felt being among the people. 
And this genuine humanity of relations was not only an object of imagination or 
an abstract thought, but was actually turned into life and experienced in a real 
sensual contact.

The atmosphere of the escalating chaos and increased involvement in the perfor-
mance was created in the third room, where the visitor immersed into the context 
of modern traditional carnival with the example of bypassing the masked parade of 
ʽMalankaʼ. It takes place annually on the night from 13th to 14th January in Ukraine 
in the village of Krasnoilsk, located in Chernivtsi region. This village is divided into 
five districts, each performing their own drama. A ʽMalankaʼ can count up to 200 
people, because almost the entire population takes part in the action: they march in 
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costumes of the mummers, have guests round at homes or participate as attendants 
or spectators. In the group of mummers such characters as horses, Kings, Queens, 
old men and women, Jews, Gypsies, bears with Gypsies and other heroes, accom-
panied by musicians bypass the yards of the village and perform dances. Unique 
costumes of bears (made of plant materials like straw or hay) differ Krasnoilsk ʽMa-
lankaʼ from other similar processions. Depending on the area of the village, a red-
haired ʽbearʼ can be seen: in a straw jumpsuit with extended shoulders up to six 
meters, decorated with flowers and Christmas tinsel; a strong-shaven jumpsuit of 
straw with reinforced shoulders and without any decoration.

 To enhance the feeling of invasion and strangeness happening, a four-meter 
costume of ʽbearʼ was installed in the hall on a high rack (near the piano) as if it 
was floating in the air. In the doorway, a ʽslicingʼ of videos and sounds with typical 
shouts of the maskers was projected on the closed doors.

The carnival is of the anti-social nature and combines low and high, it is per-
ceived as part of the state acceptable to some extent and legalized at the time of 
the performance. However, the same rules do not operate in the few actions of art-
ists, namely single, outside the time limit, are considered as extravagant freaks. 
This theme is represented by portraits of Sergey Parajanov, an artist and Director of 
such films as Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors (1964), The Garnet Bloom (1968), 
The Legend of Surami Fortress (1984), Ashik-Kerib (1988). Beeing a pure creative 
source, Parajanov was himself a hero of the carnival, making it a part of his life and 
intuitively living it as an endless holiday. According to the carnival rules, the rejec-
tion of everyday life and mediocracy turned his way of life into the embodiment 
of harmony of chaos, while from the point of view of social norms and formally 
adopted culture it was seen as absurd and insane.

This concept brings us closer to one of the key concepts of postmodernism – 
transgression, which usually commits the prohibited (Bataille, 2006). Also, a sig-
nificant feature of transgression is that it violates the linearity of the process, and 
an attempt to comprehend the transgressive transition introduces our consciousness 
ʽinto the realm of unreliability of the breaking truths, where the thought is immedi-
ately lost, trying to grab (them)ʼ (Foucault, 1994: 117). In this way, it is mechanism 
of getting into a state outside everyday life, associated with the crossing and mixing 
of social norms and borders, that features carnival and makes it similar to artistic 
practices. The carnivalization – the process means the transformation of the carnival 
in the cultural processes of the turn of the 20th −21st century. 
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 The next room (after ʽMalankaʼ) was dedicated to the futurists, who empha-
sized their otherness by coloring faces – revolutionary and demonstrative transition 
into the boundary for the society of that time. In 1913, demonstrations by futuristic 
artists like Mikhail Larionov, Natalia Goncharova and Konstantin Bolshakov with 
painted green faces on Kuznetsk bridge were an act of expanding the boundaries of 
their own identity, and thus became close to the phenomenon of ʽcarnivalizationʼ, 
when the artistic act merged with everyday life without any magic context. The 
desire to break the boundaries – in case of the futurists – between the everyday 
world and the world of art – formed the basis of their movement, causing a strong 
emotional reaction of the public critical nature. Their text protests were presented in 
the same hall by the magazine ʽArgusʼ with an essay by Mikhail Larionov and Ilya 
Zdanevich. They wrote in his Manifesto ‘Why We Paint Ourselves’, ʽWe connected 
art with life. After a long seclusion of the masters, we have known life aloud and 
life has invaded art, it is time for art to invade life. Face coloring – the beginning of 
the invasion’ (Zdanevich and Larionov, 1913). Having abandoned masks, futurists 
changed their appearance with makeup. Futuristic costume, which idea was shown 
at the exhibition in the form of a part of V. V. Mayakovsky’s yellow jacket (a refer-
ence to the Museum, which provided the costume), looked asocial. Nikolai Aseyev 
wrote about Burliuk, his contemporary: 

...Strange clothing, consisting of a coarse wool coat, open despite the time of year, 
the same immense coat and trousers – all made of the same matter, despite being 
baggy and loose, there was something elegant in its own way... Carelessly tied 
tie and motley vest, similar to the colors of cheap Wallpaper, and summer straw 
hat…(Aseyev, 1985: 25) 

This image frightened and discouraged those who did not comprehend (‘others’) on 
one hand and attracted those who could understand and support (‘ours’) on the oth-
er – the process is similar to the search of your/alien in the traditional culture. Over 
the past hundred years Vladimir Mayakovsky’s yellow jacket has become more than 
just an extravagant garment – it has become a symbol of his time, or even the entire 
20th century – a symbol of the rupture of all existing borders and everlasting play 
with fixed stereotypes and principles.

 Ambivalence as part of the carnival phenomenon determines one of its proper-
ties – violation of established boundaries and order; therefore, chaos is an issue of 
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the order disturbed or broken by revolutionary processes. The fifth hall was dedicat-
ed to this change – the historical transition and the human reaction to it. Among the 
artifacts were presented the reconstruction of costumes for the Opera ʽVictory Over 
the Sunʼ which was first performed in 1913. In it were presented the reconstruction 
of costumes for the opera, performed for the centennial.

The Opera is considered to be of Russian avant-garde classics, to make it hap-
pen such avant-garde geniuses as Alexei Kruchenykh (libretto), Mikhail Matyushin 
(music), Kazimir Malevich (sketches of costumes) worked together. Costumes for 
the Opera heroes, who called themselves budetlyans (people from the future), were 
of three-dimensional, geometric shapes painted in blue, white, red, green colors of 
the spacesuit, where the person was put. The desire of the futurists to change the 
world concerned all its components; the costume and the appearance of the hero 
of their time were no exception. Costumes of Opera characters in many ways em-
bodied the authors’ concepts about the appearance corresponding to the relevance: 
to free themselves from the order of the world and turn it into chaos, breaking the 
foundations and habits, and from these disparate pieces – to create new values and 
open new relationships.

A postmodern artist, whose art loses its narrative function, forms an artistic 
expression through various manipulations with his own appearance and a change of 
image. Manipulating with their own looks, they create a self-sufficient work of art, 
using body as a medium. The most spectacular figure of this process was Russian 
artist V. Mamyshev-Monroe, who began his career in 1986 within the group ʽNew 
Artistsʼ, created by Timur Novikov. Having taken as a basis the fact of initial ab-
sence of only one ʽselfnessʼ specified in the passport, V. Mamyshev Monroe lived 
the lives of popular historical characters and personalities. The most constant char-
acters among others were revolutionarist Vladimir I. Lenin, soviet actress Lyubov 
Orlova, singer Elizabeth Taylor, writer Fyodor M. Dostoevsky, Soviet and Russian 
singer Alla Pugacheva. Vladislav Mamyshev-Monroe’s ‘Russia we lost’ project, 
shown at the exhibition, represented the gallery of pre-revolutionary types, wit-
nesses of the lost Russia by changing appearance and facial expressions. Vladislav 
Mamyshev-Monroe has played all the characters himself. According to the artist, he 
sought to fill the whole universe in himself with this unified diversity of all these 
characters, ʽIn different disguises and different paths I walkʼ (Mamyshev-Monroe, 
1993). 



115

PART I  ●  LOCAL AND GLOBAL CULTURES  

Postmodern chaos and loss of connection with the material world were present-
ed in the fifth hall by costumes created by the artist Andrey Bartenev. The exhibition 
showed six of his costumes made for the performance ‘The Snow Queen’. 

 Andrey Bartenev’s Theater is costumes made on the basis of collage of impro-
vised materials, they are the product of imagination untouched by intelligence in 
contrast to the thought-out fashion trends in the consumer society. Their aim was 
to demonstrate a kind of antisocial inconsistency. The artist definitely prefers spon-
taneous limitless chaos to the structured social reality. Every outfit seems to be an 
intuitive set of objects that came to hand and gives the impression of a grotesque, 
incomprehensible forms, unknowable interior. Located at the end of the exhibition 
space of this hall, A. Bartenev’s costumes should have become a final destination 
in the visitor’s journey to other worlds. And depending on how their own internal 
limits and frame allowed to leave aside their own social masks at least for a while, 
the guests had either a positive emotional reaction or rejection. 

Conclusion

The article ‘The Museum and the perception of art in the postmodern era’ by Italian 
philosopher Vattimo (1999) mentiones the issue of the museum development in the 
postmodern era, explaining its change of perception of space and denotes it by the 
term ‘aesthetic quality’, which is based on the weakening of reality and pluralism of 
views. In this sense, the exhibition ̔  DISguises. It is more, than realityʼ, which is based 
on the phenomenon of absence of borders, demonstrated one of the possible ways of 
developing the functioning of meanings in the Museum and exhibition space.
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ADOPTION FROM FOSTER CARE IN BULGARIA – 
LATEST LEGAL IDEAS ANALYZED THROUGH SOME 

RECENTLY COLLECTED EMPIRICAL DATA

Elya Tsaneva and Hristinka Basheva

Abstract: Child adoption and foster care are the two main directions in the official state care 
for children in need. Both are well situated in the Bulgarian traditional culture which creates 
psychological prerequisites and motivates a good starting position for both programs in the 
present day. At the same time, they reflect extremely vividly the sociopolitical nuances of 
the official view on children at risk and in need, and very closely follow the international 
influences on the subject. As elements of alternative childcare, both adoption and foster care 
enter into specific interrelations and show convergences and fields of mutual coverage, but 
also controversies that might hinder their successful realization. The present paper investi-
gates some ideas of this realization in the work-in-progress Family Code, involving some 
recent field studies on the subject from relevant situations in different areas in Bulgaria.
Keywords: adoption, foster care, children in need, children at risk, child protection policy

Introduction

In modern Bulgaria, the foster care service started as a widely applied official state 
social policy after the country’s accession to the European Union in 2007. It was 
logically involved in the process of modernization and democratization when both 
the state and the society in Bulgaria with their institutions focused some of their most 
important present and future projects on young generations and children. Questions 
involving child mortality, morbidity, the care for particular groups of children, and 
control over the quality of growth of the younger generation are all discussed by 
professionals as well as public and governmental officials. In the course of these 
discussions, the problems of public care for children are becoming significant ele-
ments of the projects in the perspective of the people of Bulgaria as members of the 
European family and a harmonious community.

According to the international social service, foster care is considered to be the 
child’s temporary placement (with or without their parents’ consent) with a family 
different to their biological one (which is no longer capable of providing adequate 
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care), with the idea that the child will be properly raised and cared for. This is a pro-
tection measure allowing children deprived of parental care to be raised in a family 
environment and to have the chance to undergo normal development. The ideology 
of foster care initially followed the lines of the American model: as a social service 
it made its first steps in Bulgaria in the 1930s when the initial attempt to care for 
needy children in the form of foster care was made during the years 1936–1938 as a 
charitable initiative of the American ‘Near East’ Foundation (Angelova, 2011: 89–
97; 2005: 112–125). Today, however, the Bulgarian social workers and law mak-
ers apply the models of the United Kingdom and Austrian foster-care programs. In 
2010, a strategic document was published called ‘A Vision for the De-institutionali-
zation of Children in the Republic of Bulgaria,’ which was the reasoning behind the 
closure of the specialized institutions for children and the subsequent identification 
of a new policy for children at risk. 

Cultural and documental grounds of alternative care

The conversion of foster care into a commitment of legislative and executive au-
thorities in Bulgaria is the innovative point, which causes and requires relevant eth-
nological examination. This need is understood in this paper in the following way: 
even if the official documents, meant to energetically approve the foster-care insti-
tution, apply an imported and well-approbated practice from overseas on Bulgarian 
social soil, the contemporary foster care should be compared by design, functions, 
objectives, participants and final effect with existing old traditional cultural practic-
es (such as the so-called hranenichestvo (nurture) and nastoynichestvo (guardian-
ship), both also translated as ‘fosterage’ and ‘foster care’, and most of all should be 
brought into accordance with the specifics of the social reality in our present day. 

Such understanding raises at least two reasons that motivate the authors to write 
this article, whose subject is found to be socially relevant. Firstly, the theme of fos-
ter care in Bulgaria has been heard about more and more in public speaking, and 
has become part of the debate on the new Family Code and the principles that need 
to be changed, and therefore older comments are not always sufficiently informed. 
Secondly, the authors think that society needs to become familiar with working rele-
vant models in the national culture and to find some introductory explanations about 
what exactly foster care is and with what ideas it has been introduced into Bulgaria. 
Logically, the authors’ thesis in this paper is about the need for further improvement 
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of the program through compliance with the legacy of traditional models from the 
recent past, but above all with the specifics of the Bulgarian conditions at the pres-
ent time. The bottom line of the text is that in order to be creative and successful, 
the modern social policy towards children at risk should not only follow the proven 
global models in the field but also reflect the cultural and psychological traits and 
inheritance. To investigate this thesis, this text is the result of some recent observa-
tions and field data collections made by both co-authors together and separately in 
summer 2017 in the different areas of the Rhodopes, Plovdiv (southern Bulgaria), 
Vratsa (western Bulgaria), and Sofia, each one dealing with her own subject of in-
terest: E. Tsaneva with new considerations in child adoption, which are in addition 
to her previous research on adoption and foster care from 2010, and H. Basheva 
with foster care. All field materials quoted and used in this text are deposited in the 
Archive of the Ethnographic Institute and Museum (Arhiv na Etnografski Institut s 
Muzey, 2017, 999-III: I–IV).

This issue also has an epistemological point: turning into a more socially ap-
plied discipline, the recent Bulgarian ethnology approaches some fields considered 
delicate or sensitive until now, mostly because of an unexplained balance between 
the individual (with their anthropo-centric goals and naturally determined aims that 
could not be a focus in the collectively-organized society in existence until three 
decades ago) and the post socialist family, the community, and the state (all of which 
have their own aims). It might come as a surprise for the reader, but until some 25 
years ago, speaking of adoption or another form of a ‘special childcare’ was not 
possible, at least not openly in public (even within a scientific context). Putting the 
subject at the center of a public, anthropological, rhetoric was among the results of 
the much needed and blessed ‘openness’ of the discipline. The fieldwork approved 
as scholarly terms the following social categories that were mentioned earlier as le-
gal situations, forming two descriptive situations which stand out as common issues 
in the matters under investigation: 1. The category of ‘children in need’ (a situa-
tion frequently evolving into the category ‘children at risk’), and 2. ‘family care’ in 
contact and/or contradiction with ‘institutional care’. Both adoption and foster care 
themselves are indicated in the public sphere as ‘systems’, ‘services’ and ‘programs’ 
providing ‘alternative care’ for children in need/children at risk.

As mentioned, the subject of foster care in Bulgarian social policy and the public 
sphere entered the active official discussions in the first years of the new millennium 
when the system for the protection of children started and new priorities in child 
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care were introduced, firstly by the legal act indicated above. The documents elab-
orated subsequently are all based on the Law for the Child’s protection and its aim 
to defend children’s rights and interests through the accommodation of a child in 
need with a foster family as an alternative to institutional care. In recent years, some 
changes to this law have been made, and a decree on the conditions and procedures 
for the application, selection and validation of foster care and placement of chil-
dren was introduced. Over the last ten years some basic regulations, provisions and 
programs appeared that interpreted the new state and institutional attitude towards 
children outside their families. Among them, the most specifically targeted to the 
technology of the procedures of ‘foster care’ and ‘foster family’ are the regulation 
of the criteria and standards for social services for children (effective since 2003) 
and the regulations of the conditions and the procedure for application, selection 
and validation of foster families and accommodation in them (adopted in 2006 and 
currently supplemented and modified). Their leading principle is the value of fam-
ily care for children and hence the resulting necessity of the deinstitutionalization 
of this care. The support for this new value was founded in Bulgaria’s integration 
into the EU and the acceptance of European papers on the topic, starting with the 
ratification of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child and all subsequent doc-
uments. Gradually, this deinstitutionalization of care for children at risk turned to a 
more specific deinstitutionalization of homes for orphaned and abandoned children. 
In searching for alternative forms as means of the protection of children at risk/in 
need, the SOS-families and host families appeared and developed.

The pathos of deinstitutionalization entered into apparent disagreement with the 
so-called ‘advantages of collective raising of children’ (that were proven for decades 
in the highest official documents on social policy of the Bulgarian socialist state and 
received widespread public recognition). The main institutions of this ‘collective 
raising’ of children in need were established in the first half of the 20th century, 
among them specialized homes, orphanages, charitable educational and children’s 
healing centers associated with churches and schools, shelters, funds, committees, 
etc. which took care of needy children, well known from the previous traditional 
period as orphaned, illegitimate and (rarely) abandoned, and more recently as stray, 
homeless, wandering, and ‘Gavroshovtsi’ (Tsaneva, 2010: 107–110). A motivation 
of that care – the ‘state care’ – has also entered the official legislation. The process 
began changing its ideological basis but retained its procedural and formal origins 
over the years of Bulgarian socialist development. Suggestions for the role of the 
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‘collective government institutional child care form’ have been implemented by the 
state and its law-making, executive and propaganda apparatus. It is precisely this 
idea that must be successfully defeated as the theory and practice by the institution 
of foster care changed at the beginning of the 21st century. With the development of 
the idea of foster care, its original philosophy as a social service gradually evolved 
into a comprehensive welfare system and entered a new stage together with the 
whole Bulgarian society.

Article 34(a) of the Child Protection Law stipulates the grounds of foster care as 
follows, ‘Foster care is growing in a family environment and upbringing of a child 
who is placed in a family of friends and relatives or in a foster family’. According 
to the law, the placement of a child in a foster family is seen as a measure of pro-
tection and an alternative to institutional care. As a concept, foster care is a form of 
the protection of children temporarily or permanently deprived of their biological 
parents’ care. As an ideology, within the foster care the children have the opportu-
nity to receive individual protection and support and to live like those in loving bi-
ological families. Foster care as a measure and protection for needy children arises 
naturally in society and finds its application under different forms throughout almost 
the whole world. All official efforts are concentrated towards achieving these goals, 
and therefore the host or foster families today evoke a wide interest and comments 
from professionals and the public (Evropeyski praktiki, 2002: 6). The philosophy of 
the idea is to arrange foster care so as to ensure a family environment for the child, 
and assistance for the development of their physical, intellectual and social skills 
(Narachnik za priemni roditeli, 2002: 5).

Obviously, on social and academic grounds this idea corresponds most closely 
with child adoption. Below is a brief schematic presentation of the main relevant 
models in traditional culture which deal with children in need and illustrate the 
juxtaposition between fosterage and adoption as reflected in the relationships in 
the triad of biological parents – adoptive/foster parents – child. All traditional field 
materials are excerpted from the previous book on child adoption by E. Tsaneva, A. 
Kirilova and V. Nikolova (2010), and therefore are not explicitly quoted here. In the 
institution of hranenichestvo, these relationships are not strictly regulated, but their 
borders are well outlined. The foster child (hraneniche) can be adopted, but there 
is also an opportunity ‘to break off relations between the care-giver and the child’. 
This is the same in the nurture of older children or adults. For example, the reason 
to proceed with the adoption of a male foster child (hranenik) in the region of Elena 



PART II  ●  BETWEEN TRADITION AND MODERNITY  

123

(Central East Bulgaria) is not for them to be a son to their adoptive parents, but to 
later marry the only daughter of the family. These marriages are possible only if the 
adoption is not associated with ecclesiastic liturgy and a special prayer – the so-
called Chin sinotvoreniya (literally ‘creation of a son’). In the second case, when the 
prayer becomes mandatory, such a marriage is impossible. Then, the priest takes the 
burden of explaining these intricacies and reports exist that after such explanations 
the adoptive candidates became hesitant in some cases. The different type of taking 
the child – for full adoption or to feed and foster – seems to be precisely determined 
by the nature of the procedure, with or without those prayers being read.

An interesting nuance in the relationship is the ecclesiastical rituality involved 
in certain cases. If the foster children have relationship problems with their new 
family, they are taken to the person who reads a prayer for snap. This reading is not 
equivalent to the adoptive prayer and adoption act – its only objective is to make the 
child obedient and appreciative, but not become an ‘own blood child with the same 
rights as the biological son/daughter’. Explicit request of the adoptive parents is a 
must if they want the child to be fully adopted. Until recently, the procedure could 
have been practiced without legal formalities, especially when the child was taken 
from a close-knit family, as in the following case. Data from the 1940s indicates 
situations of the adoption of a late brother’s son – the boy keeps the name given by 
the biological parents (the family name is the same), spends his entire life in a new 
home, but knows and has sporadic relationships with his birth family: 

When my uncle came to visit my dad, he also went to see his boy … Obviously, 
no “adoption secrecy” exists in such cases, as the child bears the family name and 
is known as “Ivan hranenicheto” or “Ivan the foster boy” (Arhiv na Etnografski 
Institut s Muzey, 2005: 611-ІІІ: 51–52). 

There is a possibility of adoptive relationships between guardians and children in 
the second traditional institution of nastoynichestvo. Orphaned children were given 
up to be fostered to their uncle, and after some years adopted officially. For this 
procedure, a special Permit from the Kinsmen Board is required, stating the right of 
a foster parent (nastoynika) ‘to adopt his foster children (opekuni)’. In the majority 
of cases, however, the guardian does not adopt personally but participates in the 
adoption procedure for the child under their protection – they must take and submit 
the order for adoption given to them by the board of child’s kinsmen, as well as sign 
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the correct documents. This was practiced in the first decade of the 20th century. 
Other recorded cases point at the role of the widowed mother among the orphaned 
child’s guardians by eventual adoption. Recently, these two traditional institutions 
were compared to the contemporary foster care, and some conclusions were made. 
On the basis of this comparison it can be pointed out that the three institutions that 
care for children in need clearly lead to the same goal. Everything else, however – 
the individuals involved, the technology and procedures, the philosophy of the care, 
the responsibilities, and the final expectations – are of a different type. The wide-
spread practice of nurturing a child is too rooted in its moral ethos compared to the 
modern foster care to return it to its roots (Tsaneva, 2013). Also, a summary was 
made, which is now found to be in need of serious revision by the authors within the 
abovementioned specifics, that in the majority of cases foster care is a step towards 
the adoption of the child, particularly by the family that provides the foster care. 
As we can see from the materials provided below, such a hesitant balance between 
adoption and fosterage is inherited by the current law on the subject and is clearly 
characteristic of recent practice and its interpretation. 

Adoption and foster care – contrasting or complementary?

Further is the examination of the specific relationship between foster care and adop-
tion as recorded in recent fieldwork and compared to the legislative formulations. 
As shown, both are well situated in traditional culture, which creates positive psy-
chological prerequisites and motivates the good starting position of both programs 
at present. At the same time, they reflect extremely vividly the sociopolitical nuanc-
es of the official view on these children and follow very closely the international 
influences on the subject.

The common ground of both practices is well-known and obvious; today, it 
stands out in the debates, procedures, and terminology applied in the family codes. 
Adoption and fostering worldwide, and also in culture and legal practice, are any 
customary or optional procedures for taking care of a child by non-biological par-
ents. In Bulgarian law, ‘adoption’ usually refers to the legal transformation of a 
child’s familial status quo, through which individuals permanently assume the ma-
jor responsibilities of the birth parents. The legal term in Bulgaria for the second 
practice is ‘foster care’, although in other family codes terms like ‘fostering’ and 
‘fosterage’ are also used. The former usually indicates a temporary, mutually agreed 
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delegation of the nurturance or educational elements of the parental role, or both. 
Fostering also more often concerns the process of child rearing and not necessarily 
the legal definition of the child’s status quo or relationships. The second one is used 
to describe substitute parenting arrangements in premodern or non-Western cul-
tures. In anthropology and ethnology across the world, the investigation on all those 
related subjects is mostly done within the rubric of ‘childhood studies’. It draws 
primarily from those disciplines in social sciences and humanities dealing with 
childhood that understand adoption and fostering as negotiated practices between 
children, adults, communities, institutions, and states, practices that are shaped by, 
among other things, social structures, law, economics, and history. As elements of 
alternative childcare, both adoption and foster care enter into specific interrelations 
and show convergences and fields of mutual coverage, but also of controversies 
that might hinder their successful realization. Preventing this from happening and 
helping the development of more adequate alternative care have always been final 
ideas of our research.

The new Bulgarian Family Code (which still has not come into effect) stipulates 
the problems of these interrelationships in article 95, section 2. This article is a new 
addition to the code that has been attached to the alterations waiting to enter parlia-
ment: the adoption council can determine the adoptive person for a child recently 
living in foster care if this person (or persons or family) is registered on the list ac-
cording to article 85 (which states the need for the candidates for full adoption to be 
registered on a respective list), and has cared for the child for no less than one year. 

Actually, at the very beginning of the family care for children in need, some 
confusions in the relationship between both social services and programs dealing 
with those children existed, and are often recalled in the field even today: 

At this stage (beginning of the program), people who took children for the holi-
days were not paid. Maybe because some of them thought (opinion of the respon-
dent) that this was a first step towards adopting children, they did not have any 
reason to get money for it. It was believed that at a later stage, if the child was 
suitable for adoption and there was a parental statement, some with this attitude 
may have been appropriate adoptive parents then.

Some recent foster parents think that both services are incompatible even as pro-
cedures – adoption they find to be ‘much more complicated’, while fosterage is 
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considered ‘more effective’. They know and express certain opinions about cases of 
a child being fostered and then adopted: 

That was not encouraged precisely in order not to confuse the two types of ser-
vices. At first, for some prospective adopters bringing a foster child for a short or 
longer time to their homes may have been a motive and that is why it was import-
ant to make this distinction and clarification from the very beginning. People were 
not encouraged to believe that adoption would follow. Adoptions were exceptions 
rather than mass practice. 

With the development of both programs, the ideology of foster care and adoption 
within the European concepts was clarified and refined with sensitivity and preci-
sion. The authors’ records today register three types of adoption from foster care 
in the field investigations. The following are some of the stories that highlight this 
specific relationship: 

The specifics of foster care and adoption are to a large extent dictated by the de-
gree of development of the society. Proof of the lack of initial distinction between 
fostering and adopting is the fact, that people at first had expectations not just 
about the child’s character but literally how the child looks in the details, which 
gives a clear indication that they were thinking of a later adoption.

Below are some relevant fieldwork recordings registered by the co-authors.

In-country adoption from foster care

A.B., a woman from Plovdiv, is a divorcee with two adult children. By the time 
when she became a foster parent, her daughter was in high school and her older son 
was abroad. She cared for three years as a single foster mom for a one year eight 
month-old-girl. The child was from mix-decent, having a Gypsy mother and a Syri-
an father. The girl was bright: she easily learned to greet, count and recite in English 
(because the birth daughter of her foster mom was going to an English school, and 
taught her) and to listen to classical music. So, the comment of the foster mother 
on the adoptive parents when they appeared was, ‘She could recite in English and 
loved classical music, and they gave her to people without any education’. The girl 
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was adopted when she turned four by a young Gypsy family with reproductive prob-
lems, living closely. A.B., the foster mother, first approved of the adoptive parents, 
but a few things made her cautious. The grandfather of the family came back from 
work in France and asked the child to kiss his hand. By leaving the foster home, the 
adoptive couple demonstratively threw away all her personal belongings as ‘tem-
porary’, including her favorite toys. The foster mother tried to contact the adoptive 
parents to ask how the girl was doing; on learning that they had changed her name, 
she expressed disapproval of this and as a result got a restraining order regarding 
the girl. She only knows that the child avoided visiting kindergarten and is finishing 
the second grade, and is convinced that she will look for her foster mom someday.

M. and Y. are a family from Sofia with no birth children, but when meeting with 
them they were caring for their sixth and seventh foster child, beginning with fos-
tering siblings. Firstly, they were given twins, then triplets, and then two unrelated 
children. All children are adopted, the foster parents claim, happily, but they do not 
have any contact with them, thinking that this is the right thing to do. In one of the 
cases they have been contacted by the adoptive father with the message that adop-
tion has been very difficult, and the child called them ‘mom’ and ‘dad’ for years after 
(presumably because of the attachment to the foster couple).

This first type of adoption-foster relationship shows the program’s deficiencies 
in the absence of a longer time for foster and adoptive parents to stay together, and 
the chance for a greater participation of a foster mom in the initial adaptation of a 
child after adoption.

Out-of-country adoption from foster care

Forty-eight-year-old G.M. from Smolyan region, a former science teacher, has been 
caring for eleven foster children until recently, two of whom are now adopted out of 
Bulgaria. ‘My first child,’ she says, ‘was from a Gypsy background and eight years 
old – such kids do not have many chances for adoption in Bulgaria. He stayed with 
me for two years and was adopted in Italy by a family with another adopted child 
with disabilities’. They wrote two touching letters to her, one with the child’s own 
mistakes in Italian, the other with information from the adoptive mother sharing the 
difficulties of the adaptation process. Now they exchange cards and photos for the 
holidays. The second international adoption for this foster mother was of a beautiful 
little blond girl born without hands. She is now an American and aged six, having 
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been adopted by a pastor’s family who cares exceptionally well for her, being a fos-
ter family and also having birth children. ‘It should be a spiritual mission for them,’ 
adds the foster mom.

T. and M. are family of two pensioners from Momchilovtsi (southern Bulgaria), 
the foster parents of a girl later adopted in Italy. The girl was their second foster 
child, aged about eight, who came to them from her home in Shiroka Laka (southern 
Bulgaria). When the adoption started, the girl did not want to go and did not like her 
adoptive parents, although they both were doctors and very caring. The procedure 
was difficult, with lots of emotional problems for both sides. The foster parents 
deeply regret not adopting the girl because of being unaware of the mandatory re-
quirements. Now they are waiting for the girl to grow up because she has promised 
to become a tourist guide on turning 18 and visit them.

The program’s deficiencies are visible here in its lack of official regulation of 
further contacts after adoption within the foster-adoptive triad if the child is seeking 
them and if they are considered to be needed.

Fostering before adopting

V.G. is a teacher in kindergarten care and a foster mom from Vratza region. She and 
her husband adopted their first foster child after caring for him for about a year. Then, 
‘they (probably, the officials) gave us the possibility to adopt her, because she was six 
years old and we were her only choice before she entered the International Register, 
and we agreed. This is sometimes considered a hidden adoption, but the procedure is 
not easier at all’. They describe the amount of documents needed for both fostering 
and adoption, the educational levels they had to cover at both stages, and the money 
they had to pay for the documents first for fostering, then for adopting. 

G. from Momchilovtsi now wants to adopt the oldest boy in her foster care, who 
has been with the family all his life, including caring for the other ten foster children 
in the family who came after him. Because of the delay in expressing their wish (the 
needed registration of the adoption-candidature) and recent claims from abroad to 
adopt this boy (who has already been put up for international adoption), the adop-
tion by the foster family is very problematic at the moment. 

It is obvious that a permanent effort is made by the social services to not mix 
both practices of adoption and foster care. At each level, beginning with the foster 
parents, before passing to the local social offices and the central legislative and 
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executive people, the clear distinction between them has always been strongly un-
derlined. What is significant for today’s practice is that foster parents themselves 
clearly verbalize this distinction: ‘Foster care is not a path towards adoption, and 
there is no way to be interpreted as such.’ Records show that foster parents find it to 
be, ‘absolutely clear that there is nothing in common between adoption and the fos-
ter care’ in regard to the child’s wellbeing. A single foster father even considers fos-
terage to be ‘better care’. A clear negative evaluation is expressed by social workers 
when the foster parents’ wish to adopt creates trouble for the child: 

We have an example when we were forced to take the child out of a foster family 
because of sabotage of the adoption process by the foster parents. It was a sabo-
tage in the primary understanding of the word, a failure to meet with the adopters, 
involvement of the biological mother in the process, etc. Imagine what a horror it 
is for the children themselves.

The respondents clearly understand that the problem for the society is in the system 
of state payment for the service of fosterage. When discussing the voluntary (un-
paid) foster care, they underline some differences which, in their opinion, contain 
problems: 

As a normative system, it is extremely unethical for the (voluntary) foster parent 
to have so many rights, for example, to be able to choose children by catalogue, 
profile, health status and ethnicity. At the same time, a person who is willing to 
accept this as a social commitment (by paid foster care) must be prepared to pro-
vide professional support to a child who is placed in their care regardless of their 
profile.

The respondent thinks that this is a discriminatory and unprofessional practice. It is 
one of the things that is unexplainable for her and her colleagues, which allows ‘the 
border to be blurred and fostering to be confused with adoption’.

Some conclusions

Even though scarce, these examples show a newly prepared law’s deficiency at 
least in the following points: 1. The law should be much more flexible in letting the 
foster parents adopt the children they care for emotionally and on paper. Because 
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the two programs or services are ideologically different (adoption is voluntary and 
permanent; foster care is temporary and professional, and therefore paid), a spe-
cial article in the code should discuss in detail the specifics and how they can be 
oriented towards a common goal; 2. A whole new program of regulations must be 
elaborated with requirements giving more rights to the foster parents in a direction 
towards adopting the foster children, including flexibility for more options if the 
foster parents are not registered for adoption in time, and if any controversies be-
tween in-country (including by the foster parents) and out-of-country adoption of 
foster children occur. 

Judging from the new in-progress additions to the Bulgarian Family Code, our 
law also views foster care and adoption as a continuum and establishes policies that 
encourage parents who are considering adoption to be foster parents first. But this 
view is still not reaching the scales and possibilities given by the other European 
states, which strongly require that families seeking to adopt also take foster-parent 
training and get approved. This is one prospective direction for the Bulgarian New 
Code.

Analyzing the examples, although very limited, it is obvious that fostering a 
child before adopting him has several benefits. They concern in the first place the 
wellbeing of the child. The child/children make fewer moves from home to home, 
each one of which could be painful. The child begins to bond with the family sooner. 
The personal specifics of a child become visible quicker (in many cases they have 
traumatic experiences), so parents and children placed in their care get a chance to 
assess whether they could have a permanent attachment to each other or not. Sec-
ondly, it is good for the foster-adoptive parents: they gain experience parenting and 
this will shorten the time for adoption. Foster parenting demonstrates a prospective 
adoptive family’s suitability for an adoptive placement. Foster parents are able to 
establish relationships with children’s family members that could be sustained after 
the child is adopted. As one experienced foster mother and a lecturer for prospective 
foster parents from the area of Plovdiv pointed out: 

I was asked whether foster parents would become adoptive parents. I replied that 
very often they become adoptive parents after the first foster child. It is adminis-
tratively questionable whether this is correct or not. Psychologically, in my opin-
ion, this is correct: if the family and the child have built an emotional relation-
ship and attachment to each other there is no obstacle. But the latest changes and 
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practice show that it is impossible to become an adoptive parent of the child you 
are fostering, because it is a “hidden adoption” or long-time child fostering at the 
expense of the state. In the end, the first foster parents adopted the children and 
continued to look after other foster children. The stereotype has changed over the 
years, but once it is clear that a child is about to be enrolled in the adoption regis-
ter, the foster parents may wish to be adoptive parents for this particular child and 
the chance of being approved is greater. A lot of foster parents, in order to seek 
financial help for themselves, prefer to proceed more slowly … 

Another point is the right of the birth parents in the process and its reflection in the 
family code, which needs particular and special analysis. At this point we wish to 
conclude with the statement that all our thoughts about the so-called ‘law deficien-
cies’ regarding the balanced foster care and adoption procedure are also anony-
mously shared by the majority of our informants. On the other hand, when talking to 
official representatives of the social ministry about the related programs and agen-
cies we have always conveyed these messages, and we consider this an expression 
not only of our professional but also our social and civil position on the subject. 
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CĂLUŞ IN ROMANIA:  
TRADITION, HERITAGE, AND NATIONAL CALENDAR

Lina Gergova

Abstract: The Romanian căluș is a traditional ritual and ritual male dance performed mainly 
on the Pentecost Day (Whitе Sunday) in many villages in the regions of Oltenia, Moldova 
and Transylvania. Nowadays, it is very popular as a scenic dance not only for men but also 
for boys and girls. In 2008 the căluș healing ritual was inscribed in UNESCO’s Represen-
tative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. Meanwhile, the first and second 
day of rusalii (Pentecost and Pentecost Monday) were declared official non-working holi-
days in Romania and thus they were included in the national calendar.
The Romanian national calendar is a mixture of international, secular, and religious holi-
days. In the process of elaborating this calendar, the national elites are trying to add his-
torical, Orthodox and European perspectives to the image of Romania. The paper claims 
that traditions, and especially a unique rural tradition such as căluș, are an indispensable 
ancient background for a solid and complete national image. In order to illustrate this idea, 
I will trace the development of the this ritual and mainly the dance from traditional spaces 
and uses to a national symbol not only as a representation of Romania abroad but also as an 
essential constituent of the national identity-building processes through calendar, persons, 
and images.
Keywords: Romania, căluș, rusalii, national calendar, intangible cultural heritage

Foreword 

During the last few years, I have had the chance44 to study the Romanian religious, 
official, and traditional festivity and its manifestations in Bucharest and some oth-
er cities. Each national calendar is a multi-layer structure, and the Romanian one 
in particular is a mixture of common Orthodox feasts such as Easter, Pentecost, 
Christmas, and Assumption of Virgin Mary, local Christian cults – like the one of 
St. Andrew, patron of Romania (30th November), memorial national history dates, 
e.g. the Small Union (Mica Unire, 24th January) and the Great Union (Marea Unire, 
1st December), and modern international holidays – Labor Day (1st May) and Chil-

44 Part of my research has been done within the project ‘National Festive Calendar: Spaces and Ritu-
als (Bulgarian-Romanian Comparative Perspectives)’ (DFNP 167/13.05.2016) funded on the Program 
for Support of Young Scholars at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences (2016).
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dren’s Day (1st June). This puzzle of significant dates elaborated by national elites 
in diverse historical periods but developed and reconfirmed during the last 30 years 
visualizes (Elgenius, 2011: 2) and organizes the nation in time (Anderson, 1991). 
The national calendar is the scenario through which the nation annually experiences 
(at present, mainly as an audience) its own creation and history.

Some elements of this national calendar in particular have attracted my research 
attention, namely Pentecost and the Day of the Holy Spirit – movable feasts which 
are referred to under the common name of rusalii in Romania. They became part 
of the national calendar in 2008 and, in the same year, a traditional ritual complex 
connected with rusalii, căluș, was inscribed in UNESCO’s Representative List of 
the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. This coincidence might appear seem-
ing only on the surface because in that year căluș was automatically inscribed as 
a masterpiece of humanity proclaimed by UNESCO in 2005 (Căluș ritual, 2008). 
Irrespective of the lack of a temporary commitment between the inclusion of these 
important Christian feasts in the national calendar and the entry of the country with-
in UNESCO’s lists on the basis of a specific ritual complex, this connection is ob-
vious in the context of annual observations, in the process of maintaining căluș as a 
national emblem, and in the immanent transitions of the elements of the very ritual. 
As Narcisa Ştiucă (2009: 4) writes:

Without a doubt, there are few patterns of Romanian folk culture aroused to the 
level of a national symbol and that have awaken both the interest of the research-
ers and that of the cultural animators becoming early “a cultural asset for export” 
as it happened the custom of căluș to be. In the following pages I would like to 
outline the process of change of the ritual and its becoming part of the national 
symbolism. My study draws on surveys and analyses mainly of Romanian an-
thropologists, ethnologists, musicologists, and ethnochoreologists, as well on my 
observations conducted in Craiova in 2016, online publications about călușari 
troops from the regions of Oltenia, Muntenia, and Transylvania, and on some 
national and local press materials.

Căluș as a ritual

Căluș as a ritual complex, a ritual dance and an element of the traditional or pre-mod-
ern culture has been researched and analyzed extensively by Romanian, Bulgarian, 
and other scholars, e.g. Mihail Arnaudov, Mircea Eliade, Gail Kligman, etc. A social 
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and cultural phenomenon, it is studied as heritage from the Roman epoch of Roma-
nian prehistory. Recent publications that are particularly illustrative of the subject 
are the monograph of Gail Kligman (1981) and the collection edited by Narcisa 
Ştiucă (2009). They describe and analyze the ritual as a complex of beliefs, social 
roles, dances, music, symbols, time and space, etc., in the 1970s and the late 2000s. 
The structure of the ritual is presented in-depth in the study of Ileana Benga and 
Bogdan Neagota (2010). It is worth noting that all this research is based on the ideas 
of Mircea Eliade (1973; 1975).

Here I am presenting the basic structure of the căluș, which I have simplified to 
a certain extent in order to mark the most important figures and stages from the point 
of view of the present situation. The description I provide is quite schematic due to 
the fact that there are a lot of local versions in the live tradition, and in the course 
of time many elements have been lost. I lean mainly on the descriptions published 
by G. Kligman (1981) and M. Eliade (1973) who, on his part, used diverse sourc-
es – mostly publications of Romanian scholars as Mihai Pop, Tudor Pampfile, Horia 
Barbu Oprişan and, of course, Dimitrie Cantemir who published the first description 
of the căluș ritual (the early 18th century) (Eliade, 1975: 161) (see more in Stoian, 
2015).

I should admit, contrary to M. Eliade’s assertion (1975: 164), that căluș in gen-
eral or its particular elements are not a unique rite in the context of Balkan tradi-
tional culture, and such rituals are not limited within Romanian borders. As M. 
Arnaudov (1920: 139) concludes, studying the rusalii ritual complexes enables us 
to comprehend the nature of the male masking rites on the Balkans and outline the 
ritual cycles around Christmas, the Great Fast, and Pentecost. The rusalii rituals in 
Bulgaria and Macedonia are very similar to căluș in terms of functions, forms, and 
temporal features. Regarding the roots of the ritual and its elements, scholars are not 
fully in agreement – some connect them with the Roman ancient tradition, others – 
with Greek pre-Christian rituals (see more in Stoian, 2015: 241–243). Furthermore, 
many căluș elements find their analogs in other European or Indo-European practic-
es – for instance, Morris dances, masquerade games, Chopa, etc. (Kligman, 1981; 
Mellish and Green, 2008; Neykova, 2017).

The căluș ritual complex is multifunctional; it is a healing practice connected 
with the belief that illnesses are caused by evil powers, in the Romanian case by 
iele (fairies), rusalii, frumoasele, vântoase, măiestre, zâne (local dialect words for 
fairies), etc. – bad fairies who bring storms, cripple people, or take their minds 
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away. In this sense, călușari – the men who perform căluș – protect the community 
from these powers because it is believed that in the period between Pentecost and 
All Saints’ Day (according to the Orthodox Calendar, a week after Pentecost), these 
men have special abilities. Going from house to house all around the village, they 
not only heal and protect but assure fertility in households, mainly of livestock. 
Considering the structure of the ritual complex, we could conclude that it has a 
function of initiation as well.

The călușari are only men, odd numbered, led by a vătaf (Romanian word for 
‘servants’, ‘master’) – a person gifted with special secret knowledge; his position 
never changes and he is usually inherited by another vătaf after his death. Other 
special figures in the călușari ceata (troop) are: stegar (flagman) – the person who 
carries the flag; ajutor de vătaf (vătaf’s helper, assistant) – the second most impor-
tant călușar; and the mut (mute). The figure of the mut is particularly interesting 
because he is masked, dressed as both a man and a woman, having special items 
such as a red wooden phallus or another thing with the same symbolism as a sword, 
a horse head, etc. He does not speak (he is mute) and is in charge of the connection 
between this and the other world.

G. Kligman (1981: 13) summarizes the syntagmatic development of the ritual 
complex:

I. Preparation
II. Raising the flag and taking the oath
III. Căluș proper (…)
IV. Căluș unbinding /disbanding the căluș group

Actually, the ritual chain starts on Saturday when the călușari go to the forest or 
some other non-human place and perform a rite of passage – in particular, they pre-
pare their flag (steag) and take the oath. From this moment on, they are no longer 
ordinary people but ritual actors and their lives become bound by numerous taboos 
for a period of one week. There is evidence that, in the past, they used to behave like 
brothers and often stayed together all the time instead of going back to their houses. 
Working on these days and especially on the first and second days of Pentecost is 
strictly prohibited. In Romania these days are called rusalii and, more specifical-
ly, Sâmbăta Rusaliilor/ Sâmbăta Moşilor Rusalii, Duminica Rusaliilor/ Duminica 
Mare and Lunea Rusaliilor (Rusalii’s Saturday/ Grandpas Rusalii’s Saturday, Ru-
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salii’s Sunday/ Great Sunday and Rusalii’s Week). According to Dimitrie Cantemir 
who described the rituals in Moldova in the 18th century, these days are between 
Ascension and rusalii (Cantemir, 2001: 182). According to other authors, the ritual 
time is longer – about 10–14 days after Pentecost.

The călușari have some special attributes with them such as garlic and worm-
wood, and an item called cioc (beak) or iepure (rabbit) which is made of rabbit skin. 
The clothing of the călușari is festive and has special elements such as belts (bete) 
crossed on their chests, special shoes (opintsi) decorated with bells and spurs, as well 
as wooden clubs or swords designed to dispel iele and other evil creatures inhabiting 
this world in the period between the two big Christian feasts. The călușari heal or 
protect performing their ‘flying’ dance. Cantemir insists that this dance resembles 
the moves of iele who flies. The călușari dance also called căluș is asynchronous and 
involves a combination of ‘stamps, heel clicks, springs, and leg rotations’ (Mellish 
and Green, 2008). The călușari use their sticks in the course of the dance and it is 
very important for them to move so that the bells and spurs jingle because their 
sound is of great importance for the protection from iele.

M. Eliade (1975: 162) emphasizes the military attributes in the appearance and 
acting of the călușari:

The military, para-Männerbund elements of the călușari are evident: the flag, 
the sword, the wooden horsehead, the clubs. Moreover, if two groups of călușari 
meet one another, they engage in a violent fight. When the group returns to the 
village, the final dramatization is called the “war”. Their “flag” is solidly fixed in 
the ground, and one călușar climbs the pole and shouts: “War, dear ones, war!”

However, we should admit that nowadays the călușari carry decorated sticks but 
never swords, so perhaps the military nature of the călușari troop is not important 
anymore.

Another very important feature is the music accompanying the călușari group. 
In the past, two bagpipers were responsible for the ritual music but nowadays a 
violin, accordion, and/or clarinet are more common. At the end of the ritual, the 
călușari go back together to the non-human place where the flag is, and they bury it, 
which is the moment of the dissolution of the group. In summary, căluș is connected 
both with the alive and dead members of the community; it is a rite for healing and 
protection connected with the powers of evil creatures; it is a male rite of passage 
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but also a trace of the attempts to replace archaic pagan traditions with Christian 
feasts, i.e. connected with personal fate, community safety, and universal values.

Căluș is an element of the traditional culture of many Romanian regions – 
mainly in Oltenia, but also in Muntenia, Moldova, Transylvania, and even Banat. I 
should admit that in some parts of Transylvania, the călușari are young men going 
from house to house between Christmas and New Year’s Eve, and the ritual is con-
nected mainly with the namesake dance. In Oltenia where the ritual is most studied, 
it is taken as a pattern for creating a public image of Romanian traditional culture. 
The călușari perform not only the dance but also mock children and women, bless 
for fertility, do magic, etc. (Kligman, 1981). As G. Kligman says, ‘Căluș is charac-
terized by dance, music, drama, and magical actions syncretized to form an organic 
whole’ (1981: 13).

In the early 1970s, a survey on a questionnaire was conducted in the course of 
preparing the Romanian Ethnographic Atlas, and călușari groups were identified in 
many settlements in the Olt County (Brâncoveni, Curtişoara, Dobrun, Oboga, Orlea, 
Rusăneşti, Schitu, Scorniceşti, Traian, Tufeni, Vădastra, and Vâlcele) (Ştiucă, 2009: 
4). It is obvious that the rite has been framed within only one Romanian region. De-
scriptions of the Călușerul transilvănean (Transylvanian căluș), for instance, have 
been published in the classical folkloristic studies I mentioned above. Even in the 
region of Crișana, in the village of Șicula (Arad County), this tradition (locally 
called Călușeru) is still performed, however, on Christmas (Crăciun). 

At present, villages in Romania with an active călușari ceata or a căluș dance en-
semble are: Bărăști, Bondrea, Brâncoveni, Câmpu Mare, Cârlogani, Cezieni, Colo-
neşti, Crăciunei, Curtişoara, Dobroteasa, Dobrun, Drăgăneşti, Icoana, Izvoarele, 
Leleasca, Mărunţei, Movileni, Morunglav, Oporelu, Optaşi-Măgura, Osica de Jos, 
Osica de Sus, Perieţi, Poboru, Potcoava, Priseaca, Radomireşti, Sârbii-Măgura, 
Schitu, Scorniceşti, Seaca, Şerbăneşti, Slatina, Stoicăneşti, Teslui, Vâlcele, and 
Vitomireşti (Olt County), Ciuperceni Noi, Giurgiţa, Hunia-Maglavit and Predești 
(Dolj County), Dozești, Ionești, Frânceşti, Șirineasa, Stănești and Valea Mare (Val-
cea County), Beuca, Conțești and Plopi (Teleorman County), Stolnici (Argeş Coun-
ty), Șicula (Arad County), Acmariu, Alba Iulia and Ceru-Băcăinți (Alba County), 
etc. (Ştiucă, 2009; Stoian, 2015; Teodorescu, 2009). However, in many schools and 
cultural clubs, children, teenage and adult groups learn căluș dances as part of Ro-
manian traditional dance culture separate from the ritual complex. Comparing the 
geography of the troops from the past and present, one could observe that in some 
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settlements the tradition has been interrupted (e.g. in the town of Teiuş, Alba Coun-
ty) and in others – invented (e.g. in the city of Braşov).

Căluș as an element of the national and world cultural heritage

Generally, the patrimonialization of elements of traditional culture is a process that is 
parallel to two other ones – the desacralization of these elements, their features and 
contexts, and the clarification of the national or local identity symbols. Furthermore, 
nation-building is a process connected with the modernization of society (Gellner, 
1983: 49) and, therefore, patrimonialization could be seen as a means of inheriting 
traditional culture by the new generations, voluntarily facilitated by its bearers.

The transformation of căluș from a living rite to local, national, and world her-
itage draws on some general settings. As in the past căluș had to be replaced by 
Pentecost feasts (see more about replacing pagan practices with new Christian ones 
in Gergova, 2015), in the 19th, 20th and even 21st century it was gradually converted 
into a scenic performance and a part of mass culture. Eliade reports about the ex-
treme measures that the Church took (1975: 162):

…in early times the ecclesiastical authorities fought against them with some vi-
olence, for a number of archaic traits, attested in the seventeenth century, have 
disappeared. Even as late as the end of the nineteenth century the călușari were, 
in some regions, excluded from communion for three years.

‘But finally’, he continues, ‘the Church decided to tolerate them’. Of course, it 
was not an official decision but in the course of the secularization of the Romanian 
society, the Church gradually stopped treating such issues. Furthermore, it was a 
time when the intellectual elites in the country started collecting folklore and eth-
nographic materials transforming living practices into cultural heritage mainly by 
means of scene and print media (magazines, newspapers, books, and collections). 
Besides the ideas of the European Romanticism, it was the elites’ remoteness from 
the rural culture that generated their interest and facilitated its shift to heritage. We 
have evidence of the first moment when căluș was treated exactly as heritage – in 
1850 Ștefan Emilian from Brașov invited two young men from the region of the Ar-
ieș River (Mureș) to perform a stage dance on New Year’s Eve (Stoian, 2015: 248). 
The spectacularity of the căluș dance was definitely among the reasons for its popu-
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larity as a scenic performance throughout. Besides, this event was the starting point 
for stylizing the căluș dance as the two brothers elaborated 12 figures which have 
lately become the foundation of the popular youth exercises (Stoian, 2015: 248).

Another direction of the process of valorizing the căluș is the scholarly interest 
and publication of a number of descriptions and studies. Gabriel-Cătălin Stoian, on 
the case of căluș, presents in-depth the role of the scholar in the process of patrimo-
nializing this element of traditional culture. He also points out its ambivalent nature 
(Stoian, 2015: 238):

The issue of the patrimonialization of căluș today touches at least two aspects: 
self-patrimonialization (refers to different degrees of patrimonialization within the 
community) and patrimonialization outside the community – especially through 
state or international policies.

Scholarly interest is not always connected with surveys but also with the politics 
of representation of the Romanian national heritage. A quite interesting example 
is the visit of căluşari from Pădureţi (Argeş County) in London in 1935 organized 
by the prominent Romanian folklorist and ethnomusicologist Constantin Brăiloiu 
(Nicolau, 1998: 101). Grigore Leşe writes that the scholar, ‘delivered a căluș ritual 
to the stage, at Royal Albert Hall’ (Leşe, 2014: Section 37). In his study Căluşarii 
români la Londra şi realitatea folclorică a Bucureştilor (Romanian Căluşari in Lon-
don and Folk Reality of Bucharest), Mihai Pop offers an elaborate presentation of 
multiple activities in Bucharest and abroad tending towards the patrimonialization 
of căluș and the căluşari dance in particular (Pop, 1998).

Just like in other Eastern European countries, the interest of the elites in tradi-
tional culture experienced its apogee several times – in the 19th century of Roman-
ticism, during the nationalistic rise of the Interwar period, and after the 1960s with 
the actual collapse of the idea of internationalism in the socialist countries and the 
gradual development of a nationalism based on the ancient history and rural cul-
ture of the 19th century (Verdery, 1991: 27). The process of the patrimonialization 
of căluș leads to the disintegration of the rite, and the overexposure of some of its 
elements at the expense of others. Even before socialism with the modernization of 
the rural population and the urbanization of Romania, căluș as a ritual complex and 
an element of traditional culture started losing some of its important parts. In 1969 
Horia Barbu Oprișan wrote, ‘Today, călușari give a performance on the scene of the 
Căminul cultural (a type of cultural center that was established in each settlement 
in communist Romania starting in the 1950s – explanation and emphasis is mine, 
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L.G) and, if there is enough time, do a play in the village, on the square. These are 
stylized călușari’ (1969: 17).

In general, during the socialist period, rural culture was thought to be connected 
with national tradition and morals; the countryside was perceived as an ‘absolute 
space of nature or an archetypal space invested with sacred meaning by the political 
authority’ (Andreescu, 2013: 147). Simona Ştefănescu (2010: 245) summarizes the 
spirit of the socialist policy towards popular and traditional culture in Romania, 
‘Celebrations of other types of holidays also existed: these connected with myth-
ological beliefs, probably having pre-Christian roots, as well as with agricultural 
labor and seasons’.

This statement also refers to the căluș rite which was gradually valorized only 
as a scenic dance highlighting virtuosity and vigor. Further, the syncretism of the 
ritual was brought to the fore by displaying ‘ritual sequences to the audience in the 
showrooms, which only suggested initiatory and esoteric meanings, all of which 
were done externally through the intervention of instructors and cultural activists’ 
(Ştiucă, 2009: 5).

Children and young people learn the dance not only in local culture where it has 
its roots but also in many cultural organizations and schools, however, not in the 
traditional way anymore (more about the significance of the school in the processes 
of national education and nation-building, see Gellner, 1983: 28; Smith, 1991: 16). 
Basically, the form has been preserved but not the meaning or significance, which 
is not surprising given the socialist policy towards Christian and pre-Christian holi-
days, rites, and rituals, i.e. turning them into scenic performances. As Camelia Firică 
points out, the dance became a compulsory element in mass political ceremonies 
with thousands of călușari on stages or in stadia, where the aesthetic criteria pre-
vailed (Firică, 2010). Irina Nicolau (1998: 100) goes further:

…the communists utilized the folklore as a package for their ideology. And 
Călușari became even more than a package. Empty of any significance, they have 
acquired the function of an emblem.

Scenic versions of traditional dancing and singing were not only a rhetorical device 
but an outcome of the processes of anesthetization of folk culture, its release from 
religious and superstition elements, from coherence and integrity, and of transform-
ing it into ‘folk art’ and a significant part of mass culture, starting in the 1930s but 
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mainly during the socialist period. As far as the communist ideology in Romania 
is concerned, rural culture is the natural context for communist ideas and, since it 
seems that communism is the traditional societal structure in the village, it is not 
surprising that folklore and the scenic representations of traditional culture (called 
‘folk art’) are among the main rhetorical devices of socialist propaganda (Stoian, 
2015: 247–248). However, in Romania in particular, these arguments are inherited 
from the Interwar period when ‘traditional rural civilization was the object of a 
very special interest’ (Boia, 2001: 63). K. Verdery concludes that all thinkers of the 
1930s (Lucian Blaga, Vasile Pârvan, Nicolae Iorga, etc.) agreed with ‘ruralizing and 
indigenizing the national essence’ (Verdery, 1991: 49). For instance, according to 
her, Lucian Blaga ‘theorized the national essence and linked it with peasants, vil-
lage life, and folklore’. On the other hand, perhaps the project for reintegrating the 
village and rural traditions into modern Romanian civilization would not have been 
fruitful if the socialist authorities had not ‘ended it all, striking without discernment 
at all that represented authentic peasant culture in the Romanian space’ (Verdery, 
1991: 66).

The history of scholarly interest in căluș could be traced in detail in the very 
study of G.-C. Stoian; for our purpose, it is enough to assume that its beginning was 
in the second half of the 19th century. I am not going to refer to all these studies again 
as I have already mentioned some visions about the origin and uniqueness of the rite 
by various authors, some of whom world-famous. In this regard, we should empha-
size that căluș delivers evidence for the theory of the Latin origin of the Romanians, 
so it is very important. This theory is maintained by scholars like Mircea Eliade and 
his descendants, including Gail Kligman, and even the prominent Bulgarian scholar 
Mihail Arnaudov insists that rusalii (other Balkan versions of the căluș rite) are 
rooted in the ancient Roman tradition of rosarii (Arnaudov, 1920: 140). 

To the theses of the Latin origin of the Romanians, I would add the theory of 
Dan Alexe who presents alternative points of view regarding many classical inter-
pretations of Romanian traditional culture in his book Dacopatia şi alte rătăciri 
româneşti (Dacopatia and Other Romanian Mistakes). He asks the question if it is a 
matter of ritual of homosexual initiation, finding his arguments in the transvestism 
and long-term isolation of the căluşari troop from society (Alexe, 2016: 18–22). 
Alexe contests M. Eliade’s thesis of para-Männerbund elements giving examples 
from Cantemir’s description who writes that the căluşari used their swords to ter-
rorize rival groups but not to protect society; their faces were not decorated with 
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military masks but with female ribbons, etc. (Alexe, 2016: 22), i.e. military features 
are later transformations. Furthermore, Alexe claims that the word căluș is of Alba-
nian, not Roman/Romanian origin (2016: 21) which, by the way, aligns him with the 
Daco-Ilirian thesis of the roots of the Romanian folk.

I. Benga and B. Neagota pose the question what healing means in the case of 
căluşari because in their survey (based on materials from the 1930s) they found that 
the narratives about diseases caused by fairies and the narratives about căluşari were 
not connected enough. They conclude that the healing nature of the ritual is mainly in 
the protective function of the dance (Benga and Neagota, 2010: 214), so the călușari 
magical powers are not as strong as they are claimed to be in the classic literature. 
Furthermore, the descriptions of sick persons rather show social disease (Benga and 
Neagota, 2010: 215), so the purpose is not to heal an individual but the community.

I propose these two ‘alternative’ points of view in order to illustrate that the 
căluș heritage – the sacred cow of Romanian traditional culture, is being contested – 
at least, in the last few years. After the fall of the socialist regime, a new discourse 
could be observed – both in scientific and media contexts – against ‘using and per-
verting’ folklore and, căluș in particular, by the socialist cultural authorities (Stoian, 
2015: 246). Perhaps these are the reasons for creating new or restoring the previous 
căluşari cete in many villages of Oltenia, as well as organizing the căluşari alai in 
Craiova as an attempt to deal with the festivalization of the rite.

As I mentioned above, nowadays we have plenty of căluș dance groups in a num-
ber of regions of Romania. There are also some festivals such as Concursul Naţional 
de Copii Călușul Românesc (National Children’s Contest ‘Romanian Căluș’) in Cara-
cal (which actually is only named after căluș), Concursul Naţional Călușul Românesc 
in Slatina and Alaiul Călușului Oltenesc (Oltenian Căluș Parade) in Craiova (I had the 
chance to attend the latter in 2016). The parade is usually organized by the Regional 
Council of Dolj and the Regional Center for Conservation and Promotion of Tradi-
tion – Dolj. It was the 18th edition of the parade which was attended by groups from 
several towns and villages in the Dolj, Olt, and Braşov counties.

Observing the călușari troops, besides the children’s dance groups, one could 
notice some important changes in comparison with the studies of the traditional 
ritual complex (for a specialized choreological analysis of the contemporary căluș 
dance see Mellish and Green, 2008). The first and most important one, as expected, 
is that căluș is already a scenic performance – the emphasis is on the very dance in-
stead of the functions of the ritual. Both the dances and clothing are stylized, and at 
present we could define mainly three types. The first type is less stylized and is quite 
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close to the traditional costumes, consisting of a white shirt and pants, a belt with 
strings of bells not on the chest but on the waist, red or white socks, and a red fez or 
a traditional dark hat. The sticks are of scarred wood without any decorations, and 
the flag is white with embroideries. The second type of clothing was stylized earlier; 
it is still white but elaborately decorated with colorful ribbons and pompoms. The 
hats are with brims and also decorated with ribbons and pied sequins and beads. 
The colors of the Romanian flag could be found either in the clothes’ decorations 
or on the sticks. Actually, observing old photographs of călușari, one could notice 
that the three-color ribbons crossed on the chest from the past were replaced by the 
national tricolor about the beginning of the 20th century. The third type of costumes 
is most stylized and was perhaps elaborated during the socialist period (there are no 
photos testifying to such costumes before that). It is of a white long shirt and white 
leggings or pants that are poorly decorated, with dark belts and hats with tricolors 
crossed on the chest. Their flag is actually the Romanian national flag whose colors 
could also be found on the călușari’s sticks. We could find traces of local features in 
these costumes and local traditions do matter in the process of elaborating costumes 
for a particular group; however, the different levels of stylization are important for 
analyzing the development of căluș as a significant national heritage element.

Further, one of the most important figures completely absent from contempo-
rary călușari groups is the mut. In one group, there was the possible alternate of the 
mut – a cioc, a rabbit skin. As some Romanian authors have also posited, I think it 
is a result of the attempts to aestheticize the căluș. Mut is an ugly and scaring per-
sonage; he chases children, wears black masks and is neither a man, nor a woman. 
Another reason is that the magical function of the ritual has been dropped out – the 
călușari are not supposed to bring fertility to the community anymore, hence the 
mut’s wooden phallus is not indispensable. So we could see two types of groups – of 
aged men pursuing the tradition, and of young men, boys and even girls performing 
strictly only the dance.

On the other hand, on a certain level, the belief in the healing, protective power 
of the călușari dance remains. I find support for this statement in two types of occur-
rences. The first one is the theatricalization of the healing moments in the course of 
the dance – it is not typical of the dance groups but of the re-invented călușari cete. 
In 2016 in Craiova, I witnessed such a scene when at the end of the performance the 
youngest member of the troop fainted, pretending that he had caught iele’s evil influ-
ences. Afterwards, a cleansing procedure conducted by the other troop members took 
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place, and the boy regained consciousness. The second one is the custom according 
to which after the end of the performance, people from the audience take parts of the 
călușari inventory (pottery, garlic, leaves of absinth, etc.) and leave money in return. 
That habit is illustrative of the belief that these items bring health and fertility to the 
individuals who have taken and paid for them – quite a new phenomenon in compari-
son with the idea of protecting the whole society. Furthermore, a group of călușari per-
formed a round dance (horă) which was not part of the original program, and collected 
money on the city square. These are not recognized as real călușari but the people of 
Craiova deal with them within the traditional stratum of practices.

The last, international, dimension of developing the căluș as an element of cul-
tural heritage is its proclamation as a masterpiece of humanity by UNESCO in 2005, 
and its inscription in UNESCO’s world intangible cultural heritage list in 2008 – as 
the Ritual of Căluș. The application documents are not available on the UNESCO 
website but the movie and the pictures have been uploaded there. One could see that 
the movie presents the ritual complex with all its elements as in traditional culture. 
However, the national inventory of elements of the intangible cultural heritage in 
Romania contains an inscription of căluș as a dance – both in its Transylvanian and 
Southern Romanian versions. To be honest, the description of călușer (Transylva-
nian version) is not clear enough regarding its nature of a ritual or a dance but the 
article about căluș is definitive and presents it as a dance complex (suită de dansuri) 
(Repertoriu national de patrimoniu cultural immaterial, 2009: 42–43). This incon-
sistent situation illustrates the contradiction between the present reality within Ro-
mania and the intention of the Romanian cultural authorities to present the country 
and elaborate its emblems for an international environment.

Rusalii within the Romanian national calendar

Feasts like rusalii are connected not only with nationhood but also with religious 
rites and traditional customs. I encountered an interesting survey of religiosity in 
Eastern Europe.45 Among Orthodox countries, people in Romania go to church more 
often than any others (21% of the population goes to church weekly) and 95% of the 
Romanians believe in God.

45 Cât de credincioși sunt românii (SONDAJ) (2017). Available at: http://miscareaderezistenta.ro/
actualitate/cat-de-credinciosi-sunt-romanii-sondaj-41776.html (accessed 30 December 2017).

http://miscareaderezistenta.ro/actualitate/cat-de-credinciosi-sunt-romanii-sondaj-41776.html
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Those are quite good statistics compared even with Greece, not to mention other 
post-socialist and post-Soviet countries. The most important outcome of this survey 
is the statistics on how important being Orthodox is for establishing one as a true 
national of the country; about 74% of the Orthodox population in Romania make 
a strong connection between religion and national identity. This connection is not 
unexpected either as far as Orthodoxy is among the most important elements of the 
Romanian national image. Lucian Boia claims that the basic reason for integrating 
Orthodoxy into the nation’s ideal image are the long-standing confrontations with 
Hungarians, Germans, Jews, Ukrainians, etc. (Boia, 2001: 61). Another reason is 
the late establishment of the independent Romanian Patriarchy – in 1925, so that 
process coincided with the national identity-building process during the 19th and 
the early 20th centuries. This act, ‘meant that the Romanians now had international 
recognition of their national identity’ (Leuștean, 2014: 127).

Regarding căluș, we should admit that the rural traditional culture is also inte-
grated in the Romanian national image. K. Verdery describes the process of elabo-
ration of the ‘national essence’ in the beginning of the 20th century that brought to-
gether ‘the peasantry as the repository of the national spirit’ and Eastern Orthodoxy 
as ‘basic to the soul and essence of the Romanian people’ (1991: 29). In the case of 
rusalii, we could observe these two layers quite directly. On the one hand, the Days 
of Pentecost (the 50th day after Easter) are officially called rusalii in Romanian, par-
ticularly in the Romanian Church documents while in the church calendars they are 
named ‘Pogorârea Sfântului Duh (Cincizecimea sau Rusaliile)’ (Descendant of the 
Holy Spirit (Pentecost or rusalii)) and the Sundays until Christmas are named Dum-
inica întâi după Rusalii (First Sunday after rusalii), Duminica a 2-a după Rusalii 
(Second Sunday after rusalii), etc. That seems to mean that the Church has adopted 
the popular, traditional name of the holiday which has a pre-Christian, pagan origin, 
as mentioned above. I should point out that the secular interventions in the Roma-
nian Church calendars are not accidental; for instance, the Small Union of Romania 
is recorded on 24th January in the calendars from the early 20th century. On the other 
hand, the only events happening out of the church space and religious commitments 
on the day of Pentecost are the călușari tours and performances in many regions of 
Romania and mainly within the Olt County.

Rusalii became part of the Romanian national calendar quite recently – in 2008, 
when the first and the second feast days (Pentecost and the Day of the Holy Spirit) 
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as well as the Assumption of Virgin Mary (15th August) became bank holidays for 
Romanians. Actually, there is evidence that senators and members of Parliament 
have been trying to introduce such changes to the official public holidays since 
2003. In 2011, St. Andrew’s Day was also proclaimed a bank holiday in Romania, 
and in 2015 there was an attempt to do the same with St. George’s Day. The ration-
ale was that Pentecost and the Assumption of Virgin Mary are among the greatest 
Christian holidays, and St. Andrew is the patron of Romania. Actually, Pentecost 
and the Assumption of Virgin Mary are bank holidays in many European and other 
Christian countries.

In 2003, senator Sógor Csaba proposed a change in Law nr. 75 on the official 
holidays, i.e. that the expression ‘and of rusalii’ should be added in the line about 
the first and second days of Easter. This proposal was not approved by the Senate. 
In 2007, a group of eleven senators from the National-Liberal, Social-Democratic, 
Democratic and Conservative Parties, the Democratic Union of the Hungarians in 
Romania, and Party România Mare (all of these parties were represented at the Ro-
manian Parliament at the time), submitted a proposal46 for including the two days 
of rusalii in the national calendar, i.e. in the Labor Code (at that time art. 134 (1), 
now 139 (1)). In their motives, they claim that Pentecost is among the three most 
important Christian holidays together with Christmas and Easter, as well as the day 
when the Church of Christ was established. An additional argument has to do with, 
‘improving the health of employees through recreational activities, healthcare in 
advantageous conditions, various social incentives and even more free days, usually 
associated with religious holidays, specific to the majority cults’. Therefore, in 2008 
the Senate, the Chamber, and the President approved this proposal and introduced 
the changes into the Labor Code.47

It will be a speculation to claim that Pentecost was included in the national cal-
endar because of the significance of the căluș as a symbol of Romanian ancient and 
traditional culture. However, we could imagine how the affirmation of rusalii gives 
power to the căluș. For instance, in Bulgaria, St. George’s Day is proclaimed to be 
the Bulgarian Armed Forces Day but, at the same time, it is a significant traditional 
feast, and granting it as a bank holiday contributes to its solemnity. Another example 

46 The motives have been published at: https://www.senat.ro/legis/PDF/2007/07L639EM.pdf (ac-
cessed 10 October 2017).
47 See https://www.senat.ro/legis/PDF/2007/07L639SX.pdf; and https://www.senat.ro/legis/PD-
F/2008/08L468LG.pdf (accessed 10 October 2017).

https://www.senat.ro/legis/PDF/2008/08L468LG.pdf
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is that in Estonia, 24th June is a non-working day because it is St. John’s Day; how-
ever, it is rather Midsummer that people celebrate in traditional ways. Hence, I insist 
that the interconnection between the two festive approaches is not as it is supposed 
to be but reverse – it is not the significance of the traditional ritual complex that 
gives reasons for the affirmation of the date within the national calendar but vice 
versa – the legislative measures for expanding the workers’ rest time provide con-
ditions for developing the căluș tradition. Combining these opportunities with the 
state cultural policy (regarding local festivals, cultural centers and groups, as well as 
UNESCO) and researcher contributions, căluș is certain to remain a significant part 
of the nation’s image and festivity.

Conclusion

In conclusion, I would again refer to G.-C. Stoian who writes that the ‘mode of con-
figuration of căluș in diverse historical stages is often related to the approach (of the 
theories issued and/or used for the purposes of identity/propaganda)’ (2015: 258). 
Tracing the transition of the căluș ritual and the approaches to it, we could observe a 
representative development of an integral ritual complex that is specific not only to 
the latter. It has undergone a complete disintegration of its elements, delivery of em-
blematic elements (e.g. dance and clothing), massaging in order to fit it within ‘folk 
art’, converting it from specialized secret knowledge to a mass practice and perfor-
mance, patrimonialization, and its secondary spread on the basis of nationalism and 
mass culture. The case of căluș in Romania is significant but at the same time, it 
is just an element of the traditional culture of Eastern Europe that has experienced 
such development. We could add many other examples, almost all of which are in 
UNESCO lists: surva rituals in Bulgaria or the similar Slovenian kurenti, cultural 
practices associated with 1 March in Bulgaria, Romania, Macedonia and Moldova, 
the Serbian kolo (common for all Balkan cultures), etc. These examples from the in-
scriptions of the last several years illustrate the development of the local or regional 
elements of traditional culture from the disintegration of their syncretism through 
the processes of elaboration of national emblems to the pursuit of their international 
affirmation, yet comprising a living traditional stratum.
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Pic. 1. Musicians from all dancing groups performing together. Oltenian călușari’s cortege 
оn the day after the Pentecost (19th June 2016), Craiova, Romania. Photo: Lina Gergova.

Pic. 2. A călușari troop from Ciuperceni Noi, Dolj County, 19th June 2016, Craiova, 
Romania. Photo: Lina Gergova.



BETWEEN THE WORLDS: PEOPLE, SPACES AND RITUALS

150 

Pic. 3. People from the 
audience collecting pieces 
of the călușari’s items and 
leaving money, 19th June 2016, 
Craiova, Romania.  
Photo: Lina Gergova.

Pic. 4. A călușar who has 
fainted, 19th June 2016,  

Craiova, Romania.  
Photo: Lina Gergova.

Pic. 5. The ‘Magura’ călușari dance ensemble from Coldea, Brașov County, 19th June 2016, 
Craiova, Romania. Photo: Lina Gergova.
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WHO’S AFRAID OF THE BIG BAD HEMP?  
THE GROWING AND PROCESSING OF HEMP  

IN EASTERN SERBIA

Svetlana Ćirković

Abstract: The aim of this paper is to demonstrate the transformation of everyday life of the 
residents of the rural communities, during the period from the Second World War to the pres-
ent, based on field material recently documented in the villages in Eastern Serbia. The trans-
formations are studied through the context of socioeconomic changes that occurred during 
the socialist period and the transition period, on one hand, and in the context of contempo-
rary legislation, on the other, which has been changing considerably and limiting everyday 
life in rural communities, one of the consequences being changes in views on what used to 
be everyday activities. The analysis is limited to the phenomenon of the disappearance of 
hemp and hemp cloth, which once had great value and constituted the basis for clothing in 
the studied rural communities. This contribution is based on material collecting during team 
field research, part of the ‘Protecting Intangible Cultural Heritage of the Torlak Vernacular’ 
project, conducted from 2015 to 2017. The motive for initiating this project was the fact that 
Torlak is on the UNESCO list of endangered languages, classified as vulnerable.
Keywords: Eastern Serbia, field research, rural communities, poverty, hemp (Cannabis sa-
tiva L), legal regulation 

Applied field research methodology

Data was collected in 82 rural settlements in the municipalities of Knjaževac, Za-
ječar, and Svrljig, in Eastern Serbia, and the selection of the research sites was 
dictated by the dialectological needs. Data from the 2011 census on these 82 settle-
ments indicated that some of them had a population of 3 to 5, while in the census 
year (2011) the largest settlement had a population of 779. Due to the fact that in 
2011 the populations of some villages were extremely small, there was a high like-
lihood that at the time of the study some settlements might not have any residents 
at all. 

The methodology applied in the field research was defined by the linguistic re-
quirements and aims: the aim of the interviews was to obtain an extensive narrative, 
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which could document the structure of the language and/or the linguistic variety, as 
well as its use. For this reason, the field interviews used open questionnaires, lists 
of conversation topics that covered folklore tradition, descriptions of old crafts and 
technologies, special knowledge, active elements of intangible cultural heritage, as 
well as now extinct elements of traditional culture that can be reconstructed based 
on the recollection of the participants. Also added to the list of topics related to tra-
ditional culture were topics from oral history (memories of the Second World War, 
work drives, agricultural cooperatives, literacy courses, night school, the activities 
of cultural and performing societies), biographical stories (education, serving in 
the Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA), work migrations, aging, loneliness, illness, the 
disappearance of the villages), everyday life, etc. The field research methodology 
that was created in this way greatly relies on the methodological approach of an-
thropological linguistics, which, as an interdisciplinary science, focuses on studying 
‘language as a cultural resource and speaking as a cultural practice’ (Duranti, 1997: 
2; Sikimić, 2005: 238). As pointed out by Alessandro Duranti (1997: 87): 

Rather than replacing native discourse with the observers’ monologic narrative 
(whether in the first or third person) as typical of analogical anthropology, dialog-
ical anthropology promotes native talk to the position of prominence so as to give 
readers more direct access to how members represent their own action as well as 
how they deal with fieldworkers and comply with their demands. The practice of 
transcription and its embedding in ethnographic description is an essential element 
of this process as investigators make explicit the sources from which they derive 
their understanding of a given cultural phenomenon. 

Even though a framework questionnaire was created for the purposes of docu-
menting Torlak vernacular in the villages of Eastern Serbia, the research team adapted 
to the participants and the actual situation in the field (the small number of residents 
in the villages, the limited choice of participants, etc.) in the course of these studies, 
and not to the predefined linguistic or another questionnaire. This way the transcript 
of the interviews provides insight into the ‘relationship between the old and the new, 
tradition and contemporarity, the combination of a diachronous and a synchronous 
perspective, viewed through individual oral discourse’ (Sikimić, 2005: 239).

The field interviews usually start with the researcher’s question ‘What was life 
like before?’ or ‘What was life like in the olden days?’ These questions on one hand 
elicit a longer narrative, defined as a necessary requirement for the initial linguistic 
research, without excessive intervention by the researcher, and on the other hand 
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provide sufficient space for the participant to choose what they will talk about, sig-
nalizing to the researcher in which direction the interview will be going. The narra-
tives obtained as responses to this question often contain comparisons between the 
way of life in the past and today, implicitly favoring the past, which is discussed 
solely based on recollection (Ćirković, 2004; Ćirković, 2017; Ilić, 2010). Partici-
pants in the villages in Eastern Serbia compare the earlier size of the population 
of the villages (which was relatively large) with the present (which is significantly 
smaller), former life in large family communities, with many children, and today’s 
households which are dominantly elderly. 

Hemp as the study subject
The narratives about growing and processing hemp were obtained through the ap-
plication of the field methodology for anthropological linguistic research, often in 
response to the ‘general and ʽintroductory’ question about the way of life in the 
past. The use of hemp is linked to the period of great poverty, so hemp can also be 
viewed as an indicator of a time that is discussed with nostalgia by residents of these 
rural communities. With the change of the standard of living, under the influence of 
changed socioeconomic circumstances, the significance of hemp decreased, home-
made hemp cloth was abandoned with the availability of store-bought clothing and 
other types of fabric, and parallel with it the special technological knowledge relat-
ed to growing and processing this plant is disappearing. In most cases the former 
way of life is described as impoverished or arduous, entailing difficult farming labor 
and tasks related to livestock breeding, which involved not only adults but also chil-
dren, with the manner of their involvement in everyday activities dependent on their 
age. According to the participants, regardless of the relative poverty, present-day 
way of life has been made significantly easier through the technological develop-
ments of the modern age. Sociological studies of poverty in Great Britain and the 
United States of America provide two definitions of the term ‘poverty’: as absolute 
poverty and as relative poverty. ‘Absolute poverty’ is defined as the absence of the 
minimal standard of living necessary for people to sustain life, which includes food, 
clothing and shelter (living conditions). Absolute poverty is related to biological 
and physical needs, primarily those needs that involve broader social and cultural 
needs. Considering the fact that in the second half of the 20th century the standard of 
living changed in a positive direction, the existence of absolute poverty was brought 
into question and the need emerged to redefine the term poverty. ‘Relative poverty’ 
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is based on the idea of material destitution and preventing people from taking part 
in the common activities within contemporary society (Milbourne, 2004: 2–4). The 
study by folklorist Sonja Petrović on poverty in Serb folklore from the 13th to the 
19th century addresses the topic of poverty and the poor in folklore tradition, and 
also represents a synthesis of the historical, anthropological and sociological frames 
of poverty (Petrović, 2014). 

Transformation of everyday life in rural communities

Anthropologists in Serbia predominantly explain the transformation of the Serbian 
village in the socialist and post-socialist period using socioeconomic factors. The 
issues of the overall restructuring of the value system in Bulgaria and Serbia in the 
post-socialist period, the process of retraditionalization in Bulgarian society and for-
eign influences on political, social and cultural life are considered in the compendi-
um Svakodnevna kultura u postsocijalističkom periodu u Srbiji i Bugarskoj (Every-
day Culture in Post-Socialist Period in Serbia and Bulgaria) (Radojičić, 2006). The 
series of sociological monographs and compendiums of scientific papers on studies 
of the Serbian-Bulgarian border region touches on the topics of migration, depopu-
lation, the consequences of industrialization after the Second World War, social life 
and everyday life in the Serbian-Bulgarian border region, as well as the socio-de-
mographic context of the exploration of this areal (Đorđević and Vuković, 2016; 
Krstić, Đorđević and Marković Krstić, 2014; Krstić, 2017; Marković Krstić, 2016; 
Milošević Radulović and Stjepanović Zaharijevski, 2016; Todorović, 2017). Bear-
ing in mind that the research in Eastern Serbia was conducted in the Serbian-Bulgar-
ian border region, parallels in socio-economic changes following the Second World 
War can be drawn. The process of political and economic changes in Bulgaria, 
which started in 1989, with the fall of the communist regime, was studied by Radost 
Ivanova, following the impact of sudden socio-political and economic changes on 
the changes in the lives of Bulgarian farmers in Southern Bulgaria (1995). The an-
thropological field research by Gordana Gorunović in the Bulgarian-Serbian border 
region, in the village of Stakevtsi (Bulgaria), indicates that in addition to migrations 
from the village to the city, the period after the Second World War also featured col-
lective agricultural production: private property, dominantly land, was included in 
state property, and farmers worked in agricultural collectives, which lead to employ-
ees in these collectives receiving an agricultural pension. Following reprivatization, 
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when land was returned to the owners, agricultural production did not achieve the 
scope that it had had before collectivization, and it is reduced to small production 
for own and domestic needs, mixing vegetable, fruit and grape production, breeding 
poultry and small livestock (Gorunović, 2006).

After the Second World War it was the desire of the new government in Yugo-
slavia for its development accomplishments to be faster and more visible. Reforms 
of lesser and greater scope implied the migration of the population from the villages 
to the cities, with the aim of employing them in newly-created factories. These mi-
grations were often organized and large-scale, with the majority of the able-bodied 
population moving to cities, at once or in several waves. The population of villages 
in hilly and mountainous regions migrated to cities in greater numbers compared 
to the villages in the flatlands (Šaponjić Ašanin, 2017: 340-341). Anthropologist 
Miloš Matić believes that socialism brought the villages compulsory education, in-
frastructure, roads and electricity, innovative agro-technical measures, healthcare 
and telecommunications services, as well as entertainment at cultural centers. The 
process of transformation of the village, as described by anthropologist Miloš Mat-
ić, is called peri-urbanization in the Anglo-Saxon social sciences and humanities 
academic community, and it similarly entails processes of dispersive urban growth, 
creating hybrid landscapes with fragments of urban and rural features. Peri-urbani-
zation features processes of urbanization of rural communities, increasing mobility 
of the population from the village to the city, availability of employment in urban 
settings. In this sense peri-urban regions become the central topic in international 
debates on urban expansion, the identity of rural communities in the ‘globalized’ 
and urbanized village (Butt, 2013: 205). In the postmodern and poststructuralist 
way of thinking, the divergent meanings of rurality have changed; the change of 
the construct of ruralism is linked to the main processes of urbanization, industri-
alization, agricultural diversification, etc. (Cloke, 1996: 434). Such political and 
economic attitudes by the government transformed perceptions of working in agri-
culture (Matić, 2017: 269), which led to economic autarchism, entailing economic, 
material and existential self-sustainability of rural households (Matić, 2017: 268).

The results of field studies in the villages in Eastern Serbia conducted between 
2015 and 2017, confirm almost all the characteristics of the transformation of rural 
communities indicated by anthropologists and sociologists. The participants in the 
field testified that after the Second World War there was a collectivization of private 
property (land, livestock) on one hand, providing farmers the possibility to work in 
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agricultural collectives, based on which they received an agricultural pension; on 
the other hand, the large-scale migration from the village to the city were an insep-
arable part of this time and this process. The field research indicates that migrations 
also occurred from mountain villages to the villages in the Timok Valley, where 
the soil is more fertile, providing for better living conditions, and they were also 
better connected to the cities in the region (Knjaževac, Zaječar, Svrljig). This fact 
is supported by data from the 2011 Population Census, according to which villages 
on Mt. Stara Planina had only a few residents (e.g. the villages of Grabovica and 
Tatrašnica – 3 residents each, Papratna – 5, Staro Korito – 23), while villages in 
the Timok Valley had relatively large populations (e.g. Donje Zuniče – 374, Gornje 
Zuniče – 420, Debelica – 333, etc.). What was once livestock breeding region today 
has almost no livestock, and agricultural production is mostly limited to covering 
the family needs. The infrastructural network, as one of the primary proclaimed 
tasks of socialism, is not developed to a necessary extent in all the villages in East-
ern Serbia, or it was too late. The road network is poor, and some villages are diffi-
cult to reach even today, and public transportation is practically nonexistent. Shops 
and schools no longer operate in most of the studied settlements.

Abandoning the growing and processing of hemp in rural communities in Eastern 
Serbia 
Demographically vacated villages, abandoned estates, dominantly elderly house-
holds, a small number of returnees to the villages from the cities (mostly elderly 
people) are the present reality in the villages in Eastern Serbia. Part of the economic 
transformation of these villages was also the complete abandonment of growing 
and processing hemp in individual households and using it for produce textile and 
clothing. The disappearance of hemp, as an integral part of agricultural activities in 
this region, occurred gradually. Even though the collectivization of large plots of 
land transformed private property into state property, hemp was still grown on small 
private plots for several decades. At the same time, factory-produced, relatively 
cheap cloth appeared on the village market, reducing the need for homemade cloth. 
All items handmade by women lost the value that they once had, and the tradition-
al knowledge about growing hemp and the technologies for processing it were no 
longer passed down to younger generations.
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Almost even narrative documented in the villages in Eastern Serbia contains a 
fragment about the growing and processing of hemp, as an everyday activity, which 
was exclusively the job of women. The interviews on the topic of growing and pro-
cessing hemp were mainly conducted with women, rarely with men. These narratives 
about hemp contain several compulsory elements, a type of ideological cores/hubs: 
hemp is a very important plant that was utilized to produce cloth, which was used for 
clothing and bedding; the process of growing and processing hemp was extremely 
complex, lengthy and difficult; the hemp plant has psychoactive effects. In the contin-
uation of this paper we will point out the reasons why such narratives were created.

Hemp: history

The extensive study by biologist, botanist and cultural historian Robert C. Clarke 
and Mark D. Merlin, Cannabis: Evolution and Ethnobotany (2013) gives an answer 
to where, when, why and how people started using the Cannabis plant. The study 
also offers an overview of the origin and early evolution of Cannabis, a botanical 
and ecological description, and it also critically discusses the cultural circumstances 
of its use. As the authors point out, Cannabis is an important and probably the basic 
plant that was used to produce cloth and yarn, it was used for medicine, pharma-
ceutics and food. The authors of this study also address the use of Cannabis for psy-
choactive purposes, in rituals, but also in a recreational context, from ancient times 
through to the present. Sociologist Nikša Dubreta (2006) analyzes historical sources 
from a sociological perspective, and points out the use of hemp for ‘medicinal’ pur-
poses, for producing cloth, maritime use, food production, etc. The use of hemp for 
‘recreational’ and ritualistic and religious purposes was suppressed, marginalized, 
and even banned with the rise of Christianity (Dubreta, 2006: 106-108). Starting 
in the late 19th century, hemp gradually lost the competitive edge against the rising 
cotton and oil industries, and it gave way to new products that were financially more 
lucrative and of better quality. It was similar with the medicinal use of hemp: in the 
late 19th century, after about forty years of intensive interest in researching hemp for 
the treatment of different diseases, a series of unsuccessful attempts to synthesize 
and control the target ingredients, its was abandoned, in the onslaught of the acceler-
ated development of synthetic drugs. Dubreta believes that the abandoning of hemp, 
with its wide-ranging industrial and medicinal application, has a social root which is 
reflected in a complex game of social power (2006: 110).
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Contemporary hemp: legal regulation

The prohibitionist character of the regulation of the growing, processing and use of 
hemp at the international level, as Nikša Dubreta believes, is the results of pressure 
from the USA. Hemp, as a very dangerously and harmful plant, was included in in-
ternational conventions, including the 1961 UN Single Convention of Narcotic Drugs 
(2006: 111). Ethnobotanical data explains the reasons for the stigmatizing of hemp; 
namely, the Latin name of the hemp plant is Cannabis sativa L., and the Latin name of 
the marijuana plant is identical. Ethnobotanical studies have led to insights that have 
allowed for the differentiation of three taxonomical variants of the same botanical spe-
cies: Cannabis sativa L., Cannabis indica, and Cannabis ruderalis. Each of the men-
tioned subspecies comes from geographically and climatically different parts of the 
world. In addition to the mentioned subspecies, there is a number of transition forms, 
which is why recent taxonomy studies raise the question whether it is a single special 
of plant with numerous variations or whether it is multiple species of plant with their 
own distinct features. The legislation of most countries, as well as the appropriate 
international conventions, correspond to the scientific insight that favor the Cannabis 
taxonomy approach which indicates that it is a single plant species with numerous 
variations. This means that the common name for the species is Cannabis sativa L. 
The crucial question is related to the differentiation of those varieties of the Cannabis 
sativa species that feature psychoactive properties and whose growing, processing and 
use are banned, from the varieties that do not contain the key psychoactive ingredient 
tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) and can be grown for a wide range of applications in 
everyday life. From the standpoint of ethnobotany, most of the psychoactive sub-
stances are in the flowers of the female plant, which during the 20th century became 
better known as marijuana, while the male plant is not psychoactive and is known as 
industrial hemp or simply hemp (Dubreta, 2006: 103–104).48

48 It is important to mention that in the historiography is Islam hemp is identified with the derivatives 
of the Cannabis sativa L. plant. In The Encyclopaedia of Islam, under the entry ḥas̲h̲īs̲h̲, M. Levey 
states that hashish is a narcotic product of hemp, Cannabis sativa L., but that Indian hemp was known 
as a useful plant in early historic times. In early scientific literature, old Mesopotamian lexical lists, 
there is evidence that Cannabis was used for the manufacture of cloth and as a drug (Levey 1999: 266, 
s.v. ḤAS̲H̲ĪS̲H̲). A similar semantic confusion also occurred in the interpretation of the Arabic word, 
which was adopted from the Persian language, with etymological origins in Sanskrit – bandj. M. May-
erhof states that in Sanskrit the word bandj means hemp (Cannabis sativa L.), but that in the Arabic 
language it means the narcotic (Meyerhof 1999: 1014, s.v. BANDJ). I would like to thank Professor 
Aleksandar Fotić for the suggested scientific literature. 
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Legal frame in the Republic of Serbia on the growing and processing of hemp
The legislation of the Republic of Serbia in this field is aligned with the laws of most 
countries worldwide, and it does not recognize the ethnobotanical differentiation 
between the varieties and sub-varieties of the Cannabis sativa L. plant, but rather 
completely equates hemp with marijuana, classifying it as a psychoactive substance, 
thus banning the growing, processing and use of hemp.

The Serbian Law on Psychoactive Controlled Substances (‘Zakon o psihoak-
tivnim kontrolisanim supstancama’) defines the conditions for the production and 
trafficking of psychoactive controlled substances, the conditions and procedure for 
issuing permits for the production, trafficking, export, import and transit of psycho-
active controlled substances, conditions for growing, processing and trafficking of 
plants that can be used to produce psychoactive controlled substances, the application 
of psychoactive controlled substances, oversight of the implementation of the law, as 
well as other issues from this domain significant for the protection of the lives and 
health of people (Zakon o psihoaktivnim kontrolisanim supstancama, 2010: Čl. 1). 

According to this law, psychoactive controlled substances are narcotics, biolog-
ical products that have psychoactive effects, and other psychoactive controlled sub-
stances. Article 58 bans the growing of species and varieties of hemp (gen. Canna-
bis) that may contain more than 0.3% of substances from the tetrahydrocannabinol 
group. Article 60 allows for the growing of hemp (Cannabis) solely for the purpose 
of manufacturing yarn, producing seed for animal feed, further reproduction, pro-
cessing and testing of the quality of seeds, as well as their trafficking. Hemp can be 
grown only by corporations or individuals who have been issued a permit by the 
ministry in charge of agriculture. A permit may be issued only if a contract on the 
production and purchase of hemp has been signed with a corporation that is regis-
tered for purchasing and producing hemp. The minister in charge of agriculture stip-
ulates the variety of hemp (Cannabis) that may be grown, the conditions that the in-
dividual or corporation must meet in order to obtain a permit for growing hemp, the 
procedure for issuing and the duration of the permit, as well as the costs of issuing 
the permit for growing hemp, and other conditions for permitted growing of hemp 
(Zakon o psihoaktivnim kontrolisanim supstancama, 2010: Čl. 60). According to 
the Law, the party that grows hemp is required to file a report with the ministry on 
the hemp planted acreage, including the name of the registered plant variety, the 
name and number of the cadastre plot, and the reports on the hemp planted acreage, 
as well as the registered subspecies, the number of the cadastre plot are submitted to 
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the ministry during the plant growth, harvesting and after it. Sanctions are imposed 
on all those who grow hemp in violation of the stipulations of this Law (Zakon o 
psihoaktivnim kontrolisanim supstancama, 2010: Čl. 87).

The Law on Psychoactive Controlled Substances and the ministry in charge of 
agricultural affairs prescribes the variety of hemp that may be grown under strictly 
controlled conditions, although implicitly it bans the growing and processing of 
hemp in the way that it had been done on small rural farms in Eastern Serbia. The 
disappearance of hemp from the rural economy in Serbia was not caused solely by 
the abovementioned legal stipulations, but by a series of complex socioeconomic 
circumstances. Laws and legal stipulations, as part of everyday life in rural commu-
nities, can be perceived as an instrument for shaping decisions and practices, or as 
an integral part of cultural categories through which the world is understood. Law 
affects ordinary people not only when it is explicitly invoked but in subtle and in-
direct ways, when it shapes the fundamental categories, concepts, and relationships 
that constrain thought and behavior (Engel, 2011: 343–344).

The narrative about hemp

The field anthropological and linguistic interviews, conducted between 2015 and 
2017 in villages in Eastern Serbia, often spontaneously touched on the topic of grow-
ing and processing hemp. This study uses nine transcribed fragments of interviews in 
the local dialect.49 Omitted from the analysis in this paper are the narrative segments 
pertaining to the technological process of growing and processing hemp, because they 
are not crucial to understanding the main topic of this paper, however, they are cer-
tainly precious for classic ethnographic and linguistic studies. Furthermore, the tradi-
tional terminology of this complex technological process loses its original linguistic 
sense when translated into English. The traditional process of growing and processing 
hemp in Knjaževac and the surrounding villages is described in detail in the paper 
by ethnologist Branislava Vladić-Krstić (1997). In addition to the description of the 
technical processes of growing and processing hemp, they also contain unrelated facts 
that illustrate the socioeconomic situation in villages in Eastern Serbia in the second 
half of the 20th century and the early 21st century, pointing out the former significance 
of hemp and, implicitly, its current stigmatization.

49 All the recorded interviews have been included in the Digital archive of the SANU Institute for 
Balkan Studies. 
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Hemp as a feature of earlier times
The analyzed narratives describe past times (approximately the mid-20th century) as 
a period of poverty and destitute; in them the growing and processing of hemp rep-
resents one of the key elements for characterizing the period. Regardless of the fact 
that all the cloth in rural households was produced in the house (‘women were fac-
tories’, said one man, with a feeling of guilt), and that wool and linseed were used 
in addition to hemp, in the narratives it is precisely hemp clothing that is a dominant 
marker of poverty, probably because it was precisely hemp clothing (unlike wool 
and linen clothing) that indicated the lowest social status, as much as wearing tradi-
tional opanci footwear, made of pig rawhide, also homemade:

(1) Life was also very different back then: deprivation, poverty, destitution… it’s 
a bit different now. Although it’s not very good now either, but it is still better 
than it was back then (…) Hemp was used to make shirts, pants, drawers, and 
everything. That was the basis. 

(2) My mother worked a lot. She sowed hemp down by the stream. We wore wool 
socks, shirts made out of hemp cloth; there was no cotton clothing to be bought, 
everything was made out of hemp. And so we worked as children. That was what 
those years were like, and now there are no people. Mother prepares hemp for the 
cloth for father, to make him a shirt from that cloth, to make gloves, all from it – 
ever drawers. We did not buy (anything).

(3) We lived from hemp, child. You sowed hemp, later you spun it, made shirts, 
made clothes from the hemp cloth.

(4) We’ll it’s a great toil to get to the shirt (…) By the way, hemp was used to 
make shirts, hemp was used to make men’s drawers, and also men’s shirts. But it 
is quite at task to get to the shirt. And then shirts and skirts are tailored.

(5) It used to be, child, there was nothing to buy, so we made shirts from hemp, 
and skirts from hemp (…) There was nothing. There was nothing, so some woman 
would make me a skirt lining, and I was pleased. There was nothing. We wore ev-
erything out of hemp (…) you weave it, and then you make skirts, shirts, blouses, 
that was what the hemp cloth was like. There were no clothes to buy.



BETWEEN THE WORLDS: PEOPLE, SPACES AND RITUALS

164 

(6) Well, child, we wore clothes of hemp or wool; there was no cotton clothing. 
It was war (…) It was very difficult, child, our life, when we were children. Our 
lives were very difficult. It was difficult (…) Child, from hemp we wove cloths 
for shirts, pants, drawers for men. (…) Then afterwards it is spun, then woven, 
and now youths don’t know that. You make shirts from it. That’s what we wore. 
Blouses, blouses from help; there was no clothing to buy.

The given narrative fragments clearly indicate the link between clothing and the 
standard of living during the period that the participants spoke about; it is not only a 
matter of poverty but also the geographic distance from larger towns where it would 
be possible to buy clothing. The pieces of clothing that they mention are made out 
of hemp – men’s shirts, pants, drawers, cloves, and women’s skirts, shirts and blous-
es – indicate a traditional and simple way of dressing.

Clothing made out of bought cloth, cotton for example, was extremely rare. 
Store-bought clothing and clothing made out of bought cloth represented a great 
rarity and was worn only on special occasions, e.g. at dances, celebrations, fairs:

(7) What you bought you saved for the fair. There, when you went to a dance, 
when you went to a celebration, you would dress up, for the fair – otherwise you 
would wear a hemp shirt.

Significant social changes in life, such as leaving the village for the city, in order to 
go to school, were marked by the procurement of new ‘appropriate’ clothing. Dur-
ing the period after the war the clothing for ‘village needs’ was partially homemade, 
and partially the most modest products on offer were purchased (rubber opanci, 
cheap textile):

(8) In eighth grade of primary school I wore hemp skirts, and then I had a blouse 
made out of porhet (a type of industrially produced fabric), a wool bodice, rubber 
sandals and wool socks. That is how I went to school. It was like that until I went 
to Niš to secondary economics school; that’s when they bought me something 
nice to wear.

The following example:

(9) A man went somewhere far away, bought scarves, and gave my mother one 
scarf. I don’t know how much she paid him.
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indicates that traditional compulsory women’s garment – the scarf, was bought 
‘somewhere far away’, that it represented a great treasure, was brought in small 
quantities and that what was surely a significant sum of money was spent on it. This 
example certainly talks about a scarf that was used on formal occasions, and not for 
everyday chores.

The shift from homemade hemp clothing to store-bought clothes indicates a 
change in the standard of living which could have occurred under the influence of 
improved economic situations in rural households, but also through changes of social 
conditions: the opening of shops in the villages, the appearance of different types of 
fabrics in the local market and the emergence of trained seamstresses/tailors:

(10) It was only then that we started buying clothes. When I started school, in 
’61-’62, that was when we started buying clothes. A small shop opened up in the 
village, then another shop, and they sold fabric for clothes; then seamstresses ap-
peared, and then clothes were made. We dressed differently then. 

 
In the narratives, clothing, as a visual symbol of personal wealth and social status, 
serve as an illustration for establishing difference between the former and the pres-
ent standard of living: today only ready-made clothes are worn, and it used to be that 
clothing was entirely produced at home, in a lengthy technological process which in 
the narrative is commonly reduced simply to ‘spinning’ and ‘weaving’:

(11) Life was different back then: deprivation, poverty, destitution. It’s a bit dif-
ferent now. Although it’s not very good now either, but it is still better than it was 
back then. Now we wear store-bought clothes, pants, blouses, shirts, and it used 
to be that clothing was made out of hemp, grandmothers spun, wove hemp, linen.

The ready availability of finished clothing garments led to changes of the system of 
values; today mere ownership of clothes is no longer a sign of economic prosperity:

(12) And now I have clothes. My niece is in France; she brings them for me. She 
also brings them for her mother, but she also brings them for me.
 

The narrative on the topic of clothes then and now (as a marker of social status) as 
a rule includes remarks about the change in the material value of the clothes them-
selves; while implicitly suggesting through the narrative that it was once a great 



BETWEEN THE WORLDS: PEOPLE, SPACES AND RITUALS

166 

pleasure, joy, but also privilege to buy an article of clothing, on the other hand today 
the value of clothes is measured by the brand. In the following fragment of the nar-
ratives about the value of contemporary clothes it is still unclear what ‘branded’ and 
‘our clothes’ mean specifically to our participant:

(13) When I went to Niš to secondary economics school; that’s when they bought 
me something nice to wear. Just this morning I told my granddaughter “You won’t 
buy our clothing, you want branded”.

In addition to relationship between clothing and the standard of living of the period 
discussed by the participants, poverty, the lengthy process of growing and processing 
hemp and producing hemp cloth, traditional and simple clothing, as well as changes 
of the value system, the given narrative fragments clearly point to the significance of 
hemp in the life of rural communities. The given fragments are contradicted by the 
narrative fragments that unequivocally point out the current perception of the hemp 
plant, which has been changed under the influence of television and print media. 

Hemp today: ‘They say it’s a drug’
The study has shown that the stigmatization of hemp today has reached even the 
most remote villages in Eastern Serbia. The belief that hemp is a narcotic is most 
likely transmitted via television and print media, in addition to the fact that most res-
idents spend at least part of the year in the city. It is possible that they also get infor-
mation from their children, who are certainly informed about current social process-
es and views. Wilson, Wallace and Farrington (2015) point out that communications 
technologies, especially the internet and social networks overcome geographical 
barriers, remote rural regions, and allow for isolated and dispersed individuals to 
connect. Bearing in mind the age of the participants in the field research in villages 
in Eastern Serbia, the function of connecting and distributing information is mainly 
performed by state television. In recent years local television stations have been 
broadcasting their programs on the Internet, which is unavailable to the participants.

In nearly every conversation the mention of hemp is accompanied by the com-
ment that it is a narcotic, which the participants label using the general term drug:

(14) Do you know what hemp is? (Mhm.) Now they say that hemp is a drug. What 
drug? When you drink it perhaps it is a drug. The hemp crnka has a seed.
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(15) It used to be, child, there was nothing to buy, so we made shirts from hemp, 
and skirts from hemp. And now they say that it is a drug. It didn’t do us any harm 
(…) We only wore clothes from hemp cloth, and now they say that we shouldn’t 
plant it, that there is drugs in that. That’s a different weed, it’s not this hemp. It 
didn’t do us any harm.

(16) So we planted hemp. Now they say that it is a drug. And they don’t allow you 
to plant it, to sow hemp.

(17) Child, it was used to weave cloth for shirts, pants, men’s drawers. It was 
made. And now they say that it is a drug. 

The more precise term marijuana is also familiar to some of the participants. The 
use of the specific term can be explained by the fact that participants in following 
examples (18, 19) have had secondary education, in one of the nearby cities – Kn-
jaževac or Niš, or absorption of the term frequently used by the media.

(18) I see that now they make marijuana, drugs, from hemp. Well, perhaps it is not 
the same, but it is similar; I see it on television.

(19) I explain to my grandson “Do you know what hemp cloth is?” He says “I 
know”. I tell him “You plant hemp. Now they would say that it is marijuana”.

Only one participant used the term poison, certainly to indicate the term drug:

(20) When I was little, my grandmother planted hemp. We call it hemp, it is what 
they now say is used to produce poisons, what children drink, poisoning them-
selves.

With the exception of the last one, all the listed examples use a new, learned term, 
most commonly without naming the source of the information: it is an unnamed au-
thority, the ‘unnamed them’, very rarely explicitly stating that the information was 
obtained through electronic media, such as ‘I see it on television’. The information 
is clearly located in the present: ‘they now say’, ‘now they would say’, ‘now they 
make’, etc.
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In some narratives there is a noted attempt to defend one’s own experience, 
an attempt to rationalize and explain that it is a different plant, ‘That’s a different 
weed, its’ not this hemp. It didn’t do us any harm’. The possibility is left open of a 
different use than to the traditional one – that hemp as a drink could in fact have a 
psychoactive effect, ‘When you drink it perhaps it is a drug’. One of the two varie-
ties of hemp that was planted, crnka, has a seed; this seed might perhaps have psy-
choactive effects. One example, where the identity of local hemp and the plant that 
has psychoactive effects is relativized, claiming television to be the authority for the 
truthfulness of the information: ‘Well, perhaps it is not the same, but it is similar; I 
see it on television’.

The participants are aware of the fact that growing hemp for home use is prohib-
ited today and this is stated explicitly in the narratives:

(21) Now they say that it is a drug. And they don’t allow you to plant it, to sow 
hemp; We only wore clothes from hemp cloth, and now they say that we shouldn’t 
plant it, that there is drugs in that.

It is pointed out that the continuity of growing and the technology of processing 
hemp has definitely been interrupt, and that the technological knowledge is no 
longer being passed on to younger generations:

(22) No one plants hemp any more, so youths wouldn’t know how to plant it.

This traditional knowledge today seems so unnecessary and distant to the partici-
pants that they do not even expect the researchers to know what hemp is:

(23) … it used to be that clothing was made out of hemp, grandmothers spun, 
wove hemp, linen. Do you understand what hemp is?

(24) First we ploughed for corn, potatoes, for onions; hemp was planted. Do you 
know what hemp is?

In the given narrative fragments, hemp is called new name (drugs, marijuana, poi-
son) that have been learned through television and print media. The examples also 
point to the participants’ awareness that their traditional knowledge about hemp, its 
growing and processing is completely unneeded and unusable. 
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Conclusion

The anthropological and linguistic field research of the rural communities, carried 
out during the period from 2015 to 2017, incidentally indicated drastic transfor-
mations of rural communities, initiated after the Second World War, through the 
processes of industrialization, urbanization of rural settlements, collectivization of 
private property, and the migration from the villages to the cities.

The process of stigmatization of hemp occurred in parallel with these processes, 
through its association with the plant of the same botanical name, Cannabis sativa 
L., whose variants have psychoactive characteristics. International law, with which 
national legislation is harmonized, prohibits and/or limits the growing and processing 
of hemp, i.e. stipulates strict terms under which hemp may be grown and processes. 
The residents of rural communities in the researched part of Eastern Serbia (although 
not limited solely to this area) today cannot meet the stipulated terms and conditions, 
therefore hemp, as a textile plant for private use, is disappearing from small farm-
steads, but continues to exist as an industrial plant on large agricultural estates.

Hemp and its products have disappeared from the researched rural communities 
also as a realia, and together with it the technological knowledge about growing and 
processing it remains only at the level of the recollection of the elderly population. 
The nostalgic memories of the ‘toil’ linked to the manufacture of the locally repre-
sentative clothing (as well as other household textile items) seems ridiculous to the 
descendants of participants, just as there is a noticeable irritation of the older gen-
eration by the ostentation of young people regarding the quantity and their attitude 
towards garments. However, the memory of hemp today is being restored according 
to a new model, which can overcome the generation gap, traditional knowledge 
about the ‘unusual’ characteristics of hemp can be a challenge to young generations 
that grew up in the city.

Hemp is only one of the elements that have lost their former significance to the 
people from the villages in Eastern Serbia, under the influence of socioeconomic 
and legal factors. Similar fates have befallen all other elements of traditional home-
made textile manufacture, such as wool, linen, silk farming, processing rawhide, 
and together with them has led to the disappearance of nearly all linked traditional 
knowledges and crafts. The revaluation of the handmade products and ‘homemade 
production’, including ‘women’s’ textile products, is gaining a new place with the 
contemporary branding of ‘ethnic’ products. 
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SOME ASPECTS OF EVERYDAY HYGIENE OF 
CHRISTIANS AND SUNNI MUSLIMS IN BULGARIA – 

‘CLASH’ OF TWO RELIGIOUS AND CULTURAL SYSTEMS

Iliyana Gancheva

Abstract:  The concept of hygiene of any society is one of the most important indications 
that emphasizes its ethnic and/or religious affiliation, regardless of the stage of historical 
development. Centuries of coexistence between Christians and Muslims in Bulgarian lands 
determines their continuous interaction in all areas of folk culture. This study however, pre-
sents those aspects of hygiene in which they are completely different and even contradict 
each other. On one hand, this is the role of hygiene as ethnic-differentiating and confessional 
feature that puts visible and conditional boundaries between ‘own’ and ‘foreign’. On the 
other hand, it is the role of hygiene as worldview idea. The chronological frames of the 
investigated period covering the end of the 19th − mid 20th century with the range of investi-
gation only the rural areas.
Keywords: Christians, Sunni Muslims, hygiene, purity, religion, folk culture, traditional 
society, everyday life

Introduction

Everyday hygiene is an integral part of the folk culture of any society, regardless of 
its ethnicity, religion, social characteristics and historical development. The habits, 
practices and attitude to the hygiene in all its manifestations are cultural phenome-
non which is a product of the specific historical age where exist. As a behavioral and 
mental stereotype, this phenomenon follows the norms of modernization changes 
in the culture as a whole, so it should be considered not permanent but a changing 
dimension over the years. 

The chronological frames of the investigated period in the study cover the end 
of the 19th – mid-20th century with the range of investigation only the rural areas. 
During this period the whole rural society in Bulgaria was characterized by a com-
mon picture of poor daily personal hygiene. The reasons for this were numerous. 
Firstly, any traditional society more or less looked at washing as an unnecessary 
health risk. The naked body was something shameful and vulnerable which must be 
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well-covered, so as to be kept safe both from climatic conditions and from human 
temptations. Secondly, only something that gets polluted should be often washed – 
hands, feet, face, ears, hair. The body, wrapped in the garment, has no visible trac-
es of dirt and therefore does not need to be washed frequently (Gavrilova, 1999: 
174−175). It is a fact that during the period under review with the restoration of Bul-
garian statehood, the foundations of modern hygiene and medicine in Bulgaria were 
laid and gradually the traditional beliefs and ideas began to fade. Initially, Russian 
experience was followed, and then the achievements of Western medical systems 
were taken over (Kotseva, 2012: 26). In this way, new legislation was created in all 
spheres of social life, including sanitary organization of Bulgaria. It is also a fact, 
however, that this was a difficult, slow, uneven and chaotic process of new hygienic 
norms, which continued even in the second half of the 20th century, because of the 
numerous reasons: incomprehensibility of the new normative system by the pop-
ulation; demographic and organizational chaos as a result of the two Balkans and 
the two World Wars in the first half of the 20th century; significant difference in the 
modernization of hygiene practices according to the indications city / village and 
public / home hygiene. In the urban environment, as well as in the public space, the 
modernization processes were going much more intense. The traditional notions of 
cleanliness and hygiene can not be easily changed in the enclosed space of the coun-
try house. That is why they resisted of the invading modernization and remained 
almost unchanged until the end of the period under consideration.

This article presents traditional ideas about the hygiene of the Bulgarian Оrtho-
dox Christians and Sunni Muslims50 in physical and moral aspects in the sphere of 
everyday life. Centuries of coexistence between Christians and Muslims on Bulgar-
ian land determines their continuous interaction in all areas of folk culture. In this 
study however, those aspects of hygiene in which they are completely different and 
even contradict each other are discussed. Over the period under consideration, the 
reasons for this are determined by several factors:

1. Hygiene and more precisely the notions of bodily purity along with olfactory 
indications, had the function of ethnic-differentiation and confessional feature and 

50 Sunni Islam is one of the two main branches of Islam, commonly described as Orthodox, with 
about 90% of all Muslims worldwide. The name ‘Sunni Muslimsʼ comes from the fact that they rec-
ognize and attach special importance to the Holy Scriptures – Sunnah. The majority of Muslims in 
Bulgaria are also Sunni and include the most of the Turks, Tatars, Circassians, Bulgarian Muslims 
(Pomaks) and a large number of Gypsies. Based on published and field materials, the article discusses 
issues related only to Turks in the Bulgarian rural areas.
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served as a cultural stereotype of differentiation from the ‘other’, ‘foreign’ (Kotse-
va, 2012: 200). Thus, the hygiene was a symbolic expression of certain ideas in the 
dynamics of interethnic and religious relationships and put visible and conditional 
boundaries between ‘own’ and ‘foreign’. 

2. The daily hygiene in its two basic manifestations, of the body and home, was 
defined and imposed by different principles and worldviews. They had determined 
the different attitude towards it. For Bulgarian Christians, the hygiene went hand in 
hand with mythology and even depended on it. It was strictly regulated by stronger 
constraints imposed by patriarchal morality – prohibitions and beliefs related to cer-
tain days or periods of the year; the idea for the water that comes into contact with 
the human body; the employment of the peasant population related to the specificity 
of agricultural primitive labor; the sense of shame; lack of resources, etc. These fac-
tors had been particularly active in the rural environment by the middle of the 20th 
century. The bodily dimensions of the ethnic in the Bulgarians were related to the 
rites of transition i.e. they were related to the essential moments of the individual’s 
life and socialization. Hence bathing was more like a ritual in the festive system 
rather than as a hygienic norm. Unlike Bulgarian Christians, for whom hygiene 
went along with the beliefs and ideas, for Sunni Muslims, the hygiene was subject 
to Islamic religious principles that showed extreme endurance. Thus, the hygiene 
acquired other dimensions and was influenced by religion, which determines and 
imposes standards of behavior related to hygiene practices. The everyday and ritual 
hygiene of Sunni Muslims was associated to a number of prohibitions and obliga-
tions which were strictly regulated by the Islamic canon. They are imposed upon 
both the Holy Scriptures of Muslims – the Qur’an and the Sunnah51 in the form of 
absolutely required or recommended moral teachings. In the space of the home, the 
population developed or to a certain extent changed the canonical prototype of these 
rules, adding them with non-religious elements, thus turning them into a complex 
mix of traditional religious-pagan practices (so-called ‘folk Islamʼ).

The exposed factors determine the ethnic differences in the understanding of 
purity (physical and spiritual) and the ‘clash’ of Christians and Sunni Muslims in the 
field of everyday hygiene on two levels: body and home. 

51 Sunnah is consists of stories about the deeds., words and intentions of the Prophet Mohammed, 
called hadiths, which are recommended every Muslim to follow. 
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Bodily aspects of everyday hygiene

The bodily (physical) recognition of ethnicity of Christians and Sunni Muslims was 
rooted in practices with hair, nails, beard and moustache, where the clash on the 
level of religion, ethnicity, culture, mythology, gave rise to radically opposite con-
ceptions and practices. Everyday body hygiene for Sunni Muslims is determined 
by an absolute and mandatory religious requirement for hair removal in ‘shameful 
places’ and armpits, cutting the nails, reducing the moustache but having a beard, 
cleaning teeth and nose, and washing after going to the toilet. These hygienic in-
structions were perceived as rules of cleanliness and distinction by non-Muslims. 
Listed canonical requirements for personal cleanliness and hygiene related to it are 
transmitted in religious sources. Information about them comes from Sunnah, where 
they are handed over in the form of hygiene instructions. 

In the folk tradition of Bulgarian Christians, the condition of the hair, beard and 
moustache was subject to certain cultural, but not religious norms to the extent that 
they became a code of age and social status, a sign of the position of the person 
in the social hierarchy, an ethnic and a confessional distinction. Hair braiding and 
shaving the beard were some of the sacred actions within the ritual of changing 
the social status and in the ritual texts of Bulgarian folklore, the hair, beard and 
moustache were marked with the highest degree of sacredness. Attitude to nails also 
brought different information based on the mythology of everyday life.

The ethnographic information shows that depending on age and gender there 
were specific methods of hygiene for children, women and men. In the first half of 
the 20th century, they preserved their traditional character in a rural setting. If we 
have to make sexual differentiation, the indisputable fact is that women were dis-
tinguished by greater cleanliness than men. The advantage of women, undoubtedly 
was due to their desire to be beautiful, to the care for maintaining long hair, and also 
of care related to food preparation and childcare. Several ways of caring for female 
hair were implemented both from Christianity and Muslim women: a method for 
washing it in order to keep it soft and shiny, means of enhancing hair growth and 
stopping hair loss, as well as means for the acquisition of a desired colour. Mainly 
herbs were used and less often products of animal origin or mineral substances. 
They were all prepared at home by women. 

However, unlike the Christians which were covered their hair when they be-
came married, the period for Muslim women was earlier. The Muslim woman put a 
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headscarf around her 12th year or when her first menstruation came and she began to 
show female beauty. In the folk culture according to informants’ statements the cov-
ering of the head was symbolic – as a sign that the girl could already conceive i.e. 
acquired marriage status. According to a Turkish folk belief, no single hair should 
be visible from the woman’s hair otherwise any such a hair will turn into a snake 
after her death and will drink her eyes.

The condition for veiling the woman is essentially canonical and it is recognized 
as a sign of the moral purity, chastity and decency of the Muslim woman. However, 
it is not something original in Islam, although it is elevated as an absolute require-
ment of Allah. Since Antiquity, there was a custom about covering the woman’s 
body from head to feet. At that time the veil was perceived as a sign of the social 
status of the woman and served as a marker for belonging to the upper social class. 
In the pre-Islamic pagan epoch, as well as Early Islamic years in Arabia, veiling was 
also perceived as a privilege of noble women. It was a social sign of a free Muslim 
woman: she has emphasized her status as a respectable woman in the higher society, 
while women from lower social stratum (especially the female concubines) have 
appeared in public places freely without being veiled. 

Revelation was received from the Prophet Mohammed around the years 626-
627, according to which not only women close to him, but also women of all Mus-
lim believers, must be covered in order to be distinguished and protected from bit-
terness in public places:

O Prophet! Tell your wives and your daughters, and the women of the believers, 
that they should pull down upon them of their outer cloaks from their heads over 
their faces. That is more likely that they may thus be recognized and not molested. 
Allah is most forgiving and Merciful! (The Holy Qur’an, Sura 33 Verse 59).

Sunnah also regulates this rule. There is a hadith from A’iṣa, which conveys the 
words of Mohammed: ‘Allah will not accept the prayer of a mature woman if she 
does not wear a covering on her head’ (Evstatieva, 2016: 52). 

Unclear about the concepts of ‘female cover’ used in the sacred Islamic texts 
gives rise to different interpretations of the implementation of Islamic law about 
what kind exactly and in what context must be female cover. The main Islamic 
religious schools reached a consensus that, in the clothing of the Muslim woman is 
allowed to leave open faces and hands to the wrists and according to some interpret-
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ers, the feet, and necessarily the garment should be wide so as not to shape the body. 
Moreover, the clothes should not be gauzy and reveal what is below them.

By the end of the 19th century, with the collapse of the Ottoman Empire, strug-
gles between religious traditionalism and the proponents of social modernization 
and religious reforms began. As a result, during the first decades of the 20th century, 
there was a process of ‘unraveling’, oriented towards modernity and breaking away 
from tradition. By a law of 1925 in the newly-emerged state of Turkey, it is forbid-
den for men to wear the traditional fez52, and women are encouraged to completely 
remove the headscarves and to dress in a Western pattern. It should be noted, how-
ever, that in the Muslim world, this process takes place gradually and voluntarily, 
as an expression of women’s self-conscious striving for a more active role in public 
life. The complete covering of the female body has begun to be perceived as a 
cultural custom, instead as a religious norm. Finally, today the veil has become a 
fashion accessory with great market potential as part of a modern Islamic fashion. 
The Islamic veil in the world of fashion is trying to present a new vision of a stylish 
and spectacular Muslim woman (Evstatieva, 2016: 304).

What is the situation in Bulgaria? The wide top clothes, headscarf and veil 
(feredje, yashmak, burka, hijab, niqab, jilbab) were common for the female body 
until the early 1970s especially in the most Muslim-concentrated areas as the Rho-
dope Mountains. Exceptions to this practice are made only by individual young 
women who have received higher education and qualifications in the country. After 
removal of the veil53, a complex and dynamic process of mastering the contempo-
rary women’s clothing began. This process was most difficult for women without 
education with low labor classification. In this group, veiling was initially replaced 
with long dresses, and on them one-color light mackintoshes, and the head covered 
with a headscarf.

By its very nature, the female veiling in Islam like a requirement for ‘moral’ 
purity has two main aspects. On one hand, the preservation of female chastity and 
spiritual purity is observed, i.e. ‘there are no bad thoughts to her’. On the other hand, 
the preservation of the chastity of the man is observed, as the woman is a symbol 
of the sexuality in the highest degree. If a man looks at a woman accidentally, there 
may be come desirable and ‘unclean’ thoughts, and thus his body and soul are pol-

52 Traditional red hat with a black tassel on top, worn by men and typical of the Ottoman times.
53 Imposed by the state policy of the Communist authorities at that time.
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luted. Apparently, the idea is considered to be itself a ‘dirty’ action. For example, if 
this happens, when the man has taken an abdest54 (ritual washing before prayer) and 
goes to prayer, his abdest is instantly spoiled, i.e. he loses his purity and needs to 
renew it. Therefore, men and women pray separately in the mosque; during the wed-
ding, funeral or memorial, women also stand separate from men (Elchinova, 1995: 
52). My fieldwork among Sunni Muslims (Turks) shows that Muslims realized, ac-
cepted and applied these aspects in their everyday culture, even in the second half 
of the 20th century. The prescriptions and prohibitions relating to the female body 
point to the following interpretation: the woman is the epitome of a carnal sin, she 
is a temptation for violating the mental and physical purity. The rules for hiding the 
female body – once in clothing and the second time in the home – emphasize its 
synonymity with the notions of ‘nudity’ and ‘sin’. Men and woman live in different 
social worlds. Only within the household do the two worlds touch closely, and even 
here the separateness of the sexes in the society at large affects individual relations 
between them (Stirling, 1965: 112). Outside the home, in publicity, female veiling 
is perceived as a means, even an institution for the promotion and maintenance of 
strict gender boundaries, as a moral label for relations between men and women in 
public places, as a social control system.

An exception to these rules are elderly women. The canonical instructions for 
their covering are not so strict, but it is still advisable that they continue to practice 
it for the rest of their lives: 

As to elderly women, who have no desire for marriage – there is no blame on 
them if they lay aside their outer clothing without displaying their beauty. But to 
abstain from that is even better for them. And Allah is All-hearing, All-knowing 
(The Holy Qur’an, Sura 24 Verse 60). 

Bulgarian folk culture accepted hair (or hairs) as relevant to human life, equivalents 
of human nature, and hairstyle appeared as a language of the body. For the Bulgari-
an-Christian, from the whole body, hair has been the subject of hygiene practices and 
care to the greatest extent. According to folk believes, the hair is a synonym of fem-

54 Abdest in Arabic means enlightenment, clarity, purity, and Islamic law defines the abdest as wash-
ing parts of the body, especially those that are not covered and most easily pollute – hands, mouth, 
nose, face and legs, in order fulfillment of religious obligations. This is done in a strictly defined order, 
keeping the sequence washing to start with the right side of the body (Amir, 2010: 8).
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ininity and potential fertility at the highest degree, and therefore special cares were 
taken for keeping it clean while the woman is maiden. Throughout ethnic territory, 
maidens were identified by their open hair and hairstyles of numerous plaits. They 
were complicated, difficult to execute, and had the character of a clearly visible sign 
with a communicative function – that the girl entered the marriage age. Through 
density, volume and length of her hair, the maiden was demonstrating sexual force, 
so beautiful hair is among one of the main features on which a future bride is cho-
sen (Ganeva, 2003: 126) and the head was covered after the marriage. Maidens did 
not rely only on natural features in the presentation of their hair-sign. They used to 
attach additional plaits from the hair that had fallen off during the combing (fallen 
hairs was necessarily stored55) or equivalent to them textile decorations, ribbons, 
coins, beads, bird feathers. They highlighted and increased the volume (respectively 
power) of the hair indicating the potency of the maiden (Ganeva, 2003: 130). In its 
entirety, the maiden’s hair and its accessories were impressed by the abundance of 
attached apotropaic objects. Thus, semantically, the exposed female hair was asso-
ciated with sexual power and continuation of the genus.

Long hair was considered good luck. It was plaited into a special hair-do which 
was such a complex phenomenon, equivalent to work of art. Orderly hair was not 
only part of the ideal of female beauty, but also a common way to keep a woman’s 
head combed in the ‘traditionalʼ fashion. Unplaited hair must be hidden from the 
others. It belongs to another world – the night, the death. It was believed that the 
long unplaited (sometimes dirty) hair is an attribute of female demonic characters 
like woodland fairies, bad fairies, and the demons of diseases – Pox and Plague. 
They signalled their unusual, supernatural and deadly nature.

The privilege of the maiden to have uncovered hair (to be looked at) and a total 
ban on such an action for married women was defined as a major sign of marital 
status for the Bulgarian-Christian (Ganeva, 2003: 126). The woman underwent a 
ritual of headscarfing at the wedding, and from this moment she always walked 
with covered hair. The uncovered married woman was considered to be a naked 
and polluted woman, and her appearance was considered to be the greatest shame. 
It was believed that the violation of this norm of conduct has had negative conse-
quences for the home and the harvest (Nikolova, 2008: 240). According to popular 

55 The interpretation of the hairs as focus of power – physical, magical, erotic found its confirmation 
in the requirement that the fallen hairs should be collected.
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law, the removal of a woman’s headscarf from a man was considered the biggest 
crime, equivalent to her abduction. If the father-in-law or the brother-in-law saw 
the woman without headscarf, she bent down her head shyly. She hastened to kiss 
their hands, praying for forgiveness or covering her hair with an apron (Bancheva, 
1995: 91). Putting on a headscarf like an important element of the married woman’s 
costume, and apart from revealing her status, was also a sign of her belonging to a 
community − ethnic or confessional.

It is interesting to be noted that headscarfing as a religious requirement also 
exists in Christianity, established as a canonical rule of the Church in the 4th century 
thereafter at the Sixth Ecumenical Council (681). As a result, the covering of the 
woman’s head, but only during a Christian worship in the temple, was established 
for all women: virgins, married women and widows (Evstatieva, 2016: 31).

Hairstyle and hair covering for Christians and Muslims, as part of daily hy-
giene (physical and moral) have defined social roles, given signals of duty, and so 
regulated the circle of social relationships. The Muslim girl was covered when she 
entered the marriage age, which is a religious requirement for moral purity. The very 
opposite Christian girl designated and communicated her belonging to the group of 
ready to be married through specific hair styling which immediately distinguished 
her from podevkite (girls who has not reached marriage age), and the headscarf was 
the social mark of the married woman.

Another aspect of female hygiene is related to the nails. For both Christians and 
Muslims, cutting the nails was an important element in maintaining body cleanli-
ness, because long nails were considered to be unclean. The nails were cut with a 
knife, scissors or sharpener, but often they broke off during any work in the fields. 
The long nails (manicure) of women over the period under review was severely 
condemned. For Muslims, the nail cutting is a canonical requirement from Sunnah 
and having long nails first was an action aimed at a change in the original outward 
appearance with which ‘Allah has given us’ and second, this was a sign of imitation 
of non-Muslims. For the Bulgarian-Christian, the long nails were also taboo during 
this period, but this ban was conceived mythologically – long nails were an attribute 
of the chthonic demons (vampires, werewolfs) and of diseases like Plague and Pox 
personified by female images. 

In the Bulgarian Christian folklore culture, the mythological notions of the ac-
tions related to the maintenance of well-cut nails are expressed in the following 
beliefs. In the afterlife, the deceased is required to present his cut nails. That is why 
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they are placed in the girdle, in the bosom, or blow on them and throw out them one 
by one behind the back, believing that they follow the person throughout his life and 
even in the afterlife. The one who tosses his nails indiscriminately in the Otherworld 
will be sent to seek and collect them. The cut and gathered nails there will become 
stones that Christians will defend against the Turks or will help the soul in passing 
the trials. The souls will pass over the deep waters, and those who put their nails in 
the girdle will sink to the girdle, those who put them in the shoes will sink to the 
ankle and those who threw them indiscriminately will bend down to collect them 
and will sink entirely into the water (Vasileva, 2008a: 590–591). 

In connection with male hygiene, extra care was taken for the beard and mous-
tache. The special importance that Muslims and Christians attribute to them as a 
body code in the patriarchal society requires particular attention. For Muslims, hav-
ing a beard and reducing the moustache is also a hygienic instruction from Sunnah. 
The tradition had developed this precept and made it an indispensable part of daily 
man’s hygiene. The ‘short’ moustache was strictly observed, whereas for the beard 
the information is contradictory and depends on the degree of religious knowledge 
and the adherence to the canon. 

As early as the Ottoman period, the beard was respected in the East, while in 
the Western European world it was not given much attention and often considered 
as superfluous. Thus, growing a beard was also a sign of ethnic and confessional 
diversity. Evidence of the great esteem in which it was held in the Oriental world is 
the fact that there was no worse way to offend a person than if his beard was abused. 
Respect for the beard came to the point of giving it a sacred character. For this rea-
son, when someone started to grow a beard, he invited friends and this event was 
marked with special prayers (Osman bey, 1992: 200). The first barber of the Sultan 
was considered one of his most important courtiers.

Unlike the Muslims, Bulgarian Christians shaved regularly, did not let their 
beards grow, but grew a moustache as a sign of manhood and sexual activity. Aside 
from not shaving, a moustache was also rarely cut reinforcing the outward trait 
of masculinity. In the past, men have sworn on their mоustaches when they were 
improperly accused: ‘Let be shaved my moustache if I have done this and that’. 
The man in adulthood was trimmed, shaved, with moustache and with a cap on his 
head. Any diversion from these norms had signaled an abnormal life situation, such 
as mourning, when he was always unshaven and bareheaded (Ganeva, 2003: 237).
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Growing a beard for Bulgarian Christians was a sign of old age (i.e. wisdom) 
or mourning. The end of the reproductive capabilities of man was marked by grow-
ing a beard that most clearly showed his position outside the group of the sexually 
active men. The ritual first shave of the groom was taken as a sign of the beginning 
of the sexual life of the family man, so it was never done before marriage, and the 
exhaustion of ‘male power’ was marked by growing a long beard. Thus, by shaving, 
the man was able to show empathy to the group of the most active men, to whom the 
bachelors and elders (still and no longer) did not belong. Shaving has been involved 
in rites of transition from one social being to another, from adolescence to courage 
and from sexual activity to old passivity. Furthermore, as a symbol the beard was 
an essential element of Bulgarian popular mythology, as it was considered a very 
important attribute in making charms.

Home aspects of everyday hygiene

Over the period under consideration, ethnicity and the different hygienic reasoning 
also affected certain features in the shaping of the living space that distinguishes the 
rural Muslim and Christian houses. As a whole the living space, design and furnish-
ings of the both of them were identical. The hallmarks of the Muslim house were 
two basic aspects of daily hygiene – the presence of a home bath (hammam) and 
a clay or metal container (ibrik56) in the toilet with wash water. These main distin-
guishing features, although part of the living space, speak of significant differences 
between Muslims and Christians related to body hygiene rather than home hygiene. 
The first key concept, which describes the body in the culture of Sunni Muslims, is 
the notion of purity. Physical purity is a condition and synonym for moral purity. 
Water and prayer are universal ‘cleaning’ devices, both also irrevocably linked – 
one cannot pray without first having an abdest i.e. ritual washing (Elchinova, 1995: 
44). Islam instructs its followers to pray individually or jointly five times a day, 
observing obligatory ritual purity. This comes from the fact that one of the basic 
principles and doctrinal foundations of Islam laid down in the Qur’an and Sunnah 
in terms of bodily and spiritual hygiene is that ‘cleanliness is half the faith’. Thus, 
the hygiene becomes a fundamental religious duty of the faithful Muslim, regulating 

56 From Arabic – container for liquids.
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both ritual and everyday life, and performance of ritual washing before prayer is 
treated as a cleansing of sins:

When the Muslims performs a ritual washing and washes their faces with the 
water they wash out any sin, made with a sight; when they wash their hands, with 
the water they wash out any sin done with a touch, when they wash their feet, 
they wash out any sin done while walking, until finally they are clean of their sins 
(hadith with prime source Abu Huraira, narrated by Muslim) (An-Nauaui, 2015: 
63-64).

O ye who believe! When you stand up for Prayer, wash your faces, and your hands 
up to the elbows, and pass your (wet) hands over your heads, and wash your feet 
to the ankles. And if you be unclean purify yourselves (by bathing) …Allah does 
not want to place a burden on you, but He wants to purify you and to complete 
His favour to you that you may be grateful (The Holy Qur’an, Sura 5 Verse 6).

During the period under consideration, even if it was not imposed by folk or reli-
gious norms, as a practical hygienic necessity both Christians and Muslims bathed 
their bodies once a week. Religious sources and empirical observations of Muslims 
lead only to two cases that was explicitly mentioned the removal of ‘unpleasant’ 
odors from the body – for men when they go to the mosque, and for women – when 
they ‘come together’ with their husbands. For Christians in both genders, it was 
mandatory on Sunday when they went to church, but often the hygiene of the body 
was primarily a weekly change of clothes. 

For Muslims bathing was done in the home bath (hammam). Usually the ham-
mam was located in one corner of the room that was used for two of the bathroom 
walls. The other two walls were made of adobe or wooden beams. Two methods were 
provided for the drainage of the water – one made an improvised passage through the 
wall by which the water drained into a hole dug outside.57 In the second less known 
option, the water was allowed to absorb directly into the floor, made of soil. Inside the 
hammam there was a large clay jar (hazne, azine) in which bathing water was warmed 
(Marinov, 1956: 245). In other cases, the water was warmed outside the bath and then 
added. These home hamams were out of use in the late 1960s and 1970s.

57 According to informants there were 3 coals in that water because it is considered dirty and inhab-
ited by evil demons, and the fire (the coals) ‘chase the devilsʼ.
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After the Restoration of the Bulgarian State in 1878 and the emigration of a 
considerable number of Turkish families, their homes were taken by Bulgarians, but 
they rarely used their bathes. At home, the Bulgarian Christians bathed in a wooden 
trough, during the winter – in the barn or in the cellar, and the summer – behind the 
house in an enclosed corner of the yard. Perceiving the bathroom as an integral part 
of the Bulgarian house was a slow process. Not only the lack of a water supply and 
sewage network but mostly the traditional attitude to bathing had been important. It 
has traditionally been considered an unnecessary luxury and waste of time and often 
dangerous to human health. That is why in the 1930s the construction of bathrooms 
in the houses was viewed with mockery (Kotseva, 2012: 118–119). Moreover, the 
‘mythological’ vision of bathing was complemented by the idea of the water coming 
into contact with the human body, and according to the folk beliefs, taking some of 
its essence. Therefore, it was possible to make spells using this water. For the bath-
ing as a rare phenomenon during this period, the eminent Bulgarian ethnographer 
Dimitar Marinov notes: 

For some people we will not exaggerate if we say that they were bathe only twice 
in their lives: when they are baptized and when they die to be buried. There is 
another third bathing: when is raining during the field work, as they say, forcibly, 
against their will (Marinov, 1901: 111).

It is difficult to be said whether Muslim culture had an impact on body hygiene in 
Christians, or their increasing attention to body purity was a stage in the process of 
modernization in the 20th century. It is a fact, however, that in villages with a mixed 
Christian and Muslim population the availability of public baths (hamams) was de-
termined by the Muslim tradition. In any case, this was the objective prerequisite for 
increasing the personal hygiene of Christians (Kotseva, 2012: 235).

In the traditional culture of both Christians and Muslims, the toilet is impure place, 
inhabited by malicious and supernatural creatures, but the attitude to its substance was 
different. While for the Muslims human urine and excrement were considered to be 
‘heavyʼ dirt, for Bulgarian Christians they were widely used in healing rituals and 
traditional folk medicine (Georgiev, 2007: 211). Thereby the differences were man-
ifested in the traditional understanding of the toilet and the culture of its use from a 
mythological or religious point of view. The Qur’an and the hadiths give very precise 
and detailed instructions for making a toilet rules, ways and means of cleaning after-
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wards. One requirement is the man to urinate squatting so that he does not make dirty 
his body or clothes with urine considered to be a ‘heavyʼ dirt. This fact, illustrating the 
‘pedantic purity of Muslims’ was noted by Western European travelers still in the 16th 
and 17th centuries. They were amazed at how the Turks ‘urinate like women’ and then 
wash their hands and how they swear at a Christian if they see him, ‘peeing against a 
wall and sometimes hitting him because of that dirty act’ (Yezernik, 2013: 41). Pre-
vention of contamination during urination is mandatory because of the hadith which 
says that Mohammed has passed two graves and said: ‘They are tortured. They are 
tortured for something big ... Yes ... It’s large. One of them was slander, and the other 
did not protect himself from his urine’ (hadith with prime source Abdullah ibn Abas, 
narrated by Buhari and Muslim) (Kenan, 2004: 83).

The canonical requirement for obligatory washing after using a toilet always 
resulted in the presence of a clay or metal container (ibrik) with washing water in 
the toilet. Muslim ‘obsession’ about the behavior in the toilet and the requirements 
associated with it had become a subject of mockery and irony on the part of Chris-
tians. For example, among the Christian peoples of the Balkans, the word ‘ibrik’ has 
a condescending, ironic meaning, and the habit of Muslims to ‘urinate as women’ 
squatting to avoid splashing drops of urine on their clothes is perceived mockingly.

Among Bulgarian Christians, there were many prohibitions related to choosing 
a place to urinate, because of the polluted nature of the act − it was not allowed 
towards the sun, on bread crumbs, on water, on graveyards, on a crossroad at night. 
It can be seen that the prohibitions related to both the unclean places associated 
with the presence of creatures of the netherworld, as well as places related to pure 
things – the sun, bread, water (Vasileva, 2008b: 573). As mentioned above, the hu-
man urine was also used in healing rituals. For example, a sick person was treated 
with a human or animal urine to get dirty and to make the dwelling of the disease in 
his body unacceptable (also as a dirty substance). 

Conclusion

Since the middle of the 20th century, hygiene has shown two main trends: narrow-
ing the scope of traditional ideas and beliefs and expanding the preventive hygiene 
practices. Modern beliefs are subordinate to the knowledge of pathogenic organ-
isms. Transmission of bacterial diseases is the great discovery of the 19th century, 
which is the beginning of the most radical revolution in the history of medicine. It 
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changes our lives so much that it is difficult to think of dirt otherwise than in the con-
text of pathogenicity (Douglas, 1966: 57). Regardless of these changes, we should 
not marginalize traditional hygiene from the position of our modern perceptions of 
‘clean’ and ‘unclean’. The hygiene with all its principles and rules, wаs a fundamen-
tal value in the worldview of the traditional societies and today have to be accepted 
as an important cultural phenomenon, which is a product of time. 

The idea of purity as a set of rules is a controversial and complex concept. On 
one hand, it is an excellent set way, as we follow it with a certain self-knowledge. 
The impurity is essentially a disorder, an offense against the order, and its removal 
is a positive effort to organize the environment. Our attitude towards impurity is a 
reaction that condemns every subject, idea, or person that can confuse the order we 
hold. On the other hand, whenever a very strict model of purity is imposed on our 
lives, it is either very inconvenient, or leads to contradiction if strictly followed, and 
to hypocrisy if it is not. This raises the important and interesting question whether 
the population has actually complied with the rules of hygiene behavior described 
in the statement. During the period under review, the rules of conduct formed by the 
community were obligatory according to popular58 (or religious) law, and everyone 
who interfered with them was rejected by society. This means that the rules were 
respected as long as the whole community respected them, and individual choices 
were impossible. As far as religious rules are concerned in a household environ-
ment, they are always subject to some change, due to the inherited pagan practices 
in each religion. Choosing which rules to follow, and how to apply them in the 
second half of the 20th century, depends on the degree of religious awareness and 
ever-increasing individualism in decision-making. On one hand, hygiene manifests 
itself as a dynamic and rapidly evolving system, subject to the ‘laws’ of moderniza-
tion. On the other hand, it shows some conservatism, which is a consequence of the 
extreme persistence of certain religious or traditional norms of behavior.

The concept of hygiene of any society is one of the most important indications 
that emphasizes its ethnic and/or religious affiliation, regardless of the stage of his-
torical development. Ethnic differentiation as a function of the opposition of clean/
unclean is widely known to all nations. The formation of hygienic habits begins 
with the birth of the human and they are modelled according to the rules of the 

58 Popular law, also called unwritten law, common law, folk law, means rules of conduct in tradition-
al societies that the community created and strictly observed. They have no relation to official state law. 
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community. In this way societies build their own identities, defining some social 
groups as ‘dirty’, ‘unclean’ and ‘impure’, labeling them as dishonest or immoral. 
This is very typical for multicultural societies constituting of several cultural or 
ethnic groups. Generally, in the context of traditional thinking in Bulgarian socie-
ty, Christian-Muslim relations, and especially Bulgarian-Turkish, were commonly 
perceived as symbolic expressions of extreme antipodal positions. Traditionally, the 
attitude of Bulgarians towards the hygiene of the Turks has been built for centuries, 
and in most cases it was negative. This attitude was mainly related to the unhygienic 
conditions in public places – Turkish baths and cafes, not accidentally defined by the 
Western travelers as ‘the most important institutions in the life of the Turks’. For the 
old Turkish public baths that existed in a number of cities, the opinion was definitely 
negative – the air was fusty, and the Turks visited them not for purity, but for the 
satisfaction of their ‘oriental keyif’59 – drinking coffee and ‘sherbet’60. The attitude 
of the Bulgarians was condescending even towards to daily washing before prayer: 
this fact was marked as positive, but it was often added that is done in a hurry just 
to make the religious duty or that it is not the result of a sense of purity, but of reli-
gion (Grebenarova, 1999: 91). My field work among Sunni Muslims shows similar 
attitude of the Turks towards the hygiene of Bulgarians and Christians as a whole. 
When it comes to hygiene, especially of the body, they are constantly trying to exalt 
their high degree of cleanliness and hygiene, comparing with Christians: 

We are not like you (Christians). Islamic faith, you should know, it is built on 
purity, it is the most important thing. The Muslim must not come out of the door 
unbathed. This is Muslim tradition.

In the traditional society the higher cleanliness of the Turks is a fact regardless of the 
objective preconditions for this. During the coexistence of Bulgarians and Turks, this 
does not go unnoticed by the Bulgarians. However, the popular appreciation of the 
Bulgarians for this fact is the opposite, ‘They wash more because they are more dirty’ 
(Karamihova, 1995: 266). As a whole, the history shows that in the earlier centuries, 
the Muslim (Eastern) civilization has shown an impressively higher hygienic culture 
than that of Western European Christian civilization. Even Western European travelers 

59 Keyif – from Turkish – enjoyment.
60 Cold non-alcoholic drink, very popular in the Oriental world.
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who went to the lands of the Ottoman Empire were amazed at the ‘meticulous’ purity 
of the Muslims. It is interesting to be note that in the 16th and 17th centuries Western 
European Christian societies were affected by the plague and by a series of contagious 
diseases. People were advised not to wash themselves, because it was believed that 
the baths of water and steam would open the skin to any type of infection. Over these 
centuries, a customary hygienic practice was the ‘dry bath’, which consisted in an 
exchange of dirty laundry with the clean one without bathing (Speltini and Passini, 
2014: 205). While a kind of ‘mental hydrophobia’ has penetrated Europe, in Istanbul 
the great bathing civilization flourished in the same time. 

Despite all those mentioned ethnic differences reflecting a negative assessment 
of the ‘otherʼ, the everyday relations between Bulgarian Christians and other con-
fessional and ethnic groups in Bulgaria are distinguished by tolerance, honesty, mu-
tual respect and mutual help. They are created on the basis of good friendship as a 
result of the common coexistence. These contacts, by recognizing others as different 
through tolerance and dialogue between the Christian and Muslim communities in 
Bulgaria, are called the system of komshuluk. 61 The culture of the komshuluk in 
everyday life, the exchange of ritual food at religious holidays, the sharing of impor-
tance moments to the individual and family, such as birth, marriage, death, created 
a complex system of interrelationships between the communities. They retain their 
distinctiveness and, besides being open to others, as a result of which boundary 
becomes conditional.
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COMMUNAL CELEBRATIONS IN THE LOCAL 
ENVIRONMENT: TRADITIONS AND MODERNITY

Valentina Vasseva 

Abstract: This paper covers a summary of a field observation of the traditional three-day 
fair (panair) in the Bulgarian village of Sklave, Sandanski area during the summer of 2016. 
As the village is considered to be the birthplace of Spartacus, in the last few years a historical 
re-creation of a ‘Roman slave market’ and gladiatorial fights take place on the Saturday of 
the fair (which holds place from Friday to Sunday). According to local legends, in ancient 
times a Roman slave market took place in the area and a Thracian slave from the Medi 
tribe by the name of Spartacus was auctioned and sold. The historical re-enactment during 
the traditional fair in Sklave is part of the strategy to create a tourist brand ‘Birthplace of 
Spartacus’. This is done in hope that through cultural tourism a stream of tourists already 
traditionally visiting the neighboring town of Sandanski for its renowned ancient mineral 
springs will also be attracted to the smaller villages in the area. This strategy aims to spark an 
economical revival of the villages in the area. Notably during the village communal celebra-
tions in Sklave (the three-day fair and the parochial celebration (sabor) many of the locals 
working abroad also travel back to their hometown to take part in the festivities. 
Keywords: historical reenactment, communal celebrations, historical restorations

Introduction 

The region of the Bulgarian town of Sandanski is one of those closely connected 
with the Thracian tribe Medi who inhabited the middle course of the Struma River. 
In 1955, Conrad Tsigler, a professor in Classical philology in Munich, made a criti-
cal reading of Kras’s biography by Plutarch establishing that the leader of the major 
slave uprising Spartacus came originally from the tribe Medi. According to this text, 
in 85-83 BC the Roman military commander Lucius Cornelius Sulla launched sev-
eral campaigns along the course of the Struma River during one of which Spartacus 
was captured and taken to Rome. Prof. Tsigler’s reading provided the ground for 
connecting Sandanski with the name of Spartacus which was widely propagandized 
by local authorities during the period of socialism in order to create interest in cul-
tural-historical heritage of the region. During that period the idea that the Thracian 
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gladiator was either born in one of the villages in the region or at least sold as a 
slave there was promoted by local schools and other regional cultural institutions. 
As an illustration of these ideas his monument was erected in the outskirts of the 
town, near by the Struma motorway. After the collapse of the communist regime, 
the monument was renovated and a tourist complex ’Monument of Spartacus’ was 
built (Komplex Pametnik na Spartak). The popular idea that Spartacus was born 
and sold into bondage at the slave market in the nearby village of Sklave, which is 
located 10 km from Sandanski, has been revitalized and popularized by mass media 
in the last few years.

The fair in the village of Sklave

In the past, Sklave was famous for its three-day fair (panair) in June around the 
Christian holiday of Saint Trinity, when the largest animal market in this part of 
Bulgaria was held. It was known as Turichki Fair (Torichki, Troychki Fair), by the 
name of the church, near which it was held. Today, local institutions’ policies and 
mass media reconstruct this fair as a successor to an antique slave market and as 
the specific market where Spartacus was sold to slavery. In order to revitalize these 
concepts a historical reenactment of gladiatorial fights and a Roman slave market 
were organized in 2014 and 2016 at the Sklave Fair. My observation at the fair 
took place in the summer of 2016, when these historical recreations were held for 
the second time, and in the days after the fair I had the opportunity to talk to the 
boys from the village who took part in the reenactments, to local people from the 
audience and to some officials, participating in the organization of the events. The 
field observations, surveys and interviews provided a good basis for anthropological 
analysis, which first seeks to answer the question of how the cultural heritage in this 
particular region of Bulgaria is used as a resource to develop cultural tourism.

The village of Sklave is one of the bigger settlements in the region of San-
danski, with more than 1600 inhabitants, which has a full-day kindergarten, ’Bra-
tya Miladinovi’ Primary School, ‘St. Kliment Ohridski’ community center, two 
churches – ’St. Spirit’ and ’St. Petka’, an amateur football club ’Spartacus’ and 
several shops. At the primary school in Sklave, children from neighboring villag-
es Spatovo, Hotovo, Zornitsa, Lyubovishte, Laskarevo, Rozhen, Vinogradi and 
the town of Melnik are being trained. According to the Chronicle Book of ‘St. 
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Kliment Ohridski’ community center in the village, the name of the settlement – 
Sklave probably comes either from the word Slavinia or from the name of Despot 
Slav, a medieval ruler on the territory in the southwest of modern Bulgaria, whose 
residence was in the town of Melnik. There is also another legend about the origin 
of the village name, according to which the names of the three neighboring vil-
lages in the vicinity of the town of Sveti Vrach (present-day Sandanski) – Sklave, 
Ladarevo and Laskarevo – come from the names of three brothers – Sklav, Ladar 
and Laskar, tribal leaders of the Slavic cavalry in the Middle Ages (Kanchov, 
1895: 157). Like in the past, today Sklave is extremely popular with its annual 
fair, which according to legends ‘dates back to Roman times as a slave market’. 
Nowadays in order to promote the ancient cultural heritage in the area for the 
purposes of tourism in the public space, it is necessary to deduce the name of the 
village Sklave from the word ‘sclav’ the Latin for ‘slave’. The ancient cultural 
heritage in the region of the town of Sandanski is traditionally associated with the 
Thracian tribe Medi, who inhabited the middle course of the Struma River. Other 
legends and etymologies of the village name suggest its Slavic origin and were 
particularly relevant in the period of socialism due to the political situation at that 
time but they are completely rejected by our contemporaries.

The connection between Thracian cultural heritage in the area of   Sandanski, 
where Spartacus occupies an important place, and the fair in Sklave is one of the 
highlights in the texts on the information plates, put up in the village in 2014 on the 
occasion of the first historical reenactments. The following is written in Bulgarian 
and English: 

Every year in the village of Sklave a fair dating back to Roman times is held. In 
ancient times, it was a slave market, and that is where the name of the village 
comes from, the Latin (and Greek) word meaning “slave”. Today the fair is orga-
nized at the same location as it was in ancient times ... According to the legend 
during the war between the Romans and the Thracian tribe Medi Spartacus was 
captured. Being a prisoner, according to Roman law, he was sold into slavery at 
that market.

In fact, historical information about Sklave Fair dates only from the period between 
the 17th and 18th century when the Ottoman Empire created favourable conditions 
for the development of trade relations. At the same time, the biggest trade center 
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in the region – the town of Melnik – formed and flourished. Through the port of 
Thessaloniki, Melnik joined the European market mainly exporting raw materials 
and importing European luxury goods. During the same period, the so-called ‘Tour-
itsa Fair’ started. It quickly acquired economic importance and due to its favorable 
geographical position was visited by traders not only from the region of Melnik and 
Sveti Vrach, but also from more distant ends. Among them the most important were 
merchants from Nevrokop, Strumica, Seres and Thessaloniki. The goods offered at 
Sklave Fair in the past were the same as those sold at the weekly market in Sveti 
Vrach, so it is regarded as its continuation (Tasev, 2005: 50–52).

More recently, Sklave Fair has been established as one of the largest regional 
animal markets. Such was its trading profile during my observation in 2016. Due to 
the unfavourable economic situation in Bulgaria and the well-known ‘poverty’ of 
contemporary Bulgarians, the Sklave panair was selling mainly different kinds of 
poultry (pigeons, hens, ducks, and turkeys) as well as rabbits, pigs, sheep and goats. 
There was almost no supply of larger animals such as horses and donkeys, cows 
and buffaloes which were sold in the past. Other widespread goods at the fair were 
various tools and handicrafts necessary for raising animals and agricultural crops. 
Stalls offered various cheap goods mainly made in China or Turkey, from toys for 
children and all kinds of clothes and shoes, to articles and home textiles.

Traditionally, the fair is accompanied by a variety of attractions and entertain-
ment for children – roundabouts, carting, Ferris wheel, supplemented these days 
by jumping tramps and inflatable castles. And since the fairground is located next 
to the Sklave Stadium, in recent years, football matches have been included in its 
attractions due to the extreme popularity of football among the young sportsmen in 
the village.

The Roman reenactments in Sklave

The newest and most popular attractions of the day – reenacting a Roman slave 
market and gladiatorial fights – take place on Saturday, when the majority of visitors 
come. They are organized on a specially built in 2014 ‘arena’, which is located on 
the site of the former volleyball court at the upper part of the village where the mar-
ket is held. There are two information boards for the Sandanski Municipality project 
‘Enrichment of a traditional fair in the village of Sklave presenting the Roman reen-
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actments associated with local legends about the Thracian Spartacus with the aim 
of valorization of local folklore and cultural heritage for the needs of tourism’ with 
whose help the arena was built. The project was funded by the State Fund Agricul-
ture at the Ministry of Agriculture and Food in 2013 under the Rural Development 
Program 2007−2013, European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development – Europe 
invests in rural areas. The overall objective of the project was to support the creation 
of a tourist attraction called ‘Birthplace of Spartacus’ and to develop and expand 
tourism from the town of Sandanski towards smaller settlements (villages). This 
is also one of the main priorities laid down in the Municipal Plan for Development 
of the Municipality of Sandanski for the period 2007−2013 and in the Strategy for 
Local Development. Their task is to ensure: 

sustainable development and achievement of high-quality living conditions for its 
residents and guests. One way to improve the quality of life of the population and 
the quality of services offered to the guests of the municipality is by populariz-
ing tourist products and attractions offered on our territory... (Roman Gladiatorial 
Battles …).

A more general strategy of the project is to direct the flow of tourists to smaller 
settlements in the municipality by designing suitable tourist products. Specifically, 
for the village of Sklave, this means creating and consolidating the tourist brand 
‘Birthplace of Spartacus’, defined in the documents as ‘an interesting and attractive 
tourist product, popularizing local legends, customs, cuisine and history in the vil-
lage of Sklave, Sandanski municipality’. In order to establish the place as a tourist 
attraction, a small museum exhibition about Spartacus and an ‘Ethnographic Corner 
for Local Folk Costumes’ were organized during the project implementation at the 
town hall in the village of Sklave. For further publicity of the project activities, an 
information brochure was prepared, a film was taken during the first recreation, held 
in 2014, photo documentation of the event was made and a ‘photo book’ was print-
ed with text in Bulgarian and English. The specific purpose of this documentation, 
alongside advertising, is to inform potential viewers who missed the reenactments 
in 2014 and ‘intrigue them to visit the market in the future’. Another specific task 
of the project was to attract and train young people from the region to participate in 
the recreation, and the didactic subtext was to increase the interest of local young 
people in traditions and their preservation.
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In 2016, four boys, volunteers from the village participated in the reenactment. 
They were sportsmen from ‘Spartak-Sklave’ football team, one of whom was an 
established winner in the free-style wrestling from the previous years. In my con-
versation with them, I became convinced that the boys took real pride in participat-
ing in the reenactments of the slave market, even in their humble role of ‘slaves’. 
They had been previously trained by the group ‘First Italian Legion’ how to handle 
safely the replicas of antique Roman and Thracian weapons especially made for the 
reenactments. Some of the boys participated in them for the second time and shared 
that in 2014 they played not only the roles of ‘slaves’ but also took part in gladia-
torial fights as gladiators. Future career plans of these 19–20-year-old youngsters 
were linked to doing a degree in Economics in Sofia, and one of them intended to 
continue his studies in the UK.

In 2014, for the first recreation of the Sklave Fair, a group for antique reenact-
ments arrived from Svishtov, headed by Stefan Prodanov, and another one from It-
aly – Gruppo Storico Romano. The ‘role of Spartacus’ was then performed by one 
of the Italian participants (reenactors). The Historical Reenactments Group ‘First 
Italian Legion’ from Tourism Council in Svishtov was founded in 2005 ‘by a doz-
en enthusiasts with the idea of   promoting the ancient history of Svishtov, attract-
ing tourists from the country and Europe and helping to increase the income of the 
inhabitants of Svishtov’. Soon the initiative was enriched with the opening of the 
Legionary School, organized by the First Italian Legion and First Thracian Cohort 
groups. The training methodology was created by the most influential group in 
the world for antique reenactments – Gruppo Storico Romano from Rome. The 
head of the group was Stefan Prodanov, who has defended a dissertation in the 
field of cultural tourism financing at the Dimitar A. Tsenov Economic Academy 
in Svishtov, who in 2011 was the chairman of the Tourism Council in the city. 
Scientific consultants of the group were archaeologists Gergana Kabakchieva and 
Pavlina Vladkova (Legio I Italica). The groups for historical restorations First 
Italian Legion and First Thracian Cohort and the Municipality of Svishtov were 
organizers and hosts of the Festival of Ancient Heritage ‘Eagle of the Danube’. It 
is popular both in Bulgaria and Europe and over 300 reenactors from Italy, France, 
Poland, Bulgaria took part in its tenth anniversary edition from 10th to 12th June 
2016 (Eagle on the Danube).
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Conclusion

As a fairly new attraction at the Sklave Fair, the antique recreation provoked the 
interest of the villagers as well as tourists from the surrounding area and the par-
ticipants in the fair. Special joy and pleasure they provide to children, who had 
the opportunity to take pictures of the participants, touch the antique weapons and 
change into the gladiator’s armor after the demonstrations. If the tradition created in 
2014 continues into the future, the village of Sklave will be permanently included 
in the calendar of antique restorations in Bulgaria, which are becoming more and 
more popular. 

In fact, this is a new European and world tendency to rationalize leisure by par-
ticipating in historical restorations, historic festivals, and ‘reviving’ the past as the 
cultural-cognitive and emotional necessity of the modern man. Historic reconstruc-
tion is an event that brings together participants and viewers into a large community, 
linked both to their common presence at one place at one time, but also to common 
shared values. In the case of the village of Sklave, viewers and a large number of 
participants share a rather romantic, mythological view of the region’s ancient her-
itage, and the choice of Spartacus as its symbolic center aims to provoke the pride 
of the local people that they are his heirs. Unification of the local identity around 
a heroic character makes it a resource for historical memory and the historical re-
constructions organized by the Town Hall of the village and the Municipality of 
Sandanski are a tool for achieving this. 
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Pic. 1. Turichki fair in the village of Sklave, south-western part of Bulgaria, the 1930s. 
Photo: Archive of the ‘St. Kliment Ohridski’ community center.

Pic. 2. Four participants 
in the historical 
reenactments from 
the village of Sklave 
together with mayor of 
the village and head of 
the group from Svishtov 
(northern Bulgaria) – 
Stefan Prodanov. Sklave, 
Bulgaria, 2016.  
Photo: Valentina Vasseva. 
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Pic. 3. Roman reenactments of the Spartacus’ gladiatorial fights. Village of Sklave, 
Bulgaria, 2016. Photo: Valentina Vasseva.

Pic. 4. Participants from the ‘First Italian Legion’ group from Svishtov in a historical re-
enactment. Village of Sklave, Bulgaria, 2016. Photo: Valentina Vasseva.
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BETWEEN TWO EPOCHS: 
GYPSY/ROMA MOVEMENT IN THE SOVIET UNION  

AND IN THE POST-SOVIET SPACE

Elena Marushiakova and Vesselin Popov

Abstract: The article is devoted to the Gypsy/Roma movement in Post-Soviet space from 
its formation in the times of USSR until nowadays. The Gypsy movement in USSR and 
its development in individual countries after collapse of Soviet Union is analyzed within 
the political context of respective historical periods. The analysis starts with the activity of 
‘All-Russian Union of the Gypsies’, its goals and objectives, and continues with reviewing 
the organization Romano Kher, to the contemporary ‘Federal National and Cultural Au-
tonomy of Russian Gypsies’ in Russian Federation and ‘Association of Roma in the Baltic 
States and Commonwealth of Independent States Amaro Drom. The role of the International 
Roma Movement from the establishing of the ‘International Romani Union’ to the ‘Europe-
an Roma and Travellers Forum’ is scrutinized as well, with special stress on participation in 
it of Roma from the Post-Soviet space. Further is reflected on the impact of major programs 
of the Council of Europe and European Commission, of main donor programs and of Human 
Rights Movement on the development and changes in Roma NGO sector. In conclusion, the 
Gypsy/Roma movement in the Post-Soviet space is placed in context of Roma policies and 
Roma movement in Europe, and on this basis hypothesis for variants of its future develop-
ment are made.
Keywords: Gypsy organizations, USSR, Soviet policies, Roma NGO, post-Soviet space, 
European policies

Introduction

For centuries after they came to Europe from Indian subcontinent, the Gypsies (in 
the spirit of political correctness called ‘Roma’ today)62 in different historical peri-
ods and in distinct countries were subjected to various types of state policies. Grad-
ually and relatively slowly, ideas emerged in the Gypsy/Roma communities about 

62 In this text we will not go into the discussion about the content and relationship of these basic 
designations, Gypsies and Roma (about the inadequacy and inappropriateness of the political substi-
tution of the designations see Marushiakova and Popov, 2016a: 7–34). We stick here to a pragmatic 
approach – the both terms are viewed equipollent, and are used according to the specific historical and 
social context (i.e. reflecting the terminology used in respective societies and timeframes). 
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their place in the societies they live in and attempts were made to pass from a pas-
sive object of different state policies to an active political subject. All these give rise 
to the potential for developing of separate more or less closed individual groups into 
an united political active community. 

From a chronological point of view, the first testimonies of Gypsy aspiration 
towards civil emancipation and the equal status of their nation can be found in the 
19th century on the Balkans within the boundaries of the Ottoman Empire (Marush-
iakova and Popov, 2001: 64–68; 2017a: 33–37). 

The first Gypsy/Roma organizations worldwide appeared on the Balkans as 
well, in the new independent states that succeeded the Ottoman Empire, during the 
time between the two world wars. Various organizations were established in the 
1920s and 1930s in Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, Romania and Greece (Achim, 1998: 127–
132; Acković, 1994: 43–59; 2001: 43–59; Liegeois, 1994: 251–252; Kenrick, 2007: 
31, 222–223; Klimova, 2005: 15–16; Marushiakova and Popov, 2015: 196–201; 
2017a: 33–37). The Gypsies in those countries wanted to become equal citizens of 
the new ethno-national states and their social environment; the main strategic goal 
of these organizations was the equal societal integration of Gypsies/Roma in the 
composition of the respective nation-states, without losing specific characteristics 
of their ethnic community, and this goal often came into various contradictions with 
existing state policies (Marushiakova and Popov, 2005: 434–435).

Gypsy/Roma movement in the Soviet Union 

During this period, however, in the USSR appeared a new, quite different phenom-
enon – the creation of Roma organizations under strict administrative control and in 
fact under the leadership of the Communist Party and Soviet state, which aimed at to 
support their transition to modernity, or using the terminology of the time, their tran-
sition from ‘backward communities’ towards ‘consciousness soviet citizens’. The first 
Gypsy Comsomol Group (Comsomol is the abbreviation for the Young Communist 
League) was established in Moscow in 1923 and was headed by Ivan Rom-Lebedev. 
Later on, this group expanded into a Voluntary Society, which dealt with propaganda 
and campaigning among the Gypsies (Rom-Lebedev, 1990: 160–162).

Ivan Rom-Lebedev was one of the founders and a long-time head of the famous 
Theater Romen. He was born into a wealthy family of Gypsy musicians’ elite dur-
ing the times of Russian Empire. In his own memoirs, he described in detail the 
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big house owned by his family in Moscow, where he grew up, and the servants of 
the family (cook, chamber-maids, and porter) (Rom-Lebedev, 1990: 94–95). It is 
rumored that he left Moscow in time of the Civil War (1918–1921), and made his 
way through turbulent and war-torn Russia with a clear goal – to join the ‘white’ 
army of General Denikin and then Baron Wrangel’s army in the Crimea. In his book, 
published in 1990, before the break-up of the USSR, Ivan Rom-Lebedev, however, 
claims that he joined involuntarily the medical and labor units of the ‘white’ army, 
only because he was mobilized by force, and that his subsequent joining the Red 
Army as a volunteer was his conscious choice (Rom-Lebedev, 1990: 143–144).

On January, 1924, a meeting of the ‘Initiative Proletarian Group of Gypsies’ 
was held, which decided to set up a ‘Union of Gypsies, living on territory of Mos-
cow governorate’ (Ustavy soyuzov, 1924). This Union along with the first Gypsy 
Comsomol Group was subsequently developed into ‘All-Russian Gypsy Union’. 
It goes without saying that each Gypsy organization or association was constantly 
controlled, and practically guided, by the Communist Party and the Soviet state. To 
use the words of Ivan Rom-Lebedev himself, ‘with the assistance of the Party and 
the Soviet organizations supporting the activities of the Comsomol activists and 
the Moscow Gypsies’, the Voluntary Society grew into an ‘All-Russian Union of 
the Gypsies’ (this Union originally had 23 members) in 1925 (Demeter et al., 2000: 
205; Druts and Gessler, 1990: 281; Rom-Lebedev, 1990: 162–163). The Chairper-
son of the Union was Andrey Taranov, member of the All-Union Communist Party 
(Bolsheviks), a Red Army volunteer during the Civil War and a graduate of the 
Communist University of the Working People in the East. The Secretary of the Un-
ion was Ivan-Rom Lebedev, who also became a representative of the Gypsies in the 
Nationality Department of the Central Executive Committee of the Soviet Union 
(Crowe, 1996: 176–179; Druts and Gessler, 1990: 281; Kalinin, 2005: 36; O’Keeffe, 
2013: 56–64).

The activities of the ‘All-Russian Union of the Gypsies’ (as well as of any other 
similar public association) were administered by the People’s Commissariat for In-
ternal Affairs (NKVD), which approved, in accordance with the existing legislation, 
the Union’s Statute on July 15th, 1926 (Demeter et al., 2000: 205; O’Keeffe, 2013: 
56–64). The ‘All-Russian Union of the Gypsies’ set itself various goals, drawing ful-
ly on the dominant language of the Soviet ideology – to unite the Gypsies, to defend 
their interests, to improve their cultural development, to involve them in ‘socially 
useful work’, to help establish labor artels and communes, to organize the transition 
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of nomadic Gypsies to a settled way of life, to establish evening and Sunday classes 
for illiterate adults, clubs and libraries, to publish newspapers, books and brochures 
in the Romany language, to fight drunkenness, begging and fortune-telling… (Druts 
and Gessler, 1990: 282; O’Keeffe, 2013: 56–64) The Union’s members participated 
in the solemn demonstration dedicated to May 1st (International Labor Day) on the 
Red Square in 1927, raising placards with the following slogans, ‘All Gypsies in 
the Gypsy Union’, ‘Do we need to remain the parasites of the world for ever’ and 
‘Gypsies of the World, Unite’ (calque from the famous quote from the Communist 
Manifesto) (Kisch, 1980: 123).

The ‘All-Russian Union of the Gypsies’ sent Alexandr (Leksa) Grakhovskiy 
to Byelorussia in 1926 as its representative. With the help of the Party apparatus, 
he held a series of meetings with local Gypsies, which culminated in a meeting of 
the organizing committee of Gypsy activists (the Kozlovskiy brothers – Ivan and 
Alexandr, G. Turia and V. Adamov) held in Minsk on September 29th, 1926. During 
the meeting one of the participants, G. Turia, said, ‘like a sleeping beauty from a 
fairy tale, the Gypsy nation was roused from a deep sleep by the Revolution Fairy’ 
(Kalinin, 2005: 88). The meeting decided to prepare a Statute of the future Un-
ion of Gypsies in the Byelorussian Soviet Socialist Republic (BSSR), which would 
be submitted to the Central Executive Committee of the BSSR for approval. On 
03.01.1927 the Statute was submitted for approval to the Commissar for Internal 
Affairs of the BSSR (NKVD). NKVD in its answer from 08th January 1927 asked 
for some corrections of the Stature (Sprava, 1927). The Byelorussian Gypsy Union 
was about to be created but its creation became irrelevant after the dissolution of the 
‘All-Russian Union of the Gypsies’ (Kalinin, 2005: 88).

The ‘All-Russian Union of the Gypsies’ existed only for a relatively short period 
of time. It was dissolved by a Decree of the People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs 
from February 15th, 1928. The reasons given by the authorities were quite diverse – 
‘no proletarian layer in the structure of governance’ (out of the 23 people, involved 
in governance, 9 traded in horses in the past), poor organization (the Union had no 
local branches), insufficient results in trying to make nomadic Gypsies settle down, 
internal conflicts, poor economic management (a total of 15,000 roubles was missing) 
… (Demeter et al., 2000: 205; Druts and Gessler, 1990: 282; O’Keeffe, 2013: 56–64).

After the establishment of the ‘All-Russian Union of the Gypsies’ the Soviet 
Government intervened more actively in Gypsy life and this intervention continued 
without any significant changes even after the dissolution of the Union. In fact, the 
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dissolution of the Union did not change the Government policy in the main areas 
outlined in the Union’s Statute, what is more, this policy became quite more active 
(and more efficient too). Most of the Union’s members, 640 according to some 
sources (Kenrick, 2007: 259), including the bulk of its leadership, were involved in 
this policy in different ways. The policy focused on several main issues – agitation 
campaigns among nomadic Gypsies for sedentarization and for their involvement 
in agriculture; labor inclusion of the Gypsies living in towns; standardization and 
codification of the Romani language and mass literacy and improvement of the ed-
ucational level through establishing of Gypsy schools (Marushiakova and Popov, 
2017b: 48–59), and development of a proletarian Romani culture.

The Government policy targeting Gypsies in the USSR changed radically in 
1938, after the adoption of the so-called new ‘Stalin Constitution’ at the 8th Congress 
of the Soviets in November 1936. Up to 1938 the policy towards Gypsies was based 
on their treatment as a separate nationality, who should develop above all as an eth-
nic community, part of Soviet society, by creating separate Gypsy kolkhozes, Gypsy 
artels, Gypsy schools, etc. After 1938 the paradigm was changed, the element of the 
‘special approach’ towards Gypsies gave way to the ‘mainstream approach’ towards 
them and Gypsies were seen above all as an integral part of Soviet society, without 
any special separation in the main social spheres (the economy, education, etc.); as 
a community, their development was supported only in an ethno-cultural plan (i.e. 
in the field of music, songs and dancing). Institutionally only the famous Romen 
Theater continued to be supported as a showcase, and in order to preserve and de-
velop their ethnic identity (Bessonov, 2016: 143–156; Marushiakova and Popov, 
2008: 8; O’Keefe 2013: 191 ff). This new approach was the leading one in the policy 
towards Gypsies in the Soviet Union until its collapse in 1991, and in terms of the 
Soviet system, it precludes the creation and development of independent Gypsy 
organizations (Marushiakova and Popov, 2003: 289–310).

Gypsy/Roma movement in Russian Federation

After the collapse of the USSR in 1991, in the conditions of Russian Federation 
and new independent states, another new epoch commenced for all former soviet 
citizens, including Roma and consequently a new stage in the development of the 
Gypsy/Roma movement started. The beginning was in the times of the so-called 
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Perestroika, when in 1989 the ‘Gypsy Culture and Enlightenment Society of Mos-
cow Romano Kher (Gypsy Home) was established, based on the Gypsy section of 
the Russian Culture Fund, and was associated mainly with the ideas of preserva-
tion and development of Gypsy ethnic culture. The informal ‘Association of Gypsy 
Women’, closely linked with the Romano Kher, was originally one of its sections. 
Romano Kher, which united prominent Gypsy figures in various spheres of culture 
(musicians, dancers, actors, scholars, etc.), was headed by Professor Georgiy Dem-
eter, doctor of pedagogical sciences, author of the book Lenin about the Protection 
of Workers’ Health and Physical Culture (Demeter, 1969), which underwent five 
reprints during the Soviet era and was translated into several languages within the 
former socialist bloc (including even two translation into Vietnamese).

During the 1990s, several Gypsy associations were also created in Moscow, 
their activities lay in the field of music and dance arts, such as e.g. the ‘Gypsy Child 
Ensemble’ Gilori (Little Song) headed by Vladislav Demeter and transformed later 
into Cultural and Educational Center ‘Gilori’ and the School for Gypsy pop dance 
and aesthetic education Luludi (Flower), headed by Anna Batalova (Ganga). In addi-
tion, the ‘Gypsy World Artistic Society’ was founded and managed by the Honored 
Artist of Russian Federation Georgiy Zhemchuzhniy, and the Russian Academy of 
Theatrical Art launched a special ‘Gypsy Course’; similar course was opened also 
at the Boris Shchukin Theater Institute, directed by Nicholay Slichenko, the famous 
director of the Romen Theater. Such were for instance the Gypsy Fund Romen, 
managed by the Honored Artist of Russian Federation Moisey Oglu, again closely 
linked with the Romen Theater, as well as the Fund for Supporting and Fostering 
Gypsy Culture ‘Roma’, headed by Georgiy Yanko (Yanko Mayer), which launched 
the Gypsy Variety and Folklore Theater. The Gypsy Center Romale, managed by 
Dufunya Vishnevskiy was an extremely interesting phenomenon; it has produced 
and marketed the fiction movies I am Guilty (1993), False Apostles of Love (1995), 
and I am Guilty 2 (1993) entirely independently, the director and main artist star of 
these movies was Dufunya Vishnevskiy, and the other main artists were members 
of his extended family.

At the end of 20th century and the beginning of 21th century Gypsy organizations 
in Russian Federation gradually shifted to new, much wider societal dimensions and 
expanded the territorial scope of their activities. In June 1996, the State Duma (low-
er house of the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation) adopted a ‘Concept of 
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the State and Nationalities-Related Politics of the Russian Federation’, which was 
followed a few days later by a special Federal Law of ‘The Cultural Autonomy of 
the Nationalities’. With the new legislation in effect, a local Gypsy National Cultur-
al Autonomy was founded in 1997 in Yekaterinburg (Torode, 2008: 179–193). 

A group made up above all of Gypsy activists of the Romano Kher circles and 
headed by Vladimir Kutenkov established a local Gypsy National Cultural Auton-
omy of the South-Eastern District of the city of Moscow in July 1998. Regional 
Gypsy National Cultural Autonomy of the Moscow’ Federal District (a separate 
constituent unit of the Russian Federation) was constituted three months later and 
steps were taken to form a Federal National Cultural Autonomy. ‘The Federal Na-
tional Cultural Autonomy’ of the Russian Gypsies was created in November 1999; it 
was registered in March 2000 and was one of the first national cultural autonomies. 
Professor Georgiy Demeter was elected Chairman and Alexandr Bariev as his dep-
uty. Autonomy gradually expanded its influence in the country and in 2002 it had 
already 7 regional branches (Torode, 2008: 179–193).

Together with this, its leadership enabled these units to be independent organi-
zations, i.e. they could still act as ‘independent’ NGO-s after joining the Autonomy. 
A Fund was created for the support and sponsorship of the Federal National Cultural 
Autonomy headed by Alexandr Bariev.

The Second Constituent Congress of the Federal National Cultural Autono-
my of the Russian Gypsies (FNCA) of the Gypsies in the Russian Federation took 
place on January 27th, 2004. Georgiy Demeter, who at that time had just celebrated 
his eightieth anniversary became Honorary President of the FNCA, and Alexandr 
Bariev was elected as acting president. That same year the FNCA of the Gypsies 
had already 18 branch organizations: the ‘Gypsy Cultural and Educational Society 
of Moscow’ Romano Kher, headed by Professor Georgiy Demeter; the Fund for 
supporting and sponsoring the FNCA, headed by Alexandr Bariev; the ‘Inter-Re-
gional Gypsy Organization’ of the Moscow Federal District Romano Lav (Gypsy 
Word), headed by Alexandr Mashinovski; the ‘Gypsy National Cultural Autonomy’ 
of the South-Eastern District of the city of Moscow, headed by Vladimir Kutenkov; 
the Regional Public Organization ‘Smolensk Roma (Gypsy) Diaspora’, headed by 
Alexandr Murashkin, the Public Organization of the City of Rostov-on-Don Amala 
(Friends), headed by Pavel Limanskiy; the Regional Cultural and Educational So-
ciety of Rostov-on-Don ‘Roma and World’, headed by Vladimir Ivashchenko; the 
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Inter-Regional Public Organization of the Southern Federal Region in Volgograd 
‘Association of the Gypsies’, headed by Artur Gorbatov; the Public Organization 
Romani Duma (Gypsy Council) at City of Astrakhan, headed by Sergey Kazachen-
ko; the Regional Public Organization ‘St. Petersburg Center of Gypsy Culture V. N. 
Cherepovskiy’ in St. Petersburg, headed by Alexandr Cherepovskiy; the Provincial 
Section of the Public Organization of the Russian Gypsies in Nizhniy Novgorod, 
headed by Dimitriy Lebedev; the ‘Charity Gypsy Society’ Kumpania in Kaluga, 
headed by Yan Vitalinskiy; the Gypsy National Cultural Autonomy of the Komi 
Republic in Siktivkar, headed by Mikhail Baurov; the Samara City Gypsy Cultur-
al Public Organization Romani Duma, headed by Vasiliy Kutenkov; the Regional 
Organization of Gypsies at Samara Federal District, headed by Vladimir Limans-
kiy; the Gypsy Organization Romano Trayo (Gypsy Life) in Chapaevsk, headed by 
Viktor Karabanenko; the Yekaterinburg Gypsy National Cultural Autonomy ‘Ro-
ma-Ural’, headed by Alexandr Torokhov; the Gypsy Organization Romano Drom 
(Gypsy Road) in Novokuybishevsk, headed by Yakov Babaev; the Gypsy National 
Cultural Center of City of Sizran Gilya Romen (Gypsy Song), headed by Eduard 
Limanskiy (Te aven bahtale, romale, 2004: 2). 

The development of the Gypsy movement in the Russian Federation as a whole 
goes from ‘top to down’, from the capital Moscow to province, from the creation of 
national organizations to their regional and local branches. After the establishment 
of the Federal National Cultural Autonomy of the Russian Gypsies, other Gypsy or-
ganizations arose, which in one degree or another were perceived as its alternative, 
and which repeated the pattern of its formation and development. 

Union of Gypsy Public Organizations Romane Phrala (Gypsy Brothers) headed 
by Georgiy Tsvetkov was created in Moscow in 2001. The Union consisted of eight-
een organizations with 3,400 members (at least this is what the organizers claimed): 
the Fund for Support and Fostering of Gypsy Culture ‘Roma’; the Inter-Provin-
cial Public Organization ‘Gypsy Community’ in St. Petersburg with branches in the 
North-Western Federal District of the Russian Federation; the Charitable Organiza-
tion Devla, Milisarame (Have Mercy on Us, oh God) in Mitishchi; the Charitable 
Society Devla, de Drom (Show Us the Road, oh God) in Novocherkask; the Asso-
ciation ‘Renaissance’ of Kimry; the Association Kumpania of Kaluga; the Associ-
ation Romanipe (Gypsyness) of Vologda; the Provincial Association of the Russian 
Gypsies of Nizhniy Novgorod, etc. (Union of Gypsy, 2001).
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The Inter-Regional Public organization of Gypsies from the South Federal Dis-
trict of Russian Federation ‘Association of the Gypsies’ was created 2002 in Volgo-
grad; it was headed by Arthur Gorbatov, and had branches in Volgograd, Stavropol, 
Krasnodar, Rostov-on-Don, Republic of Adygea and Kabardino-Balkar Republic. 

The Roma Community Inter-Regional Public Organization was formed follow-
ing a similar principle, it was headed by Nikolay Samulevich, with its center in St. 
Petersburg, and it embraced organizations from the North-Western Federal District 
of the Russian Federation with local branches in Arkhangelsk, Murmansk, Novgo-
rod, Pskov, Kaliningrad, Vologda and Republic of Karelia.

It is actually very difficult to present a full picture of the Gypsy organizations in 
the Russian Federation because of their unclear status (some were not registered at 
all), as well as the fact that many of them never functioned, or have functioned only 
for shorter or longer period of times in the more recent or more distant past (Bugay, 
2012). Beside the above mentioned Gypsy organizations, we can also list: the Gyp-
sy Association of Samara in the town of Samara (created in 1993); the two branch 
organizations of the Gypsy National Cultural Autonomy ‘Roma-Ural’ (the Renais-
sance Society ‘Romen of Ural’ and the Center for Gypsy Culture of Ural ‘Rhythm 
Romen’ in Yekaterinburg; the Center for Fostering National Culture Rromanimos 
in Tver (created by Dzhura Makhotin, who died in 2004); the Gypsies of Kuban 
and the Public Organization Bare Roma (Big Gypsies) in Krasnodar; the Gypsy 
Cultural Center Roma in Novosibirsk; the Public Organizations Arkhangelska Rom 
(Arkhangelsk Gypsies) in Arakhangelsk, Romano Lav (Gypsy Word) in Balashikha 
(Moscow province), Romani Duma at Astrakhan; Romano Drom (Gypsy Road) in 
Orekhovo-Zuevo (Moscow province), etc.

Internalization of Gypsy/Roma movement in Russian Federation and 
the post-Soviet space

The late 1990s saw an intensification of the international contacts of Gypsy organ-
izations in the Russian Federation. The impact of ‘external’ factors on the develop-
ment of Roma movement in the Russian Federation throughout the period (apart 
of booming of the number of organizations) as a whole remains insignificant. The 
efforts of some international institutions, foundations and NGOs to find new mar-
kets in the Russian Federation among local Gypsy organizations built up rapidly in 
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the latter years of the 20th and the early 21st century. The growing actuality of the 
‘Roma issue’ for the Russian Federation (as well as for other countries which were 
formerly part of the Soviet Union) can be easily explained knowing developments 
in Central, South-Eastern and Eastern Europe (especially in the countries of the 
former Socialist bloc) in general.

The fact that most of the countries in the area pass through the pre-accession 
period and acceded to the European Union (the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hunga-
ry, Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia in 2004, Romania and Bulgaria in 2007), as 
well as the influx of the European pre-accession funds in Western Balkans radically 
changed the situation also there. Institutions such as the Council of Europe ceased 
to be so important for these countries, and the previous donors (the Open Society 
Foundations Network first of all) and the international NGOs linked to them, were 
substituted by European programs. Thus, the logical reaction of these donor and 
NGOs, which were gradually losing their actuality with the new realities there, was 
to conduct ‘export of democracy’ (in practice this meant the implementation of new 
NGO projects) into new, previously un covered territories where Roma are living.

The first to start the attempts to work in the Russian Federation was European 
Roma Rights Centre (ERRC). For its strategic partner ERRC chose initially the 
organization Romano Kher. Based on this, in 1998 ERRC initiated the creation of 
information and legal center, headed by Vladimir Kutenkov and Ishtvan Demeter, 
which, however, failed to take root in the public domain.

The most serious attempt of the ERRC to secure ‘a new market’ for itself in 
the Russian Federation and the countries in Post-Soviet space, making use of all 
the resources of the Open Society Foundations Network, was the formation of a 
regional umbrella Roma organization, which aimed at uniting the Roma movement 
in post-soviet space. A Constituent Congress of this umbrella organization was held 
through January 31st to February 2nd, 2003 in city of Smolensk (in the Russian Fed-
eration). It was financed by the ‘East-East’ Program of the Open Society Institute 
(OSI) and was attended (according the list of participants) by representatives of 36 
Gypsy/Roma organizations (according to the Roma Participation Program of the 
OSI report they numbered 42). The participant list shows that 18 of these organi-
zations came from the Russian Federation, 2 from Belorussia, 8 from the Ukraine, 
2 from the Republic of Moldova, 1 from Lithuania, 2 from Latvia, 1 from Estonia, 
1 from Kazakhstan, and 1 from Kyrgyzstan (International Union, 2003). The term 
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‘organizations’ is used rather loosely by the organizers to include not only the re-
gional and local branches of the Federal National Cultural Autonomy of the Gypsies 
in the Russian Federation, but also the Romen Theater, and even the local branches 
of ‘East-East’ Program of the Open Society network. 

The congress was conceived on a very ambitious scale. It was attended by ob-
servers from the Council of Europe, the Organization for Security and Coopera-
tion in Europe (OSCE), the ministries of foreign affairs of the Russian Federation, 
Belorussia, the Ukraine, Poland, Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia, Kazakhstan, and Kyr-
gyzstan, of international Roma organizations (the International Romani Union and 
the Roma National Congress), representatives of Roma organizations from coun-
tries in Eastern Europe and from a number of programs of the Open Society Foun-
dations Network (Ibid.).

The Congress created a new organization, ‘International Union of the Roma of 
the Baltic States and Commonwealth of Independent States’ (CIS) Amaro Drom (Our 
Road), and Oleg Kozlovskiy from Belarus was elected its president. It was elected also 
National Council (of this International organization!) chaired by Normund Rudevichs 
from Latvia, with deputies Alexandras Stankyavuchis (Lithuania), Mikhail Sikachev 
and Arthur Gorbatov (Russia), Mariya Ivanova and Yuri Ivanenko (Ukraine); Audit-
ing Commission headed by Anatoliy Kondur of the Ukraine; National Committees 
for the separate countries; Executives Committees in line with the chief spheres of the 
Union’s future activities – Law, Education and Culture, Holocaust, Foreign Relations, 
Sports, Mass Media, Social Policy and National Security (Ibid.).

In her statement to the Congress the director of the ERRC (at that time) Dimit-
rina Petrova hailed the new Union and expressed her confidence that this will be the 
first and an extremely important step towards creating and developing a powerful 
Roma human rights movement in the countries of the CIS and the Baltic Region, 
encouraging it to undertake the protection of human rights as ‘a top priority on its 
agenda’. It would be of interest to note that the Statute of the new Union states in 
its Article 1 that it is, a form of national-cultural, self-identity and the international 
voluntary organization of the Roma, aiming to preserve the ethnic specificity, to 
foster the Romani language, education, national culture, raising the social and eco-
nomic standards of the Roma of the Baltic states and the CIS’ (Ibid.), i.e. the ideas of 
a ‘Roma human rights movement’, to say nothing of placing the concept of human 
rights ‘as top priority on its agenda’, are not mentioned at all.
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 All intentions of the Union have remained on paper and so far, it has not shown 
any further significant activity. Thus, it remains just one in a succession of attempts 
outside the Roma movement to channel development in the direction they believe 
is best for the Roma. Attempts for breakthrough of status-quo and for directing the 
activities of the organizations in post-soviet space towards human rights were not 
limited with establishing of the International Union Amaro Drom. It was finally 
the Anti-Discrimination Center (ADC) ‘Memorial’, the prominent Russian human 
rights organization, which became the main partner of the ERRC and OSI in the 
Russian Federation; in 2003, with a grant from the Open Society Institute, its ac-
tivists founded the North-Western Roma Juridical Center (i.e. of the North-Western 
Federal Province at Russian Federation) without direct Roma participation.

Another international human rights organization, the Minority Rights Group, 
also implemented several projects in the Russian Federation. Their representative 
went to work at the Gypsy Federal National Cultural Autonomy ‘Roma-Ural’ in 
Yekaterinburg that implements several human rights projects. With the active as-
sistance of the Minority Rights Group, a major project for the multiplication of the 
Roma NGOs under a title ‘Development of Roma NGOs in Russian Federation’ 
was launched in 2003. Project coordinators were Gypsy Federal National Cultur-
al Autonomy (Moscow) and Transcarpathian Cultural and Educational Association 
Romani Yag (Gypsy Fire) from Uzhgorod (Ukraine), and regional coordinators were 
Romani Duma from Samara, and Association of the Gypsies from Volgograd and 
‘Roma-Ural’ from Ekaterinburg. In frames of the project a series of courses and 
trainings (on technology of NGOs registration, on project writings, team building, 
etc.) were conducted, with the aim to support the civil society development in the 
Russian Federation. The aims of this project have not been fulfilled due to lack of 
new projects and new donors, especially after the release of the September, 2004 
Decree of President of the Russian Federation, titled ‘For Further Measures of State 
Support of Human Rights Movement in the Russian Federation’, which provides 
for strict control by the state apparatus of all internationally funded human rights 
projects.

As part of the process of internationalization of the post-soviet Romani move-
ment, the delegations with Roma representatives from the Russian Federation at-
tended the Fifth Congress of the International Romani Union (IRU) in Prague in 
2000 and the Sixth Congress in 2004 in Lanciano (Italy), where Nadezhda Demeter 
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was elected Vice President of the Union, and also the Seventh Congress in 2008 in 
Zagreb (Croatia) and the Eighth Congress in 2013 in Sibiu (Romania), as well as the 
alternative Ninth Congress, conducted in 2015 in Riga (Latvia) where for the IRU 
president was elected Normunds Rudēvičs from Latvia. Following the Riga Con-
gress, under the auspices of the IRU, and with active support of Normunds Rudēvičs 
and Pavel Limanskiy, a campaign for issuing international Roma passports was run-
ning. Similar ideas of Pavel Limanskiy have also been launched in the Internet such 
as issuing of Roma national currency (in the form of gold coins), creation of a Roma 
Olympic Committee and even establishing of a Roma Security (secret police). The 
Roma from Russian Federation do not participate in the latest Tenth IRU congress in 
Skopje in 2016 and stay attached to the leadership elected at Riga Congress.

Search for independent development: case of Yan Reshetnikov

At the same time in the Russian Federation, we witnessed one attempt to seek an-
other, alternative course of development for Roma movement which deserves spe-
cial attention. It is linked to the name of Yakov Sergunin (with ‘Gypsy name’ Yan 
Reshetnikov). He was born July 25th 1954 in the town of Beryozovsky, Sverdlovsk 
(nowadays Yekaterinburg) Province, in a family of the Ruska Roma (from the sub-
group of the Sibiryaki). He graduated from a military academy, served in the army, 
and then in the units of the Interior Ministry (VIII Chief Department, responsible 
for the so-called ‘closed’ (i.e. secret) industries and towns). 1987 he was sentenced 
to three years in prison for corruption and document forgery but was released ahead 
of time. He was a co-founder of several companies, some of them in the so called 
‘security business’ – Brok, Brok-747, Shtit i Mech (Shield and Sword). In 1991, 
after the disintegration of the Soviet Union, he joined the Government administra-
tion. Simultaneously with taking high positions in the Government administration, 
however, he ran active private businesses, acting as a broker at the Russian Cargo 
and Raw Materials Stock-Market, he was the vice president of the Ukrrosmetal (a 
Russian-Ukrainian concern dealing in metals). He was also head and majority hold-
er of the Shareholding Company ‘Aquarius’ (dealing above all in oil and foodstuffs), 
then he sold his shares to the Neftekhimbank (thе license of this bank was revoked 
in September 1999). After 1996 Yakov Sergunin was occupied solely with private 
business. At that time, the company he worked for, Mosenergomontazh, won a con-
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tract for Ru 1,2 billion (about $ 400,000,000) for the reconstruction of the Argun 
Thermo-Electric Power Station in the Republic of Chechnya.

The life of Yakov Sergunin took a new and radical turn in 2000. He took up a 
post with the Judicial Department of the Supreme Court of the Russian Federation 
and was almost immediately appointed Head of the Chechnya Judicial Department, 
then a Presidential Decree made him Civil Councillor of Justice II Rank, or lieu-
tenant-general of Justice (in the USSR, and subsequently in the Russian Federation 
the ranks within the judicial system correspond to officers’ ranks). In October 2001, 
President Vladimir Putin appointed Yakov Sergunin Head of the Administration and 
Vice-Premier of the Republic of Chechnya. Yakov (now known as Yakub) Sergunin 
married Kilanat, a Chechen girl, and he was known thereon as ‘the grey cardinal of 
Chechnya’. It is rumored that he was the real author of the new Constitution of the 
Republic of Chechnya and that was why he was given the title ‘Honored Jurist of 
Chechnya’. In 2002 President Vladimir Putin awarded him the Order of Friendship 
among Peoples. The public uproar in connection with the missing budget of the Re-
public of Chechnya broke out that same year (the package with the officially sealed 
papers ‘vanished’ on its way from Moscow to Grozny and the Republic forged ahead 
for six months without an officially approved budget). Yakov Sergunin was blamed 
for this disappearance and was forced to quit his post (although he maintained that 
his signature on the receipt was forged).

Back in Moscow, Yakov Sergunin (Yan Reshetnikov) founded several new com-
panies, was engaged in the reconstruction of Chechnya, and made plans to put up 
a large trading complex. At the same time, he turned his attention to the Gypsy 
movement. He founded the Tolerance Fund in Support of the Small Nationalities, 
which financed the publication of the book Legal Self-Defence in which he provided 
legal advice for the Gypsies on the ways and means to defend themselves from the 
law and order agencies as well as the courts (Bessonov and Reshetnikov, 2003). In 
2004 Yan Reshetnikov initiated talks with the new leadership of the Federal Na-
tional Cultural Autonomy of the Gypsies in the Russian Federation. On April 8th, he 
delivered a report at the festive celebration of the International Roma Day, calling 
for cooperation and integration of the Gypsy organizations in the Russian Federa-
tion under common leadership elected according to the Gypsy traditions by the in-
fluential members of the community. In April 2004, Yan Reshetnikov published a 
draft-memorandum, which he tabled for discussion and approval by the leaders of 
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the Gypsy movement. In it he advanced his idea for a ‘skhodka’ on the model of the 
so called ‘Gypsy court’, as the term itself is one of the designations of the Gypsy 
court use by Roma in Russia (Marushiakova and Popov, 2007: 67–101). This idea 
he had already expounded in above mentioned book, as well as in his report at the 
celebration. In his draft-memorandum he proposed that, ‘a public council of trustees 
from the wealthy representatives of the Gypsy diaspora, as well representatives of 
the public organizations, should meet on a regular basis with the leaderships of the 
Gypsy organizations, in order to share experience, information about forthcoming 
events, as well as to discuss financing opportunities, to decide regularly which or-
ganizations should apply for grants …’; in other words according this memorandum 
the Gypsy movement in Russian Federation should be centralized using mixture of 
traditional and modern means.

The ambitious plans of Yan Reshetnikov came to an unexpected end in June 
25th, 2004. At two o’clock in the morning, as he was leaving the Restaurant Vostoch-
niy Dvorik in Moscow a contract killer on a motorcycle, armed with a Stechkin APS 
pistol put into him six bullets (his wife was gravely wounded as well). The militia 
staged a ‘Vulkan 3’ operation, blocking whole city of Moscow in a vain effort to 
catch the assassin who has to this day not been found. He was buried with military 
honors at the Troekurovsk graveyard. This was how the attempt of Yan Reshetnikov, 
of a man with a truly unusual fate, to head the Gypsy movement in the Russian Fed-
eration and to take it along a new road, came to an end. 

Currently, Yakov Sergunin (Yan Reshetnikov) has already become a semi-myth-
ological figure of the new post-soviet era and several different legends are told about 
him in the Gypsy environment. In similar way in the previous historical period 
a semi-mythological figure became another Rom, who was however not active in 
then non-existent Romani movement, but nevertheless became famous thanks of his 
wealth and close connections to the party and state elite (i.e. high societal position). 
This was Boris Buryatse, from the Gypsy group of Kishinevtsy, an artist in the 
Romen Theater, lover of Galina Brezhneva (daughter of the Secretary General of 
the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and leader of State of the Soviets, Leonid 
Brezhnev). Boris Buryatse was convicted of illegal trade in diamonds in 1982. Until 
today the Gypsy tell stories that he is still alive, that he emigrated to the USA, etc. 
Actually, he died in Yalta shortly after his release from prison in 1987 and his grave 
is in Krasnodar. Both personalities could be perceived as symbol of prosperous Rom 
in two different epochs and shows the different paths to the prosperity.
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End of the NGO boom in Russian Federation

After a series of new legislative and administrative regulations adopted by the 
Russian state, and in particular the 2012 ‘Amendments to Legislative Acts of the 
Russian Federation regarding the Regulation of the Activities of Non-profit Organ-
izations Performing the Functions of a Foreign Agent’ (so-called ‘Foreign Agent 
Law’), which limited the possibilities for funding of local NGO’s by foreign do-
nors, led to limitation of activities of foreign donors, and of organization which 
are supported by them. In 2014 cease its activities in Russian Federation one of the 
most known such organization, namely ADC Memorial. The public image of this 
organization in regard of Roma is quite controversial, as well as its impact on Gypsy 
organizations in Russia. Factors contributing to this are both the general situation 
in modern Russia and also the inconsistent policy of ADC Memorial – e.g. after 
years the Memorial publicly pleaded in numerous reports for ‘special education for 
the Roma’ and implemented a number of projects in this direction (creating Roma 
classes and even separate Gypsy schools, learning not only of but even in Romany, 
etc.) in 2010 this organization took steps to file a lawsuit for the European Court of 
Human Rights in Strasbourg against the Russian Federation for the creation of sep-
arate classes for Roma children and their segregation (Shkurenok, 2010). 

Currently, Gypsy organizations in Russian Federation are cautious about pro-
jects funded by foreign donors that could jeopardize their legal status by including 
them into the ‘foreign agents’ category and in general their activities as kept at 
minimum or non-existed.

So, in the end, it turns out that the only Gypsy organization that continues to 
exist and develop some activities these days is the Federal National Cultural Auton-
omy of the Russian Gypsies with its branches in the country, which work closely 
with state and local governments. After the death of Alexandr Bariev in 2010, the 
Federal National Cultural Autonomy is headed by D.Sc. Nadezhda Demeter (daugh-
ter of Professor Georgiy Demeter and wife of Vladimir Kutenkov) from the Institute 
of Ethnology and Anthropology at Russian Academy of Sciences. Nadezhda Dem-
eter was included in the Inter-ministerial Working Group on Interethnic Relations, 
which in 2013 adopted a Comprehensive Plan of Activities for the Socio-Economic 
and Ethno-Cultural Development of Gypsies in the Russian Federation. In this way 
the Federal National Cultural Autonomy of the Russian Gypsies is returned to the 
protection and custody of the Russian state (Fedral’naya, 2000).
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It is hardly possible at the present to speak about a Roma NGO-sector in the 
Russian Federation, at least under the forms and models known in the Central and 
South-Eastern Europe; it is almost impossible to find Gypsies earning their living 
only from their work in such organizations (the so-called ‘professional Roma’). We 
should not be misled by the comparatively great number of Gypsy organizations 
in the Russian Federation. The overwhelming part of these organizations have no 
activity at all and if they happen to have any, it is sponsored by the Government or 
by the local authorities, and boil down to music and dance schools, participation in 
cultural activities and are only very rarely includes involvement in some way in the 
educational system. The reasons for this state of affairs are quite complicated and 
they should be sought in different directions. A particularly important set of issues 
with regard to the developments of the Gypsy movement in Russian Federation is 
related to the fact that the Gypsy activists perceive the idea that their organizations 
should act independently or even opposed to the state in some aspects with great 
difficulty. They are thinking primarily in the context of the Russian Federation and 
for them the NGOs are roads for achieving particular positions in the society and in 
front of the authorities (on national, regional or local level). Often the lack of clarity 
concerning the objectives of the Roma movement in Russia is the result of rejection 
of donors’ policy and mediators’ NGOs, which is based on perceptions and stere-
otypes set by the situation of Roma in Central and South-Eastern Europe, which, 
however, proved to be inconsistent with local realities and local problems.

Another important factor greatly determining the development of the 
NGO-sector in the Russian Federation is the general context they have to work 
in. The Roma civic organizations could be effective in shaping the policies of 
the state only if the public and the institutions accept them as a real partner and/
or factor of influence and take its recommendations to heart. In fact, the main 
strength (leaving aside the purely financial aspects) of the NGO sector in Central 
and South-Eastern Europe in the 1990s was its ability to make use of outside pres-
sure (most often from European or US bodies) in order to achieve their objectives. 
Public opinion and the Government bodies of the Russian Federation, however, 
are hardly amenable to international pressure regardless of its kind. Moreover, 
it is objectively very difficult to convince anyone in Russian Federation that the 
‘Roma issue’ is topical and that a special Gypsy-related state policy is needed. 
The Gypsies in the Russian Federation are only one of the numerous ethnic com-
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munities in that huge country and they are comparatively small minority (on this 
country’s scale) and it is, therefore, hopeless indeed to ‘prove’ that they deserve to 
be selected for special treatment out of the scores of other communities similar to 
them (considering both size and problems).

Gypsy/Roma movement in the post-Soviet space

In the new independent states that arose after the collapse of the USSR on the 
post-soviet space, the Roma movement was (and remains) more or less connected to 
the similar processes in the Russian Federation. This can easily be explained, as we 
speak here of one Gypsy community (with its preserved internal divisions – individ-
ual Roma groups), formed and evolved over several centuries, firstly in terms of the 
Russian Empire and then in the USSR. As typical representative of this community 
we can mention Alexey Belugins (known under the pseudonym Leksa Manush), 
great poet, translator and scholar of Romani language and culture, famous for his 
translation of Sanskrit epic poem Ramayana into Romanes (Romany), originated 
from Lotfika Roma from Latvia, who until his death lived in Moscow. His communi-
ty is still preserved, in one or another degree it possesses a common level of identity 
(evidence for this is also the case with the International Union of the Roma of the 
Baltic States and Commonwealth of Independent States Amaro Drom and the ad-
herence of Roma from Russian Federation to the Riga International Romani Union, 
headed by a Latvian Lotfika Rom).

In Ukraine, the first Roma organization emerged in Transcarpathia, which became 
part of the USSR only after the World War II and, therefore, from a cultural and his-
torical perspective, it is related to the Central Europe (the former Austro-Hungarian 
Empire) to a much higher degree than to the regions of the former Russian Empire and 
the USSR. In May 22, 1993 Transcarpathian Cultural and Educational Association 
Romani Yag (Gypsy Fire), headed by Aladar Adam (together with renowned violinist 
Ernest Buchko) was created in Uzhgorod (Romani Yag, 1999, 1 (3): 1).

Roma organizations gradually sprang up elsewhere in the Ukraine too. The 
invasion of the international donors supporting Roma-related projects provided 
a powerful push for the Roma movement. The very beginning of the boom of 
the NGO’s was the appointment of Volodimir Zolotarenko from Kiev as regional 
coordinator of the Rroma Soros Foundation and the series of meetings of Gypsy 
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activists he launched, these were soon to become a series of new organizations: 
the Society for Gypsy Culture Romanipe, which grew into Kiev City Association 
for Roma History and Culture Romanipe (headed by Volodimir Zolotarenko); the 
‘Association of the Gypsies of Izmail’ and the Izmail Region (headed by Anatoliy 
Kondur); the Museum Center for Gypsy History and Culture Roma at Sambor 
(headed by Fedor Andrash); National Cultural Alliance Amala (Friends) (head-
ed by Igor Krikunov, well-known musician and artist, and director of the Gypsy 
Theater Romans); the Forumo Romen Ukrainatar (Forum of Roma from Ukraine), 
headed by Petro Grigorichenko; the ‘Association of Young Roma’, headed by Bo-
rislav Markovskiy; the Association of the Roma of Odessa, headed by Sergey Er-
moshkin (Niko Rergo); the Odessa Roma Congress Bahtalo Drom (Lucky Road), 
headed by doctor Boris Muntyano; the Roma Sunday School at Izmail, headed by 
Zemfira Kondur, etc.

 The Roma NGO-sector in Transcarpathia sprang up and developed parallel 
to this process. A number of new organizations and associations came into being, 
such as: the Transcarpathian cultural and educational association Romani Yag; 
the Cultural Association of the Transcarpathian Gypsies Rom Som (A Gypsy Am 
I), headed by Aladar Pap; the Transcarpathian Gypsy Provincial Association Am-
aro Drom, headed by Aladar Adam; the Transcarpathian Gypsy Association for 
Musical Culture Lautari (Gypsy Musicians), headed by Villi Pap; the Cultural 
Association of Hungarian-speaking Roma Ung Romen, headed by Tiberiy Horvat, 
etc. Twelve organizations in the region merged in December, 1997 and formed the 
Transcarpathian Association of the Roma Public Organizations Ekhipe (Unity), 
headed by Aladar Adam, and the member organizations in different towns were 
given the status of regional branches. This Association in 2011 contributed to the 
creation of a new umbrella organization, namely the Union of public organiza-
tions and humanitarian foundations of Transcarpathia ‘Roma for better life’, in 
which participated more than 20 organizations. This Union is headed by Miroslav 
Horvat (he is also a leader of Transcarpathian Regional Youth Roma Union Ro-
mani Cherhen (Roma Star).

An aspiration toward establishing an unity not only on regional but also on a 
national level characterized the first stage in the development of the Roma move-
ment in the Ukraine. An organizing committee was set up in April, 1997, included 
Volodimir Zolotarenko, Sergey Yеrmoshkin, Anatoliy Kondur, Fedor Andrash and 
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Aladar Adam. They prepared a draft statute of an ‘All-Ukrainian Roma Organiza-
tion’ (Romanipe, 1997, 17:19). The new organization intended to embrace and to 
unite all existing Roma organizations (‘territorial or of another type’) with parallel 
preservation their independence, but with a common leadership at a national level. 
The comparison of the two variants of the draft-statutes shows a certain devel-
opment in ideas, at least, as far as the fundamental aims of the new association 
were concerned. In the initial draft, these aims were in the familiar spirit of the 
Soviet Union: ‘safeguarding and promotion of the national culture, promotion of 
the national education, defense of civil and national rights’, etc. The second draft 
was extended with a demand of Roma to ‘take part in the national policy of the 
Ukraine’ and ‘the Roma should be recognized as an indigenous population of the 
Ukraine’ (Romanipe, 1997, 19: 2), i.e. the imposition for recognition of Roma as 
an genuine and composite part of the present Ukrainian nation. The organizing 
committee was joined by other Roma activists such as Petro Grigorichenko and 
Igor Krikunov. As a matter of fact, the establishing of the ‘All-Ukrainian Roma’ 
Organization come not to an end as some of the council members withdrew their 
papers, and the new umbrella organization simply failed. The efforts of the Forum 
of Roma from Ukraine to create an alternative national organization with its own 
branches in the different regions only confronted individual leaders and organiza-
tions and finally failed too.

The Roma NGO-sector in the Ukraine gathered momentum in the latter years 
of the twentieth century, and the early years of the twenty first century, and, in-
creasingly, the so called ‘Gypsy-industry’ has taken the forms as known in Central 
and South-Eastern Europe. The Roma Ukraine Program of the Renaissance Foun-
dation (part of the Open Society Foundations Network) was launched in 1999. 
Gradually numerous Roma organizations sprang up, and their number continues 
to grow (especially since the changes of 2014, known in today Ukraine as Euro-
maydan revolution or Revolution of Dignity). In order to give an idea about the 
Roma NGO boom now here, we will mention some of the organization (without 
claiming exhaustiveness): the Kharkiv Provincial Gypsy National Cultural As-
sociation Romen, headed by Ivan Matyushenko; the Kharkiv Roma City Society 
Fond Lovari, headed by the brothers Petr and Yuriy Cherepovskiy; the Provin-
cial Cultural Center Ame Roma (We, Gypsies) in Kharkiv, headed by Olexander 
Marafetov; the Kherson City Society of Gypsies, headed by Yuriy Ivanenko; the 
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Mirogorod City Society Romano Drom, headed by Olexander Buzna; the Donetsk 
Provincial National Association Romen, headed by Niokolay Shain; the Odessa 
Provincial Society for Roma Culture Romani Zbara (Gypsy Word), headed by 
Zhuzhuna Dududchava; the Public Society Ame Roma in Zolotunosha, headed by 
Volodimir Bambula; the Youth Public Organization Terni Zor (Youth Power) in 
Brovary, headed by Rustam Adreychenko and Ignat Kirpat; Chernigiv City Na-
tional and Cultural Society of the Gypsies Neve Roma, headed by Maria Ivanova; 
Association of Gypsies (Roma) of the city of Tatarbunary and the Tatarbunary re-
gion, headed by Rustam Stoyan; the Donetsk Provincial Cultural and Educational 
Association of Roma Women, headed by Nataliya Varakuta, with the Shatritsa 
(Small Tent) Theater for Gypsy Songs and Dances, Kirovogradsk regional cultural 
and national society De Devla Bakht (Lord give Lack), headed by Sofia Karol; 
Roma public organization Chachimo (the Truth), headed by Nicolay Burlutsky; 
Perechyn Regional Roma Organization Romani Yag headed by Ignat Tirpak, etc. 
The vast majority of these organizations are ‘universal’ in their declared intended 
activities, they have ambitions to work in all possible spheres, and are limited only 
territorially (according to the Ukrainian administrative division).

There are also some ‘specialized’ Roma associations (i.e. not based on a territo-
rial principle, but profiled according their declared target are also existing, such as 
the Charity Fund of Gypsy Women Chirikli (Bird) in Kiev, headed by Yulia Kondur, 
although in fact their activities are much more varied.

Over the years, unsuccessful attempts have been made to create a united na-
tional Roma organization. In 2004 in Kiev, at the First All-Ukrainian Congress of 
communities of Roma people (Gypsies), financed and organized by the Renais-
sance Foundation, the Forum of Roma from Ukraine was transformed into an As-
sociation (although the pointed funding date of the organization is 1993). Petro 
Grigorichenko was elected chairman of the new organization and his deputies were 
Anatoliy Kondur, Yosif Pap, Aladar Adam and Ivan Matyushenko. The new organ-
ization incorporated existing organizations preserving their operational independ-
ence. Very soon, however, most of the Roma activists started to distance themselves 
from this association, which made it non-functional. ERRC also tried to establish 
an association which would be ERRC partner organization, and so in frames of one 
of the ERRC project in 2004–2005 was established the All Ukrainian Roma Human 
Rights Organization Chachipe (Truth), headed by Aladar Adam from Uzhhorod, 
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who subsequently retreated and transferred the leadership to Mikhail Durachenko 
from Kiev. 2009 saw a new attempt at uniting the Roma movement under the aus-
pices of the Renaissance Foundation. So, a new association of Roma organizations 
was created in Ukraine under the title International Roma organization Khetane 
(Together), headed by Yuri Ivanenko from Kherson (it is unclear why in the official 
name of this organization is an adjective ‘International’). The last known Union es-
tablished recently is not an association, but a coalition called the Coalition of Roma 
NGOs ‘Strategy 2020’.

 Until recently in Ukraine exist, at least formally, about 60-80 Roma NGOs, 
at least one third of them are in Transcarpathia. The main donor of all these Roma 
organizations is the Roma Program of the Renaissance Foundation. In Ukraine 
are realized also several international partnership projects, such as program of the 
Council of Europe ROMED. Roma movement in Ukraine as a whole exists mainly 
in the parameters of the NGO-sector, in a form we had known in Central and Eastern 
Europe, but with incomparable lower range of sponsors, which significantly reduces 
its impact on the Gypsy community and its overall societal effect. Currently, in situ-
ation of political and military turbulences the interest of international organizations 
on Ukraine increases and the Charity Fund of Gypsy Women Chirikli became the 
most proactive organization.

In the Republic of Moldova, the first Roma organizations emerged in the late 
1990s after the recommendations ‘from outside’ (above all those of the Council of 
Europe and the OSCE). The Social and Cultural Society Romii Moldovei (Moldo-
vian Roma), headed by Pavel Andreychenko, a prominent Gypsy singer and actor, 
was officially registered in 1998 (although the declared date of founding is 1990). 
After the death of Pavel Andreychenko, the Society was succeeded by his son, 
Pavel Andreychenko-Junior, who was also a leader (together with Dimitru Danu) 
of the Youth Organization Terne Ginde (Young Minds) and of the Gypsy Youth 
Association Ternimatango Rroma (Roma Youths). Several of these organizations 
merged into a Roma Union in 2001 (The Social and Cultural Society Romii Mold-
ovei remained outside it). Established were also the Ethno-Socio-Cultural-Edu-
cational Association Bakhtalo Drom (Happy Road), headed by Anatoliy Radit-
sa (founded in 1999); Scientific and Cultural Organization Elita Romani (Roma 
Elite), headed by Ion Farama (created in 2001); Social Movement of the Roma, 
headed by Visarion Danu and his son Dimitru Danu (created in 2001). The First 
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National Congress of the Roma in Moldova took place in 2001 and was attended 
by representatives of nearly all existing Roma organizations at that time. The two 
organizations claiming national importance (Roma Union and Social and Cultural 
Society Romii Moldovei) were registered as representatives of their ‘nationality’ 
(according to the official terminology) at the Department of Inter-National Rela-
tions in Republic of Moldova.

In this initial period of time there were about 20-30 Roma organizations in the 
Republic of Moldova besides those already mentioned above. Some of them have 
endured longer while others soon ceased to exist and new one were springing up. 
To mention some of them: the Association of Gypsy Women Juvlia Romani (Roma 
Women), headed by Ekaterina Drosu (founded in 1997); the Roma Students’ As-
sociation, headed by Nikolae Raditsa and Anna Lepadatu; the Tarna Rom (Young 
Roma), headed by Marin Ala (founded in 2002); the Center of Gypsy Culture and 
Arts Ame, Roma (We, Gypsies), headed by Leonid Cherepovskiy; Scientific and 
Cultural Society Tradiţia Romani (Roma Tradition), headed by George Martin 
(founded in 2002); the Gypsy Association ‘Rubin’, headed by Valentin Cebotar 
(founded in 2002); the organization Petalo Romano (Gypsy Horseshoe), headed by 
Dominika Negru, the name of this organization was chosen after the Roma series 
on the national television; Roma Democratic Union, headed by Nikolay Arapu; the 
Gypsy Society of Gagauzia in Komrat, headed by Maria and Sergey Duminika; the 
Roma organization at Ceadîr-Lunga, headed Vasili Duminika; the Ograda Nostra 
(Our Fence) in Cahul, headed by Ruslan Stanga, Civic Organization Bare Rom, 
headed by Robert Cherari from city of Soroca, etc. 

Eight of these organizations were registered at the Department of Inter-National 
Relations and thus enjoyed ‘national’ status: the Juvlia Romani; the Ternirmatan-
go Rroma; the Social Movement of Gypsies in Moldova; the Bakhtalo Drom; the 
Tradiţia Romani; the ‘Rubin’ (CERD, 2004: 13). The rest organization were regis-
tered with the local authorities and counted as ‘local’. In spite of this division, there 
is no difference in scope of activities of the two categories.

The Roma organizations in the Republic of Moldova could be divided also into 
‘national’ and ‘international’ according the model of action and funding. This divi-
sion is not clear-cut. Generally speaking, the first type relay mostly on state subsi-
dies and the second have international donors (foreign foundations and NGO’s, as 
well as international institutions). The Elita Romani, Bakhtalo Drom, Social Move-
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ment of the Roma and Romii Moldovie played the leading role among the first type, 
while most active among the second group were the Tarna Rrom, Juvlia Romani and 
especially Roma Students’ Association, which worked in close cooperation with the 
Council of Europe and other international institutions and organizations on a num-
ber of international projects. They were transformed in 2010 into National Roma 
Center, headed by Nicolae Raditsa. 

In 2010 was created also Social-Political Movement of Roma in the Republic 
of Moldova, headed in 2012 by Vasile Drangoi. This movement in cooperation with 
Porojan Association, tried to participate actively in political life of the country and 
in the activities of International Romani Union.

Initially the Roma organizations were broad in their scope and intended to shape 
a common organization (or at least an association), which could represent the Roma 
community as a whole and to take part in politics. Gradually a differentiation of 
organization was achieved with the appearance of new organizations – of women, 
students, youth, as well as cultural and local. However, this have not led to their 
’profiling’. The better part of the exiting Roma organizations, are still very far from 
the standards of the NGO-sector in Central and South-Eastern Europe and remain 
without lucrative projects. Explanation of this state of affairs is in the fact that for 
various reasons the Republic of Moldova has never been a priority sphere of the 
big donors and the NGO activities are mostly in frames of initiatives of Council of 
Europe and Open Society foundation targeting Roma.

In Belarus, the Roma movement initially largely followed the model of the 
Russian Federation – there was one organization that proclaimed itself to be na-
tional without actually performing any activities, namely the Belorussian Gypsy 
Diaspora, headed by Oleg Kozlowski and Artur Gomonov. An attempt to create 
another national organization of this type, the Belorussian Association of Gypsies 
‘Roma’ proved as unsuccessful and such was also the attempt to create another 
type of alternative through establishing a human rights NGO, the Gypsy Club Ro-
manipe, headed by Nicolas Kalinin. Only in recent years slight signs of change are 
observed which resulted in emergence of some new Roma organizations, which 
tries to follow an European path of development. This is the case with organization 
Oshmyansk Gypsy Community, which, together with the pro-Roma Romaintegra-
tion Expert-Enlightenment Association, are implementing joint projects supported 
by the Council of Europe (Sotsial’naya, 2015).
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The situation is quite different in the Baltic States. Roma organizations there are 
relatively few which is related to the low number of the Roma sparse population. 

In Lithuania, there are about 20 Roma organizations, such as: Romano Dzhiy-
ipe (Roma Life), established in 1995; Roma Community Union ‘Roma Mission’, 
established in 1999, headed by Alexandros Kasparavičius, in Kaunas; Nevo Drom 
(New Road), headed by Teofile Bagdonaviciene, in Panevezys; Association Ame 
Roma, etc. From the beginning till now the most active are organizations, working 
in the Kirtimay (segregated Roma settlement in Vilnius): Roma Community Center, 
headed by Svetlana Novopolyskaya (non-Roma woman); Lithuanian Roma Asso-
ciation ‘Gypsy Fire’ (headed by Joseph Tichina); Roma Integration House (headed 
by Bozhena Karveliene). 

In Latvia, the number of organizations is even less, only about 10, the most 
active among them are: Latvian National Romani Cultural Association, headed by 
Normund Rudevichs in Riga; Latvian Gypsy Society Ame Roma, headed by Vanda 
Zamytskaya in Ventspils; Roma Association Nevo Drom, headed by Anatoliy Bere-
zovkis in Tukums, etc.

In Estonia, there is only a small number of Roma organizations, such as Estoni-
an Roma Cultural Society, headed by Roman Lutt (founded in 1991, reorganized in 
2001 into North-Estonian Roma Society), as well as the Cultural Center for Roma 
Youth, Tallinn Gypsy Cultural Center, etc. The common thing for all Roma organ-
izations in this region is that they work in constant cooperation with governmental 
bodies and local authorities and some also participate in international projects.

Roma NGOs have also been created in Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan, where ex-
cept Central Asian Gypsies, known as Lyuli or Jughi, with self-appellation Mughat 
(Marushiakova and Popov, 2016b) also live a limited number of Roma who migrat-
ed there during Soviet times. These Roma established Roma organizations, such as 
Gypsy Association Romen in Almati, Kazakhstan, headed by Ivan Barvalovskiy, 
and Gypsy diaspora Romano Drom (Roma Road) in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan, headed 
by Nikolay Shiryaev), however, their coming into being was initiated by the local 
Open Society Foundations in order to demonstrate the presence of Roma organiza-
tions in this region at the meeting in Smolensk in 2003 and appeared to be extremely 
short-living, after the external interest ceased they have no any activities and no 
public presence. 
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In recent years, in Kazakhstan some new organizations emerged such as the 
Real Gypsy Ensemble Yagori, headed by Lyubov Yavorskaya, and Gypsy cultural 
center, headed by Spartak Russecki in Almaty, the Roma Diaspora of Aktubinsk Re-
gion, headed by Elena Dmitrieva, in Aktobe. All these organization do not develop 
project activity, i.e. do not fit into the familiar categories of NGOs.

The last (so far) former USSR country in which Roma NGOs appeared is Geor-
gia. The first attempt for development of Roma civic sector was in 2002, when 
the Human Rights Information and Documentation Center, with a grant from the 
World Bank launched a project for a Protection Center for Roma Community in 
Georgia. This project envisaged the creation of a Georgian Roma NGO (reported 
as established in 2008, but in fact it existed only on paper, without exercising any 
activity). Currently, there are functioning three Roma organizations in the coun-
try: the Kakheti Gypsy organization Roma headed by Venera Martkoplishvili (a 
non-Roma woman) in Dedoplistskaro; the Adjarian Gypsy organization Roma in 
Kobuleti, headed by Nargiz Dzhincharadzi (also a non-Roma woman); the Kobuleti 
Roma Youth, headed by Jumberi Alimov and Marishka Aslanova. Even proposals 
for inclusion in the projects targeting Roma communities coming from the NGO-s 
which offer respective financial support has so far been firmly rejected by the repre-
sentatives of the ‘other Gypsies’ (the Lom and Dom communities) (Marushiakova 
and Popov, 2016b: 90, 101–102).

In the other post-Soviet countries (Armenia, Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, Tajik-
istan and Uzbekistan), despite repeated recommendations from a number of inter-
national organizations, there are no (yet) any Roma NGOs established. The main 
reason for this is in the fact that after the collapse of the USSR, no Roma lived there 
(with few exceptions, e.g. in Baku), and the so-called ‘Gypsies’ (Lom in Armenia, 
Dom in Azerbaijan, Mughat in Uzbekistan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan) are in no 
way willing to be included into the ‘Roma’ umbrella category (Marushiakova and 
Popov, 2016b). 

Conclusion

To sum up: After the collapse of the USSR in 1991, in the new independent states on 
the post-soviet space the Gypsy/Roma movement developed largely in one direction 
but the trends and patterns and the concrete manifestations of these developments 
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vary considerably in individual countries. Generally speaking, traveling from West 
to East (countries from region of Baltic, the Republic of Moldova, the Ukraine, 
South Caucasus, Central Asia, and the Russian Federation) one can see clearly a 
picture of the transition from the European to the Eurasian model of development 
of the Gypsy/Roma movement. It is palpable that also future fate of this movement 
will depend from the geo-political trends in the former Soviet space.

The reasons for this situation are in the very existence of the Roma in ‘two 
dimensions’, or in two coordinate planes – both as a separate community (or more 
exactly ethnic communities) and as a society (in particular as its ethnically-based 
integral part within the respective nation-state, citizens of which they are, with re-
spective national identity). The Roma movement itself in its essence is an attempt to 
attach certain societal dimensions to the community one and, therefore, throughout 
the whole history and also nowadays, it appears more or less dependent on ‘exter-
nal’ (i.e. standing outside the community) factors. In fact, it will be possible to speak 
about real Romani movement only when it will rest primarily on the community, 
which, however, is very far from its present condition.
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Pic. 1. The leadership of ‘All-Russian Union of the Gypsies’ (from left to right): Nina 
Dudarova, Andrei Taranov (chairman), Sergei Poliakov, Ivan Lebedev (secretary). 
Moscow, 1927. Author: unknown. Source: Journal ‘Romani Zoria’. 1927, No. 1, p. 3.

Pic. 2. Kolkhoz member, Stakhanovit from Gypsy Beshkur Vakufsk’s Kolkhoz. Dalda 
Asanov with his family in his new house built for him by the kolkhoz. Crimea, 1930. 
Author: Suren. Source: Russian State Archive of Film and Photo Documents, Cipher 
0-47369, Storage unit number 47369.
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Pic. 3. Lieutenant-general of Justice 
Yakov Sergunin (Yan Reshetnikov). 
Painting of Nicolay Bessonov. Moscow, 
2003. Source: Nicolay Bessonov’s 
personal archive.

Pic. 4. Grave of Yakov Sergunin (Yan Reshetnikov), Troekurovsk graveyard, Moscow, 
2008. Author: Nicolay Bessonov. Source: Nicolay Bessonov’s personal archive.
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Pic. 5. Celebrating of the International Roma Day by the ‘Federal National and Cultural 
Autonomy of Russian Gypsies’ (in the center Nadezhda Demeter, Nikolay Slichenko, 
director of the Theater ‘Romen’), 8th April 2014, Moscow. With courtesy of Nadezhda 
Demeter.

Pic. 6.  
Roma Passport. 
Riga, 2012.  
Photo:  
Vesselin Popov. 
With courtesy 
of Normund 
Rudevichs.
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‘OUR’ AND ‘FOREIGN’ IN BESSARABIA: 
COMMUNICATIONAL ENVIRONMENT AND 

COMMEMORATIVE PRACTICES

Svetlana Koch

Abstract: The subject of the paper is communication environment of one of culturally di-
verse region – Bessarabia. Historic and political processes have predetermined the border-
land status of this region. Local and national cultures within this historic-ethnographic space 
have been never closely contacted with each other. Each of ethno-cultural group, living 
here, has its specific topos, within which the senses of historic events, ritual practices, social 
tasks are functioning and being interpreted. Communicational socio-cultural systems in the 
region are formed on the basis of ethnic and linguistic space, confessional affiliation, eco-
nomic specialization, geopolitical orientation. Herewith, none of the existing ethnic groups 
do not have sustainable status of the ‘indigenous’, but each group preserves the arguments 
about historic rights on this territory in its memorial practice. The status of titular culture in 
the region belonged to Roman, Turk and Slavic nations in different times. Such changes of 
the cultural centers have determined the significant transformations in the system of social 
lifts in relation to the ethnic and confessional affiliation. Ethnocultural and linguistic spaces 
have closely intertwined with social and national spaces. Multi-vector nature of geopolitical 
processes in Bessarabia provided conditions for regional groups (ethnic, social) and national 
centers (Turkey, Romania, Russia, Ukraine, Moldova, Bulgaria) for using the communica-
tion systems orientated to different vectors of integrational processes. Each communication-
al space presumes the presence of its own ‘center’ and ‘periphery’, gives rise to network 
structures (from community to transnational systems) that are based on the specific channels 
of information and special semiotic systems. 
Keywords: identity, our, foreign, common memory, ethnic group, national policy, group 
memory, memory strategy

Introduction

The article considers the version of recognition of the historic-ethnographic space 
of Bessarabia as a complex contact zone, limitrophe. The variable ethnocultural 
groups, civilizations and religions have been contacted here. This space belonged to 
different political centers: Greek poleis, Rome, the Bulgarian Empire, Byzantium, 
Rus, Rzeczpospolita, the Cossack Hetmanate, the Ottoman Empire, Russia, Roma-
nia, Moldova, the USSR, Ukraine. Each of political centers has its arguments for 
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right on the possession of this territory or right on myth about the value of this space 
for history of their nations. The inconsistency between local borders and national 
cultures is specific for Bessarabia and transforms it into a classic peripheral space. 
That is why we consider this region as unstable political space. In the same time, 
the models of behavior of ethnocultural groups of Bessarabia allows to observe the 
presence of stable political and regional identity. The stable ‘practices of presence’ 
(toponymy, memorials, sacral centers and social infrastructure), formation of the 
mechanisms of lobbying for social needs characterize the development of the ma-
jority of ethnic groups in the region. 

The aim of the present article is to analyze the model of the communicational 
environment that has been formed in the region of stable ethno-cultural borderland 
and to demonstrate the mechanisms of interaction of the factors that determine the 
formation of the images of ‘our’ and ‘foreign’.

The modern ethnocultural composition of the interfluve area between the Dan-
ube – the Prut – the Dniester was formed in the 18th – 19th centuries in result of the 
series of the Russo-Turkish wars and geopolitical processes that redraw the map 
of Europe after the Napoleonic wars. The modern regional model of ethnocultural 
interaction in Bessarabia was formed in this period. 

The transformation of the social and demographical structure of the region in 
20th century did not change the functional features of the formed communicational 
and identification model. However, they had a significant influence on its structural 
characteristics. The point is about acquisition by many groups (Bulgarians, Greeks, 
Germans, Russian Old Believers, etc.) of the characteristics of network Diasporic 
systems with transnational character (Koch, 2011). 

The modern sociocultural system may be characterized through the complex 
of tendencies: 1) preservation of polyculture structure of the region; 2) functioning 
of the developed multi-vector, transnational, polyglossial communicational system; 
3) absence of the ʽindigenousnations’ in the space of the region from the perspective 
of ethnography; 4) articulated claims for historic right to own features and rights of 
the ‘indigenous’ nations by the side of the majority of ethnic regional groups. 

Commemorative practices of the modern ethnic groups have been formed, by the 
one side, due to the internal resources and historic traditions and, by the other side, 
due to active support by national and state policies of the concerned states. Bessarabia 
preserves the features of the active geopolitical zone – zone of the vital interests of 
Turkey, Romania, Russia, Moldova, Ukraine, Bulgaria (Koch and Uzun, 2012).
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All abovementioned complicating the problem of identification of ‘own’ and 
‘foreign’, situational and pragmatic. Each participant of the regional system takes 
the role of ‘own’ or ‘foreign’ according to the chosen variant of projection of the 
present into the past.

The methodological basis of the present research has been formed under in-
fluence of the field studies in Bessarabia during the period of 2000 – 2016 within 
ethnographic research expeditions of Odessa ‘I. I. Mechnikov’ National University 
and in course of scientific programs, ‘Greeks of Ukraine: History and Culture’ that 
was conducted in conjunction with Odessa Branch of the Hellenic Foundation for 
Culture; ‘Social Transformations in the Borderland; Belarus, Ukraine, Moldova’ of 
the European Humanities University in Vilnius, Lithuania, etc.

The analysis of formation and functioning of sociocultural regional system 
that is able to influence on adaptation, presentation and social activity of the local 
groups of the region has been done by applying methods of political and legal, so-
cio-economic, socio-political, demographic and migration analysis. That gave an 
opportunity to determine the conditions and features of institutionalization of local 
sociocultural groups in Bessarabia.

The necessity to characterize the influence of state national and memorial politics 
on the process of acquisition of the subjects of socio-political processes functions by 
sociocultural groups determined the application of the synchronic and comparative 
analyzes of national doctrines, official and public claims, current legal mechanisms. 

The instrumentalist and/or functional approaches were applied for analysis of 
the active identification practices. The instrumentalist approach is orientated to the 
formation of the historic and cultural arguments in favour of the specific nation-
al strategies of the states. The functional approach is based on the analysis of the 
practices of daily life that are expressed in the form of behavior models of local and 
regional groups. 

In this paper we shall present two levels of realization of the politics of mem-
ory in the region: 1)  politics of memory of the states in regard to the region that is 
characterized by the stable political periphery, marginal socio-political environment 
and poly-cultural population; 2) local group practices and mechanisms of memo-
rialization in the environment of the ethnocultural groups that were formed as a 
response to the frequent changes of political centers and their politics and became 
a demonstration of the features of diasporic identity that includes situationality and 
conformity, when choosing the way of interpretation of the events.
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Bessarabia as a part of vital space: constructing of ʽourʼ geopolitical 
space

As we mentioned before Bessarabia, as a competitive geopolitical project, acts as 
a subject of implementation of the strategy of policy of memory by the side of the 
interested states Bulgaria, Moldova, Russia, Romania, Turkey, Ukraine, etc. (Koch, 
2015). The states actualize the historic vectors that are realized through the memo-
rial objects and events by manipulating symbolic assets. Application of the national 
strategies of memory is conducted through ethnic or social groups of the region that 
resulted in conflicts in interpretation of history.

Thus, Turkish Republic perceives Bessarabia as a part of ʽTurkic beltʼ (Uzun, 
2016). The history of the Turkic peoples, who lived in the North Black Sea Region 
(Cumans, Polovtsi), Patzinaks (Pechenegs), Nogais, Gagauz, etc.), is an evidence 
of that. The ideas of development of ʽTurkic belt of stabilityʼ, that is presented by 
the World Assembly of Turkic Peoples and its President, Y. Sultanmurat, proceeded 
from ethnic affiliation of the related groups. The Union of the Turkic peoples is 
aimed at realization of the geopolitical task – to create the Union of Turkic states 
(Sultanmurat, 2009). Considering that, the Turkish presence in the region is realized 
through the systematic support to the ethnically related nations – Gagauz and Gagauz 
autonomy. The population of Gagauz in the region is amounted approximately to 
250,000 people. 140,000 people from them live in Gagauzia – autonomous terri-
torial unit of Moldova, 40,000 in Ukraine. Turkey became an active Maecenas for 
Gagauz in Bessarabia in cultural and educational spheres. The interests of Turkey 
in Bessarabia are realized by the Turkish Cooperation and Coordination Agency 
(TIKA, 2017). The executive office of the TIKA in Ukraine has worked since 1995, 
and in Moldova – since 1994. The priority fields of activity are water supply, health 
service, education, improvement of administrative, civic and agricultural infrastruc-
ture. According to the coordinator of the programs of the Agency in Moldova, Janan 
Alpaslan, more than 45 investment projects and more than 200 educational pro-
grams have been realized for 25 years (Moldovan News, 2017). The current object 
of national interests of Turkey is reduction of cultural distance between Gagauz and 
Turks and support the idea of the political and economic independence of Gagauzia 
from Moldova and Romania. Thus, Turkey forms the instrument to influence on the 
political processes in Transnistria, Moldova and the South of Ukraine. The politics 
of memory conducted in Ukraine after 2013 actively supports some of historic argu-
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ments of Turkey in regard to the North Black Sea Region by recreation of the image 
of ‘Khan’s Ukraine’ that should displace the image of Novorossia from the regional 
structure of memory (Yakubovich, 2017).

The Russian Federation precepts Bessarabia as a part of the historic Novorossia, 
the bridge to the Balkans. The reclamation of Bessarabia was a part of geopolitical 
plans of the Russian Empire on the Balkans: in the 18th century the idea of the ̔ Greek 
projectʼ of the Katherine II consisted in creation of the Greek Empire under the rule 
of Russia (Markova, 1958); in the 19th century the revival (liberation from the Ot-
toman Empire) of the Orthodox Slavic states as a support on the Balkans and in the 
East Mediterranean region. Herewith, Russia made significant efforts in the process 
of preparation of national-liberation movements in this region, supporting the activ-
ity of the ethnic elite of Greeks, Bulgarians, Serbs, Montenegrins. The National-lib-
eration movements of the nations of Balkans relied on the diasporas of their ethnic 
groups, formed under patronage of Russia in the North Black Sea Region in the 18th 
century. The policy of the reclamation of Bessarabia included settling in this territo-
ry of the one faith agrarian nations that recognized in Orthodox Russia the defender 
of their interest. For example, the project of the agrarian colonization of Siberia 
and Bessarabia suggested by Alexander Osipovich Kornilovych (Oganyan, 1985: 
67). The policy of ʽpatronageʼ of the Christian nations preserved the importance of 
the ethnocultural borders for the Transdanubian colonists. That happened in result 
of the rule according to which social and economic privileges were granted to the 
specific groups of resettlers. To a large extent this policy made the ethnic borders of 
the modern diasporas stable. This fact in many ways determined the socio-cultural 
situation in the South of Ukraine in the beginning of the 21st century.

Romania considers Bessarabia as historic part of the ʽGreat Romaniaʼ. This pro-
ject was founded under the influence of anti-Turkey and anti-Fanariot sentiments 
and primarily its target was to get national independence. In the beginning of the 
20th century the uniting of all Romanian historic provinces of the unitary Romanian 
state became the target in course of the First World War (Uzun, 2013: 51). In the 
years of the Second World War this idea significantly broadened to the creation of 
the ʽRomanian Empire to the gates of Asiaʼ (Lebedev, 1976: 208).

Its modern version included the recreation of the ʽGreat Romaniaʼ within the 
borders before 1940 (OMEGA, 25.01.2014). With this purpose, Romania has con-
ducted active policy in regard of involvement of its former compatriots in the sphere 
under control of the state. Notably that under compatriots are understood all, who 
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on the basis of jus soli (birthright citizenship) have an ability to prove that they have 
relatives, who were born on the territory of Romania before 1940 (Lege Сetățeniei 
române, 1991). 

The popularity of the Romanian identity in the region is connected, besides the 
success of the idea of united Romanian nation, with the membership of Romania 
in the EU. The political unionism of Romania is painfully perceived by the side of 
Gagauzia that recognizes in Romania the threat to its autonomy and national iden-
tity. The Gagauzia shall become independent and orientated to integration in the 
Customs Union in case of dissolution of Moldova as a separate state that is stipu-
lated in the legislation of Moldova in result of the Referendum of 2 February 2014 
(Referendum in Gagauzia, 2014). Although, in such case its vector of integration 
is coincided with the desire of unrecognized Pridnestrovian Moldavian Republic, 
hereinafter – ʽPMRʼ, set in the Resolution of the President of the PMR No. 558 dd. 
26.11.2013 (Ofitsial’nyy Sayt Prezidenta PMR, 2013).

The Republic of Moldova owns the northern part of Bessarabia. This part is 
a territory of ethnogenesis of Moldavans, zone of historic resettlement, territorial 
resource for creation of the ‘Great Moldova’. The project ‘Great Moldova’, being 
anti-Romanian, is focused on the restoration of the borders of the Medieval Princi-
pality of Moldova (Fundament Velikoy Moldova, 2008). The modern development 
of the North Bessarabia is characterized by the protracted choice making on the 
vector of geopolitical development between national culture, Russophilia and Ro-
manian unionism. Romania and Moldova relied on the ambiguous roman speaking 
population of the region in course of realization of its national tasks.

The Republic of Bulgaria considers Bessarabia as: a part of the territory of eth-
no-genesis of Bulgarians – Bulgarian ethnic space; a place of living of the biggest Bul-
garian diaspora abroad, the population of which is approximately 250,000 people; a 
cultural and political space that became a cradle of national revival in the 19th century.

The establishment of the diaspora of Bulgarians in Bessarabia had numerous 
political, confessional and economic reasons. However, it is important that the reset-
tlement in Bessarabia in the 19th century was recognized as internal migration within 
own cultural Orthodox areal in some way and the new territory was perceived as 
‘familiar’ and semantically significant. The compact settlements of Bulgarians that 
preserved the full cultural complex allowed to call these territories as ‘Small Bul-
garia’ and in the 20th century as ‘External Bulgaria’. The formation of the Bulgarian 
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national ideology was prior to the liberation and formation of the Bulgarian State. 
This process involved significantly more extended lands, than the lands comprised 
by the state. That explained the adoption of the ‘National Strategy for Bulgarian 
Citizens and Bulgarian Historic Communities across the World’ (2014) that fixed 
the idea of the Bulgarian nation outside the territory and the borders (Ofitsialen sayt 
na Ministerski savet, 2014). The appearance of such extend interpretation of the 
Bulgarian nation has been supported by the policy conducted by Bulgaria in regard 
to the foreign Bulgarians: provides conditions for maintenance of ethnic identity, 
relied on the support of the socio-cultural institutions of the diasporas for realization 
of the partner relations with the neighboring states, etc.

Ukraine owns the South Bessarabia (Budzhak). This territory was included into 
the USSR after the Second World War and is the most poly-ethnic part of the state. 
Ukraine considers thеsе lands as part of the historic lands of the Kievan Rus, the 
Grand Duchy of Lithuania (the political myth about 600 years’ history of Odessa) 
or even ‘Khan Ukraine’.

Thus, each state forms the image of ‘own’, ancestral territory and fix it through 
the memorial subjects and events that are presented as a part of ethnic or regional 
history of particular ethnos, living in the region. The states are intended to influence 
on the formation of ʽmemorial culture’ as a complex of symbols and practices that 
determine the common memory.

The issue concerns aside from the periods of ownership of this territory as a 
political center, when the projects of construction of cities, infrastructure had been 
realizing and the policy of acculturation, demographical redrawing of the ethnic 
and confessional map of the region had been conducting, also concerns the modern 
period, when there are articulated and realized the projects of creation of the trans-
port corridors (the Lower Danube; from the Varangians to the Greeks – No. 9; the 
Silk Route – TRACECA; etc.), cultural interventions (Latinization of the alphabets, 
publication of the textbooks for ̔ own’ diasporas, financing of libraries), demograph-
ical projects targeted at involvement of the compatriots (ethnic maps and privileged 
issuance of passports for compatriots are provided for Bulgarians, Greeks, Poles, 
Russians, Romanians), formation of integrational economic spaces, etc. The image 
of Bessarabia in ‘national projects’ of some nations is presented as ‘ethnic nest’, 
where the culture of nation in crisis situation is able to receive an impulse for further 
stage of development.
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Firstly, the issue is about the nations, whose ethno-genetic history has connec-
tions with the territory of the region: 1) there are the sacral centers, legendary spac-
es, memorial objects, traces of historic presence; 2) early experience of formation of 
the state as well as other socio-political institutions are connected with this territory; 
3) the conservation of ethnic traditions that may become a condition of getting back 
to the basics had happened under the regional conditions.

Greek and Bulgarian diasporas of the North Black Sea region may be referred 
to such groups. These territories have been known by Greeks since the 7th century 
BC (the period of Greek colonization of the North Black Sea Region). As for Bul-
garians, these have been the territories of early ethnogenesis since the 7th century 
CE (thus, existence of the Kubrat’s Bulgaria and the First Bulgarian Empire are 
directly connected with the historic roots of this nation). Such circumstances made 
it possible to appeal to the roots in course of formation of national concept, to make 
selection of in-demand elements for construction of the positive image of the nation, 
without which its revival seems to be impossible. 

From the point of view of perception of own place in the history of the region it 
is interesting the evaluation of the contribution of Bulgarians to the development of 
the steppe territory of the Black Sea Region in the period of the Kievan Rus, that is 
presented in the Letter to the Minister of education of Ukraine in 2010 by the Bul-
garian communities of Ukraine. In the Letter is stated the following:

we find necessary… to refer to you with proposal to…objectively enlighten the 
role of ancient Bulgarians in formation of the Old Russian nation and creation 
of the Old Russian state that is called Kievan Khanate and later – Kievan Rus 
(Obrashcheniye, 2012).

Secondly, the issue is about the nations, the national revival of which is connected 
with the activity of the ethnic groups in the region: 1) formation of the revolu-
tionary, secret, enlightening, philanthropic organizations; 2) formation of rebellion; 
3) creation of national school, literary language, statehood.

The national revival of Bulgarians and Greeks are also connected with Bes-
sarabia: there are active secret societies (in Odessa Filiki Eteria, in Chisinau lodge 
Ovidius) that acted as organizers of the revolution in Greece in 19th century. The 
first Bulgarian organization that officially propagated the program on fighting for 
the revival of Bulgarian nation created in Odessa was the ‘Bulgarian Board of Trus-
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tees of Odessa that Raising Contributions in Empire for the Poor Bulgarian Ortho-
dox Churches and Colleges’ (1854–1899). It was functioning under the conduct of 
N. Palauzov (Grebtsova, 1999).

The Militia was formed from the local residents of the region in the period of 
Greek revolution (ʽSacred Bandʼ conducted by A. Ypsilantis in 1821) and the Rus-
so-Turkish War 1876–1877 (Honorable Dismounted Convey – Bulgarian Militia). 
The militias became the basis for the regular armies of Greece and Bulgaria after 
the liberation. The successful Rebellion in Greece in 1821–1832 and Liberation war 
in Bulgaria in 1876–1877 became possible due to the focused actions of the ethnic 
diasporas and application of their resources in the South of Russia in Odessa and 
Bessarabia (Priakhin, 1994).

Bessarabia holds a special place in nation-genesis of the Gagauz nation. The 
Orthodox Christians of Gagauz origin resettled from the Ottoman Empire in the end 
of the 18th century – beginning of the 19th century. Over three centuries Gagauz has 
established in their ethnicity and formed national elite in Bessarabia. They acquired 
the status of separated nation in result of division of Bessarabia between Moldova 
and Ukraine. The Autonomy within Moldova was the first experience of statehood 
of Gagauz. Gagauzia has got hard role that required to balance between the promi-
nent geopolitical players in purpose to preserve the possibility of political independ-
ence (Guboglo et al., 2011).

Thirdly, Bessarabia acted as a significant element in the formation of the nation-
al image of the nations that within this region had the status of titular state-forming 
nations (Tatars, Romanians, Greeks, Russians, Ukrainians). The inclusion of the 
region in the structure of the national space meant for each nation the acquisition of 
the imperial status and correspondent ideology. 

Policy of memory of the neighboring states in regard to the region

The memory of events acts as a constructed phenomenon. According to the Peter 
Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1966) any analysis and description of the tradition 
are already the ways of rewriting it into the modern language. However, considering 
that the world consists of multiple realities, the preference is given to this one that 
is relevant for the everyday life. The historic memory is only a ‘projection of the 
present on the past’. It allows the modernity to find the grounds for legitimacy in 
ʽexperienceʼ (Berger and Luckmann, 1966). 
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Complex of memorial practices in Bessarabia has been formed with active par-
ticipation of metropolises of the ethnic groups of the region (Bulgaria, Germany, Is-
rael) and states that included the region in different historic periods (Turkey, Russia, 
Romania, Ukraine).

Politics of memory of the political players, who acting in the region, influences 
on the forms of regional behavior: forms the common memories; prevent realization 
of the strategy of forgetting and displacement of the memories; provides the stable 
geopolitical influence by means of commemorative practices that included re-eval-
uation of the historic events or creation of its new interpretation and representation; 
forms internal semiotic space that defines the coherence of the public actions of the 
groups; creates the basics of the group solidarity and establishes the ʽborder of the 
localityʼ in the region; fixes the ʽright on presenceʼ and ʽright of participationʼ in the 
regional development for each of the political centers. 

The modern process of commemoration (interpretation of the events from the 
past) presumes the renewal of the socio-cultural presence in the region that is real-
ized by the way of: 1) ascertaining the fact of historic presence in the region (hold-
ing public cultural events, preservation and maintenance of memorial objects, actu-
alization of the historic toponymy); 2) acting in the role of Maecenas in regard to the 
compatriots and representatives of the cultural area (supporting educational systems 
of diasporas, funding for social and cultural programs, etc.); 3) creating of the legal 
and institutional mechanisms in order to support the connections with ʽownʼ group 
(programs of support compatriots, creation the conditions for acquisition of dual 
citizenship, maintenance of sociocultural networks).

The historic presence in the region is evidenced by the toponymical, memorial 
and sacral subjects. A number of monuments to military honor from the Czarist Rus-
sia to Soviet period, including the monument to the German soldiers of 1930s, who 
died during the First World War, the monument devoted to all, who were fighting for 
Danube lands, are reflection of complex regional history. However, the fight with 
the memory (monuments) is a common thing for such peripheral, marginal region. 
Focusing the attention on the one historic plot and in the same time staying silent 
/marginalizing the other are the mechanisms of redesigning of history in case of 
change of the political center. The reaction of the local population on the intention 
of the centers (neighboring states) to find any arguments in the history in favour of 
their policy constitutes in formation of the regional chronotope – special regional 
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chronicle, when any political power is considered as peripheral influence and re-
gional history is represented as a central action.

In the beginning of the 21st century the new memorials wеre founded in Bes-
sarabia, the object of which is to demonstrate the connection between the regional 
history and important national evens of the specific geopolitical centers. Thus, the 
monument devoted to the founder of the Turkish Republic, Mustafa Kemal, was 
opened in Comrat in 2016; the memorial plaque to the ideologist of the Great Ro-
mania A. Averescu was opened in the village Ozernoye in 2009; the monument to 
the Bulgarian militia in the war of 1787–1878 was opened in Bolgrad in 2012; the 
memorial signs about the existed German colonies and deportation of Germans to 
Germany were placed in the former German villages in the end of 1990s, etc.

Mythologizing of the bygone, tying the regional history to the national scenarios 
allow to preserve the needed collective memory. The symbolic history constitutes 
a resource that is able to strengthen social common understanding. Herewith, con-
struction of the mythologemes on the issues of: contribution to the regional history, 
cultural and social patronage, roles of specific nations in the development of the re-
gion give an opportunity to interpret regional history in favour of the certain groups 
and states.

The mission, which is similar in its functions, is performed by ethnographic sub-
jects such as: open-air ethno-villages, farms with their national peculiarities, centers 
of popular, folk art, craft houses, guest houses in ethnic areas of resettlement. They 
attract tourist as a type of leisure activity, although to a greater extent they act as 
nostalgic tourist destinations for the descendants of the previous dwellers of the re-
gion. Such places became the sites of pilgrimage to the Motherland of the ancestors, 
former family households, houses, cemeteries, schools. Such tourists intend to re-
member the facts of history that the central authorities prefer to forget. They become 
Maecenas of the ʽrevivalʼ of the specific historic scenarios (for example, projects 
realized in Ukraine by Gunther Vossler, President of the Bessarabian German Asso-
ciation in Germany). There is a great number of such examples in life of Bulgarian, 
Moldavian and Gagauz communities. 

The evidence of a significant interest to the history of local ethnic communities 
is extension of the system of ethnographic objects of tourist purposes in Ukraine. In 
2016 in Moldova the programs of the new routes over the former German colonies of 
Bessarabia ‘In the footsteps of Germans in Bessarabia’ and ‘In the footsteps of Poles 
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in Moldova’ (Мadein, 2016). Such measures allow to secure the historic rights of the 
groups on participation in regional processes of development, simplify searching and 
documental proving of the right on the lost property in course of wars and deportations 
of private parties. Moreover, Ukraine shall adopt a set of documents on the regulation 
of the process restitution. The first Draft of law No. 8332 ‘On Restoration of Property 
Rights of Physical Persons, Compulsorily Alienated by the Authorities of the USSR’ 
was presented to the Verkhovna Rada (Parliament) of Ukraine in 2005.

The preservation of the national self-identification presumes creation of the 
mechanism of influence on the field of education by the side of metropole and di-
aspora. Influence on the determination of the standards of education in Ukraine 
by the side of Bessarabian groups comes down to three issues on: 1) admission of 
using the textbooks published abroad in Romania, Bulgaria and Turkey by students 
of Ukraine and Moldova; 2) language of teaching in the place of local settlement 
of specific ethnic communities; 3) possibility of getting higher education in their 
metropolises. The efforts of Turkey, Romania, Poland, Bulgaria and Russia are es-
pecially visible in regard to these issues. All mentioned states realize the programs 
directed to support of the linguistic and intellectual environment in the principal 
diasporas. Thus, in 2016–2017 they significantly increased quantity of the offers to 
study in state universities for children from ethnic communities (Vangelov, 2016). 
Interest to education in the metropolises of Ukrainian students has been provoked 
by the prospects of studying and living in the states of the EU. The set of meas-
ures in the field of educational activity creates a basis for formation multination 
self-identification of youth.

The way of expression of national solidarity and loyalty by diaspora, symbolic 
demonstration of social potential, on which the state may rely on realizing its ex-
ternal policy, constitutes in participation in memorial actions that are organized by 
metropole on the occasions of important state or cultural events. For example, the 
Ochi Day (Anniversary of the ‘No’) of Greek diaspora (October 28th); the day of 
national Buditeli (enlighteners) of Bulgarian diaspora (November 1st), etc. The im-
portant thing is that both participants of the memorial events as well as addressees 
of social programs become ʽownʼ, while the parties of the relations that challenges 
the rights on such practices become ‘foreignʼ.

Humanitarian assistance by the side of metropole in situation of crisis, expres-
sion of concern about destiny of compatriots is not just a way of strengthening the 
connections with diaspora, it is also a possibility of creation of permanent systems 
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of monitoring, social and economic communication channels. For example, for re-
alization of such type of activity there are acting Coordination center for communi-
cation with Bulgarians in Ukraine (Koordinatsionen, 2017), program on rescue of 
Bulgarians from the Anti-Terrorist Operation Zone (Russian Athens, 2015), Turkish 
Cooperation and Coordination Agency, within which the special department on co-
operation with Gagauz of Ukraine is functioned (TIKA, 2017). Such institutions 
conduct regular monitoring of situation in the regions of compact settlement of their 
compatriots in Ukraine, act, on the one hand, as cultural and social Maecenas and, 
on the other hand, realize the interests of the metropolises in diasporas.

The strategies of the states in the field of construction of nations, conduction of 
regional memory policy are directed to replacement of the competitors and creation 
of the positive image among the groups of the borderland. The image of ‘foreignʼ 
in such case reflected in the aggressor or captor. Thus, Romania considers Bessara-
bia as a ‘part of ideal homeland’, ‘occupied Romanian region’. Turkey supports 
the idea ‘of uniting separated Gagauz nation’; Russia stands for inadmissibility of 
liquidation of the statehood of Moldova; Bulgaria considers Bessarabia as a part of 
‘external Bulgaria’. The application of the image of ‘foreign’ in culture and politics 
is aimed at strengthening of group identity and motivating of the social behavior. 
The result of the competitive strategies of the states aside from passport war, the 
participants of which are Ukraine, Romania, Poland, Russia, is also actualization of 
the autonomistic regional projects.

Thus, in 1980s−1990s following the ‘Parade of Sovereignties’ of the republics, 
the idea of Budjak Republic – Republic of Gagauz and Bulgarians under the pro-
tectorate of Ukraine, Russia and Turkey has been formed. This project was direct-
ed against nationalism of the titular nations. Its ideology had Anti-Ukrainian, An-
ti-Moldavian, Anti-Unionism character. The project of the ‘Bessarabian Republic’, 
resumed in 1920s, had Anti-Romanian character. The Bessarabism as a national 
identity became its ideology. 

Several projects of the ‘Bessarabian Federation’ appeared in the beginning of 
the 21st century. The first one described the Republic that is created involving auton-
omous Gagauzia and 7 districts of Ukraine. It is aimed at overcoming of the status 
of separated nation of Gagauz. The second project of Bessarabian Republic declared 
on behalf of the Popular front of Bessarabia in 2015 was orientated to creation of the 
cultural-national autonomy within Ukraine with participation of all ethnic regional 
communities. 
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Should be noticed the project of the ‘Republic of Budzhak’ that appeal to the 
practice of autonomous development within the Ottoman Empire. Its variations 
constitute the ideas of Taraclia national-cultural district within Moldova accord-
ing to the draft of Law ‘On special Status of Taraclia National-Cultural District 
within Moldova’ proposed by Taraclia local Council in 2013 and ideas of Bolgrad 
autonomous region within Ukraine due to the Referendum of Bolgrad district as of 
1st December 1991. The realized idea of the ‘Gagauz Republic’ is directed against 
unionism of Romania. 

Unstable political influence, longstanding absence of the common cultural basis 
became a reason of specific social structure and indifferent attitude of the local pop-
ulation to any political center that established its authority in the region. It explains 
the pragmatic attitude of population to national identity.

Communication system of the region: local practices and statuses

The communication system of the region has formed in light of geopolitical, ethn-
ocultural and social peculiarities. It has multi-layered, poly-semantic system. Each 
of groups living here may belong to several cultural areas that may intercross at 
confessional, social or linguistic areas. The status of indigenous nation is not es-
tablished in the region. There are no unambiguous markers of regional culture. The 
multidimensionality of the system explains the capacity to functionally modify un-
der the conditions of crisis. 

As we mentioned before, the communicational system in the region may be clas-
sified according to ethnic, linguistic or confessional belonging, economic speciali-
zation, geopolitical orientation (Koch, 2015). The competing segments of ʽRussian 
world’, ʽTurkic world’, ʽBalkan world’, ʽEuropean space’ have common confes-
sional areas, linguistic spaces, writing systems, economic and integrational models.

Herewith, crossing of the ethno-social, religious and economic statuses under 
the conditions of reclamation of the frontier filled the terms ʽown’ and ʽforeign’ 
by contradicting meanings. Thus, the majority migrants, who practised Christiani-
ty, came from the territories of the Ottoman Empire (Greeks, Bulgarians, Gagauz, 
Albanians). They were considered as ʽown – one faith Believers’ and their social 
status was raised in result of resettlement because in Russia they belonged to the 
main confessional group. Herewith, local Jews and Roma preserved the image of 
ʽforeign’, because they belonged to the groups of ʽinovertsy’ (people of other reli-
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gion), practised religions, not supported by state. Fixing the image of ʽinovertsy’ as 
ʽforeignʽ is proved by the preserved practice of liminal customs of the majority of 
nations that live in the region.

Any communicational system is programming the development of social struc-
ture. Inclusion of the person or group into the system demonstrates their choice and 
allows to maintain social stability. Crossing of the communication spaces under the 
conditions of poly-cultural borderland allows to situationally demonstrate affiliation 
to the least vulnerable social group (Koch, 2008). Bilingualism, bi-ethnicity and 
domination of the regional identity are caused by the protective pragmatic behavior. 

Biculturality became the form of regional identity (Greek-Bulgarians, 
Gagauz-Bulgarians; Moldovan raskol’niki (schismatic); Bessarabian Germans, 
etc.). It was caused by the situational prestige of the titular nations, the political 
centers of which had the right on this space, in particular Russians, Ukrainians, 
Turks, Romanians. It provided with possibility to soften the pressure of the political 
regime on the ‘unreliable nations’ (Greeks, Bulgarians, Germans) in the Soviet Un-
ion in the 20th century.

In general, regional polyglottism is a consequence of the mixed marriages, in-
terference of the languages in polycultural space and forced acquiring of several 
languages for effective communication. Herewith, the possibility to use different 
languages in communication allowed to situationally use the ethnic borders. Manip-
ulating linguistic spaces is aside from being a part of everyday life, is also a way of 
establishing socio-cultural borders. The example of modern process of redrawing of 
the integrational space involving the communicational systems is switching of the 
Moldovan and Gagauz writing systems to Latin. 

Each communication space presumes the presence of own ‘center’ and ‘periph-
ery’, gives rise to the network structures (from local communities to transnational 
systems) that are based on the specific information channels and semiotic systems 
that gathering its participants. 

That is why polycultural environment is considered by all participants of region-
al relations as source of influence and power. Polyculturality is a form of relations 
within which the border between ʽown’ and ʽforeign’ loses severity and acquires the 
ability to transform. 

Diasporic identity presumes situational choice of national priorities, orienta-
tion to different political and economic areas and markets. Political preferences of 
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the groups are connected with: opportunities that included choosing the ʽpolitical 
center’ (for example, case of Gagauz ethnocultural group that is balancing between 
Turkey and Russia, Moldova and Romania); processes of national revival (activity 
of elites that use the electoral opportunities of the ethnic groups, etc.). In any case, 
the borders and structure of groups are transformed, when the image of ʽforeign’ 
loses distinctness and acquires the situational character. The image of ‘own’ is de-
fined in regard of social and political conjuncture and objects of successful com-
munication. Mixing of the communication spaces is a condition of formation of the 
capacity of the group to act as an intermediary in transnational dialogue.

As for ethnic diasporas, the presentation of culture is considered as a way of 
assigning living space and provision of social capability. As for the centers of ge-
opolitical influence, ethnicity acts as a resource for creation of social and political 
institutions for realization of the manipulating practices in the space of their states. 

Conclusion

The regional system of Bessarabia is complicated communication center, where 
every participant situationally chooses the way of projection of the present into the 
past and appears in the role of ʽownʼ or ʽforeignʼ. 

The group identification and hard borders between diasporic groups are deter-
mined by the conditions of sociocultural development and stability of the geopolit-
ical environment. Stable periphery and instability of political centers created condi-
tions for maximum expansion of borders of ʽownʼ by actualization of the regional 
self-consciousness. That allowed to overcome stressful geopolitical situations with 
the minimum losses. The communicational system of the region has demonstrated 
high flexibility of the markers for determination of the borders of ʽown’ and ʽfor-
eign’. As the main markers in different combinations act: religion, language, history 
of resettlement, social status of the group in course of resettlement and occupied 
economic niche.

The example of Bessarabia demonstrates how symbolic history may act as 
a resource (demographic, political, economic). The network of senses and spac-
es formed on the basis of varied memorial practices creates a unique network 
memory map – local historic memory that allows region to preserve the internal 
integrity upon significant socio-political transformation and targeted political ma-
nipulations.
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MINORITY POLICIES  
IN THE CONTEXT OF POLITICAL BORDERS’ CHANGE: 

THE CASE OF MONTENEGRO

Sofiya Zahova

Abstract: Since the dawning of the new millennium Montenegrin governmental policies 
following EU norms and standards, officially promote a model of so-called civic nation, 
considering it to be the most suitable format for a multi-ethnic country with no community 
forming more than 50 % of the population among its ethnicities. This article presents a study 
of Montenegrin governmental policies in the field of minority issues and outlines the effect 
of political borders´ changing after the 1990s and the Eurointegration tendencies on the 
country´s minority rights regime. It also reveals the impact of the SFRY ethnic policies and 
terminology in the field of minorities, and how these have affected the concepts and policy 
making related to minorities in present day Montenegro. Additionally, the text also looks 
into newly emerged ethnic categories introduced through legislation and at census related 
to the ethnic processes on the territories of former Yugoslavia states (Bošnjaks and Roma, 
Aškali and Egyptians). It discusses how – despite the multi-ethnic civic state rhetoric – the 
legislation affirms ethnic policies in which Montenegrins are viewed as majority and all 
other communities are considered minorities. 
Keywords: Montenegro, Yugoslavia, minorities, ethnic policies

Introduction 

During the process of disintegration of Yugoslavia, majority-minority relations in 
Montenegro were much better and fundamentally different than those in other for-
mer Yugoslav republics. The post-Yugoslav Montenegrin nation rebirth was not re-
lated to perceiving the minorities as treat for the national sovereignty. In the late 
1990s Montenegrin nationalism traditionally defined itself primarily in terms of 
opposition to Serbia, and in particular – to the pro-Serb forces in Montenegro, and 
was rather openly inclusive towards other Montenegrin minority groups (Zahova, 
2013a: 298–299). For the Montenegrin elite guiding the transition towards full sov-
ereignty, the protection of minorities was interpreted as a way of safeguarding the 
minorities’ support for securing independence, as well as protecting the political sta-
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bility of a state that lacks an actual statistical majority of titular nationals. According 
to the 2011 census, citizens with Montenegrin identity comprise 44.98 % of the 
population, followed by Serbs 28.73 %, Bošnjaks – 8.65 %, Albanians 4.91 %, Mus-
lims 3.31 %, Roma 1.01 %, and Croats 0.97 % (Popis stanovništva, domaćinstava i 
stanova u Crnoj Gori, 2011: 8−9). In the referendum of May 2006 the independence 
option received 55.5 %, with near unanimous support coming from minority voters. 
Indeed, in the 1990s minorities were the first to support state independence and 
breaking the ties with Serbia, noting that their co-ethnics in neighboring territories 
suffered attacks, persecution and ethnic cleansing caused by the Yugoslav forces or 
Serbian paramilitaries.

There are several major institutional changes that are observed in the course 
of state-building in independent Montenegro. They refer to the new constitutional 
arrangements, to the institutionalizing of new minorities that in socialist Yugoslavia 
were considered constitutive nations and to interiorizing of international standards 
in regard to minority protection in the national legislation and regulations. 

Social Federative Republic of Yugoslavia is often considered a nation-builder 
and architect of the constitutional nationalism (Hayden, 1992: 657) in the mem-
ber-republics. In all Montenegrin constitutions prior to 2006, the Montenegrin peo-
ple, a ‘century-long struggler for freedom’ were those to whom belongs the state. 
Montenegrins were the ‘titular nation’ in their own state with all institutions serving 
the Montenegrin nation’s cultural and social development. Today’s constitutional 
nationalism is inclusive towards minorities and the Montenegrins are not any more a 
titular nation, but only one of the communities to which the state belongs. With this 
constitutional arrangement is discontinued the typical for both Montenegro in the 
past and all neighboring countries constitutions’ concept that the republic belongs 
to the titular nation. But we see a proof that old habits die hard in the fact that main-
stream institutional policies still stimulate the development of Montenegrin national 
culture, history and language as well as nation-centered education compulsory for 
every citizen of the state. 

With the exclusion of Albanians, the minorities in Montenegro institutional-
ized as such after the federation dissolution in the 1990s. Their previous status of 
constitutive nations in Yugoslavia has been changed to status of minorities with 
‘mother land’ in the former Yugoslav republics. On the base of their new status these 
communities started to claim group rights as minorities. They were actually learn-
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ing-by-doing how to act as minorities seeking for collective and individual rights 
in their interaction with the state. Particular attention has been devoted to the rights 
and status of the ‘most vulnerable European minority’, the Roma, who apart from 
being treated as a discriminated minority also face a number of problems related to 
war refugees’ status or citizenship. 

As a former Yugoslav republic, Montenegro possessed a number of well-de-
veloped legislative measures guaranteeing the rights of its non-titular nationalities, 
primarily related to language rights and mother tongue education. The principal ar-
rangements of these rights have been largely kept, but there are also new measures, 
among which securing cultural rights, political representation and participation for 
the minorities. This is due to the fact that Montenegro has interiorized international 
standards by adoption of minority rights legislation and strategy for minority pro-
tection in accordance with these standards (Zahova, 2013b: 669–672).

Despite these changes and transformations in the institutional arrangements and 
policies, the perceptions of minorities and their relation to the titular nation have not 
changed radically. All of the Montenegrin nation-state institutions were created dur-
ing the Yugoslav socialism and the population was categorized into ethnic and na-
tional categories (Dulović, 2009: 109−110). It is no wonder that there are patterns in 
the minority policies that today echo the legacies of the Montenegrin socialist time. 
A major influence has the institutional treatment of the non-titular communities de-
pending on the fact whether they belong to another nation-state or not. Minorities in 
Yugoslavia (classified as nationalities since the end of 1960s) were only those who 
were part of a national community outside the federation and as such enjoyed more 
rights than the so-called ethnic groups (Bertsch, 1977: 92–93). Being ‘nationally 
not mature’ the ethnic groups were potentially subject to assimilation since they 
had only the right to self-determination. Rights related to mother tongue education 
or other language rights, guaranteed to the nationalities, were not granted to ethnic 
groups (Hayden, 1992: 657–662). 

The system of minority rights in Yugoslavia was connected with mother tongue 
education (along with the official language of the state) and the use of minority 
languages in official documents in the territories where the majority lives. Today, 
following this pattern, all national minorities have the right to education in their own 
language, but the knowledge of the official language in the country, named in 2007 
Constitution as Montenegrin and having its own standard since 2009 is compulsory 
(Zahova, 2013b).
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In light of the above, this article examines the development of policies in the 
field of ethnicity and minority protection in Montenegro in the context of its polit-
ical development over the last decades. It discusses how political borders changes 
and the consequent institutional transformation affect the concepts and policies re-
lated to minorities and ethnic communities in present day Montenegro. On the one 
hand, the text reveals the legacy and influence of Yugoslav ethnic policies, while, 
on the other hand, discusses the developments related to the new national and ethnic 
categories in the region that have been reflected in Montenegrin institutional and 
legislative context. 

Minority policies of two Federations and one State Union with Serbia 

The Yugoslav federation divided its constituent ethnic groups primarily on a terri-
torial basis, whilst taking into account the existence of national, ethnic, linguistic 
and religious diversity. From 1946, the new federation comprised of six individual 
Republics, so the Montenegrins themselves were constituted as a nation with a sep-
arate republic, based on the presumption that each of the Yugoslav nations should 
reside in its own territory. Over the years, a Montenegrin modern nation-building 
was instituted and the creation of its own national institutional practices began 
(Malešević and Uzelac, 2007: 700–702). The Constitution of the Socialist Feder-
atie Republic of Yugoslavia from 1974 (Ustav Socijalističke Federativne Republike 
Jugoslavije, 1974) affirmed constitutionally that all people shall have equal rights 
when it comes to self-determination (Art. 1), while national minorities shall enjoy 
the right to (and protection of) their own cultural development and free use of their 
own language (Art. 13). During the first two decades of Yugoslavia’s existence, the 
terms ‘minority’ and ‘nationality’ were both in use, and both of them referred to all 
minorities. The term ‘minority’ was defined as a group of people who cherish their 
own lifestyle, their own language (as compared to and different from the majority’s 
language – or rather: the language of the nation constituting the state), their own 
cultural aspirations and needs, and often – their own religion (Strojković, 1953: 
108). For example, in order to ensure ethnic Albanians could exercise their consti-
tutional right to use their mother tongue in Montenegro, the Montenegrin Republi-
can authorities opened Albanian-language elementary schools in regions where the 
minority was dense and compact, primarily in those areas that bordered Albania 
(Andrijašević and Rastoder, 2006: 340–344).
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In the 1960s, the term ‘minority’ acquired a pejorative tone, clashing with the ‘so-
cialist-homogenous’ idea as opposed to the ‘national-homogenous’ such. During the 
course of the all-encompassing decentralization that commenced in the late 1960s, the 
term ‘national minority’ (narodna manjina) was replaced with ‘nationality’ (narod-
nost), in order to stress the equal status of minorities within the six constitutive nations 
(Bertsch, 1977: 90–91). In the constitution of 1974, the federation became a de facto a 
confederation and the differentiation of nations, nationalities and ethnic groups inside 
Yugoslavia was introduced to the political and legal discourse (Hayden, 1992: 657). 
Accordingly, Yugoslavia became home to the six constitutional nations (Serbs, Croats, 
Muslims, Slovenes, Macedonians, and Montenegrins), 10 nationalities (Albanians, 
Bulgarians, Czechs, Hungarians, Italians, Romanians, Ruthenians, Slovaks, Turks 
and Ukrainians) and two ethnic groups (Roma and Jews) (Bertsch, 1977: 94; Várady, 
1997: 11–12). Montenegro was inhabited by people from the constitutional nations 
(Montenegrins, Serbs, Muslims, Croats, Macedonians), as well as by one nationality – 
Albanian, and one ethnic group – Roma. The term ‘nationality’ officially referred to 
‘members (of) the people that (were) organized into a nation, with (their) own written 
language and other features’ and had had a kin-state.

Despite the fact that the term minority was avoided in legislation, the Yugoslav 
constitution of 1974 provided an elaborated system of language rights in the cultur-
al and educational, public and legal fields (Arts. 154, 170, 171, 214, 243 246, 247 
of Ustav Socijalističke Federativne Republike Jugoslavije, 1974). Similarly, some 
minority groups in other Yugoslavia areas (mostly the Autonomous Province of Vo-
jvodina and the Autonomous Region of Kosovo and Metohija) had their own print 
media, cultural associations and theaters, yet the only regulation that was actually 
implemented in Montenegro, was the bilingual school education for the Albanian 
minority. The Yugoslav authorities held that, the contact and communication be-
tween minorities with their ‘native’ nations were believed to improve relationships 
with neighboring countries, especially kin-states. Yet, Montenegro had no agree-
ment with Albania due to the tensions that had arisen between Belgrade and Tirana 
in the 1940s and continued right the way until the collapse of socialism in both 
countries in the early 1990s. Montenegrin Albanians had family connections with 
the Albanians in Albania and tend historically to look to Albania as opposed to 
Kosovo, partly because of the political situation in Kosovo during the 1990s. In 
addition, the notorious traditionalism, geographical isolation and industrial ‘under-
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development’ of the region, added to the general isolation of Montenegrin society as 
a whole from some wider Yugoslav developments. For example, the demands of the 
Kosovar Albanians and those of the Roma movement in the 1970s did not involve 
Albanians or Roma from Montenegro and had no effect on the republic’s provision 
for these minorities (Zahova, 2013a: 94). 

Yugoslavia’s disintegration led to the emergence of ‘new minorities’ on the terri-
tory of Montenegro which, since 1992, formed the Federation Republic of Yugosla-
via (along with Serbia), and since 2003 – the State Union of Serbia and Montenegro. 
These new Montenegrin minorities were members of the former Yugoslav nations: 
Muslims and Bošnjaks, Croats, small number of Macedonians, and Slovenes. Both 
Muslim and Bošnjak are in use today to signify the Moslem Slavic speaking com-
munity which since 1970s was defined as ‘Muslims as nationality’. The position of 
Croats and Bošnjak/Muslims was particularly problematic, since both of them had 
previously enjoyed the status of constitutive nations, while in the early 1990s their 
‘mother’ states were in war conflict with the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, which 
Montenegro itself was part of.

Despite the fact that the 1992 Montenegrin constitution (Ustav Republike Crne 
Gore, 1992) formally granted rights to mother tongue use in all public spheres and 
the preservation and expression of the cultural, linguistic and religious culture to all 
national and ethnic groups on its territory, in the first half of the 1990s the Monte-
negrin government by and large followed the path set by Belgrade and frequently 
demonstrated intolerance toward minorities, who were attacked and demonized by 
supporters of the state police and authorities, and portrayed as a threat to Mon-
tenegro’s territorial integrity. The 1992 constitution defined non-majority groups 
in Montenegro as national and ethnic minorities, replacing the terms ‘nationality’ 
and ‘ethnic group’ from the former constitutions (Šístek and Dimitrovová, 2003: 
162–163). The Montenegrin government established a Center for the Protection and 
Development of the Culture of National and Ethnic Groups, yet no real functions in 
regards to minority rights were actually performed by this institution. The ‘old mi-
nority’ of Albanians continued to have a number of elementary schools and several 
high schools with instruction in Albanian and the official state language (Serbian). 
In 1992, Albanian representatives proposed a Memorandum on the Special Status 
of Albanians, which included a number of measures of positive discrimination re-
lated mainly to political participation. However, the document was ignored by the 
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state authorities. In general, the Albanian minority have entered into a higher de-
gree of cooperation and integration with Montenegrin society, than have Albanians 
elsewhere in former Yugoslavia, and Montenegrin Albanians have never made any 
claim for territorial autonomy (Šístek and Dimitrovová, 2003: 170). 

During the wars of Yugoslav secession, Croats and Bošnjak/Muslims in Monte-
negro became the target of attacks and nationalistic propaganda. In 1992 and 1993, 
the Bošnjak/Muslim population in the northern part of Montenegro became vic-
tims of expulsion and killings by Serbian paramilitary forces, with Bošnjak political 
leaders being accused of crimes against the state and imprisoned. At the same time, 
Croats in Bay of Kotor, also became the target of Serbian nationalist propaganda – 
on state TV and radio they were labelled as traitors who were planning to conjoin 
the Montenegrin littoral with a ‘Greater Croatia’. As a result, many Croats left the 
country (Pasinović, 2005: 40).

Minorities and the road to independence 

Throughout the 1990s, as war that affected co-nationals raged elsewhere in the for-
mer Yugoslavia, the minorities in Montenegro were the first – along with the polit-
ical formation called ‘Liberal Alliance of Montenegro’ – to raise the idea for state 
independence and breaking of all federal ties with Serbia (Bieber, 2003: 17–18). 
1997 is regarded as a watershed year, when the Montenegrin government started 
distancing itself from the Milošević regime and created preconditions for overall 
democratization, aiming to solve the issue with enhanced status and protection for 
minority communities. From then on the ruling elite started seeking the minorities’ 
support for the new political goal of state sovereignty, which was finally achieved 
in May 2006, when as previously mentioned, 55.5 % of the voters, including almost 
all minority voters opted for state independence.

The first sign of an official shift towards a policy in favour of an enhanced sta-
tus for the minorities came in September 1997, when the Montenegrin parliament 
adopted a special document regarding the recognition of minorities of two types – 
that of minority nations, applicable to Bošnjaks-Muslims, Albanians and Croats, 
and that of ethnic minorities, resulting from inward migration (Roma and small 
groups such as Macedonians, Hungarians, and Slovenes), thus inheriting the old 
division of ‘nationalities’ and ‘ethnic groups’. The coalition Da živimo bolije (Let´s 
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live better) formed for the parliamentary elections in May 1998 was supported by 
all minority parties and had declared the state’s intention of developing measures 
that would meet the international standards for further protection of minority rights 
(Zahova, 2013a: 61–62).

Inclusion of the Albanians as allies in the new pro-independence strategy was 
ensured in exchange for measures safeguarding their rights as a minority. During 
the Serbian-Albanian conflict of 1998–1999, the Montenegrin media and pro-Ser-
bian politicians, together with foreign media, repeatedly circulated the message that 
Montenegro was endangered by a similar ethnic conflict, with the Albanian minor-
ity presented as a threat to Montenegro’s stability and territorial integrity (Šístek 
and Dimitrovová, 2003: 169). The reaction of the Montenegrin government was 
to ensure the creation of a range of minority rights for the Albanian minority, to 
demonstrate cooperation and dialogue with it, and, first and foremost – to ensure 
political participation of the Albanians within the politics of Montenegro. Unlike 
other minorities in the state, Albanians benefited from the special treatment which 
ensured participation of Albanian deputies in the Montenegrin parliament. 

In 2001–2002, the Montenegrin government started negotiations and reached 
agreement with Albanian politicians with regard to their key demands – providing 
municipal status to a territory with a primarily Albanian population: opening an 
Albanian-language pedagogical faculty at the University of Podgorica; appointing 
ethnic Albanians at key positions (chief of police and chief judge) on a local level, 
and public-service access for the Albanians. Apart from having gained guaranteed 
mandates in the parliament since 1998, Albanians have also been traditionally repre-
sented in the government by one minister (usually the one responsible for minority 
rights), and two vice-ministers. 

In the post-Milošević period, the Yugoslav federation ratified the ‘Framework 
Convention for the Protection of National Minorities’ (in 2001) and adopted a law on 
protection of rights and freedoms of national minorities, but at the same time Mon-
tenegro was seeking for ways to create its own parallel institutions, thus being rather 
non-active at federation level (Bieber, 2003: 32−33). According to the Montenegrin 
political elite, the social and political context called for a state commitment for the 
active protection of minorities, enabling them to preserve, express, and develop their 
own identity – something which could be achieved only in an independent state, and 
not within a union with Serbia. The Montenegrin government designed state-funded 
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programs for the protection of minorities’ culture identity, mostly related to media 
or publishing activities with a focus on national minorities. Actually, the Albanian 
minority was the one that gained a number of concrete measures related to moth-
er-tongue education, as the Albanian language school system pre-dates the creation 
of an independent Montenegro. Other minorities were still concerned with discussing 
issues related to their identity in the new political realities after Yugoslavia’s disinte-
gration. For example, Bošnjaks strove to gain the status of a minority and a separate 
census category in Montenegro, the Slavic-speaking Muslims were engaged in a de-
bate about their official name (Muslim or Bošnjaks) as a term signifying their identity, 
and also the status of their population – that of a national minority, which designates a 
mother state outside Montenegrin territory (Bosnia), or that of an ethnic community, 
which affirms their group as traditionally living in Montenegro, not associating itself 
with any kin-state. A new term: Roma, Aškali and Egyptians also known as RAE 
populacija (RAE population) – to signify the Roma/Gypsy groups, came into use 
when the federation ratified a number of documents with that particular terminology 
which was also found in international documents such as those of the Organization 
for Security and Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) (Marushiakova et al., 2001: 4–7). In 
addition, the documentation referred to the large number of refugees (estimated up 
to 12,000), who settled in Montenegro during the Kosovo war crisis (Baza podataka 
RAE populacije u Crnoj Gori, 2009: 7–14). In short, all minorities, except the Albani-
ans, were involved in identity discussion and affirmation of their status in compliance 
with legislative norms, rather than developing any concrete demands with regards to 
their rights as minorities.

Since the dawning of the new millennium, Montenegrin governmental policies 
declared their adherence to EU norms and standards and have promoted a model 
of the so-called ‘civic nation’, considering it to be the most suitable format for a 
multi-ethnic country with no real majority among its ethnicities. The state-building 
project ‘A Montenegrin nation of all citizens’ referred to all minorities and was 
qualitatively different from Montenegro itself – in the recent past – and from the 
traditional conception of East-European model of ethnic nation (-states) (Brubaker, 
1996: 170). While the rest of the former Yugoslavian republics and the region as a 
whole were going through ethno-national homogenization and by means of oppo-
sition to the ‘ethnic other’ (the minority or/and majority of a neighboring country, 
including opposition in military and ethnic conflicts), Montenegro took the path of 
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intra-ethnic division (Caspersen, 2003: 117). There are now two opposed defini-
tions for the Orthodox population in the new political context – ‘Montenegrins’ and 
‘Serbs’, which, prior to the 1990s, could overlap. Montenegrin society was divided 
into proponents and opponents of independence, with the respective political posi-
tions which closely related to their ethnic belonging – opponents of Montenegrin in-
dependence self-identified as Serbs (who were to be a minority in a new state) and a 
small number of Montenegrins, while most people of Montenegrin ethnicity and all 
minorities were active supporters of the idea of state independence. Group interests 
were increasingly defined in ethnic terms for both the majority and the minorities, 
and on the way to independence minorities’ groups claims to resources became an 
influential factor in the domestic Montenegrin politics. 

The ruling Democratic Party of Socialists and the Social Democratic Party 
formed a block for independence using the slogans ‘civic state’, ‘European qual-
ity of life’, ‘multiethnic society’, ‘protection of minorities in compliance with EU 
and CoE norms’ and also signed an agreement with the main minority parties. The 
minorities’ formations entered the pro-independence coalition upon the following 
conditions: adopting a law on minorities which would ensure representation of the 
party in Parliament on the ‘principle of positive discrimination’: the representa-
tion of Bošnjaks in all institutions and levels of governance, and protection and 
development of cultural identity of minorities by the use of language and national 
symbols. The parties representing ethnic communities stated that the educational 
plans should include teaching of the history, tradition and culture of minorities, 
which it was argued, would contribute to the development of Montenegro as a civic 
and multiethnic state. All minorities, regarded by the government as allies for state 
independence, saw in the new sovereign state framework a better opportunity for 
accommodation of their own claims to rights and resources, rather than maintaining 
the status quo. The process of new state building was perceived as a suitable mo-
ment for negotiating the arrangements for minorities’ claims.

Current legislation and practices 

One of the first government priorities in independent Montenegro was the elabora-
tion of a new constitution (Ustav Crne Gore, 2007). On the path to independence, 
the governing elite prioritized the formula ‘Montenegrin nation of all citizens’ and 
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equality of all national communities in regards to state sovereignty. The country’s 
identity was no longer ‘based on the historical right of the Montenegrin people to 
(have their) own country, achieved by centuries of struggle for freedom’, as stated 
in the Constitution of Republic of Montenegro from 1992 (Ustav Republike Crne 
Gore, 1992), but on the decision of ‘free and equal citizens belonging to nations 
and national minorities living in Montenegro: Montenegrins, Serbs, Bošnjaks, Al-
banians, Muslims, Croats, and others who are supporters of democratic and civic 
Montenegro’, according to the Preamble of the Constitution of Montenegro from 
2007 (Ustav Crne Gore, 2007). Article 6 guarantees the human rights and liberties 
of all citizens, while Article 8 prohibits any kind of discrimination. According to 
Article 13:

The official language in Montenegro shall be Montenegrin. Cyrillic and Latin 
alphabet shall be equal. Serbian, Bosnian, Albanian and Croatian shall also be in 
official use.

Policies pursued by the new state show that the multi-ethnic civic state is under-
stood not as a union of individual citizens with equal rights, but as a conglomerate 
of communities whose identity must be maintained by allocating resources to the 
recognized minorities via state-funded activities in favour of minorities, while the 
official policies of other state institutions in the field of language, history and culture 
are associated with the largest ethnic community – the Montenegrins. 

The issues related to the non-titular ethnic communities have been solved by 
ratifying international documents in the field of minority rights – with special leg-
islation devoted to securing mechanisms and institutions to implement/guarantee 
these rights. Montenegro is pursuing a policy of special rights for minority com-
munities, inclusive of all the citizens who do not identify as Montenegrins or as a 
particular minority. According to the Constitution of Montenegro minority peoples 
(manjinski narodi) and other minority national communities (manjinska nacionalna 
zajednica) have the rights and the freedom to develop and express their ethnic and 
national characteristics, which may be exercized either individually or collectively 
(Part V of Ustav Crne Gore, 2007), a major part of which is related to the exercise 
of linguistic rights. Under Article 67 of the constitution, the members of national 
and ethnic groups are guaranteed ‘protection of national, ethnic, cultural, language 
and religious identity’ according to the international norms for protection of human 
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and civil rights. It also confirms the right to ‘form educational, cultural and religious 
societies with the support of the state’ (Article 69 of Ustav Crne Gore, 2007) and 
‘be proportionally represented in public services, state bodies and local self-govern-
ment administrations’ (Article 73 of Ustav Crne Gore, 2007).

Since 2006, the Ministry for Human and Minority Rights Protection has been 
responsible for minorities’ policy. According to Article 1 of the Law on Human 
Rights and Freedoms (Zakon o manjinskim pravima i slobodama, 2006), it aims 
to protect the rights of the so-called autochthonous minorities, ‘minority peoples, 
national minorities, ethnic minority and those who belong to them’, along with the 
general human and civil rights and liberties guaranteed to all citizens and the protec-
tion of specific minority rights and freedoms. Article 2 defines a minority as: 

any group of citizens of the republic, numerically smaller than the rest of the ma-
jority population, which has a common ethnic, religious or linguistic characteris-
tics different from the rest of the population and historically linked to the republic, 
and motivated by a desire to express and preserve national, ethnic, cultural, lin-
guistic and religious identity (Zakon o manjinskim pravima i slobodama, 2006).

The law sets out areas important for identity preservation and provides equal op-
portunities for minorities in line with ‘The Framework Convention for Protection of 
National Minorities and the European Charter on Regional and Minority Languag-
es’. Other legislative norms related to minority policies are found in the legislation 
on education, media and electoral laws. We can thus classify the general policies 
and practices as falling into three major groups – self-government rights, cultural 
and language rights, participation rights/ political representation. 

In addition, Montenegro has imported the idea of minority self-governance from 
the minority councils in Serbia, where there has been an attempt to replicate the 
Hungarian model of national minority councils. A fundamental difference in the 
Hungarian case is that the minority councils governing does not relate to territorial 
autonomy of regions inhabited by the designated minority. In both the Serbian and 
Montenegrin cases each council’s member is indeed elected by a certain part of the 
respective minority in several municipalities inhabited by a significant number of the 
population. However, the councils are not related to any specific minority territorial 
autonomy, but rather to the autonomy of decision-making on national level when 
it comes to the distribution of funds. Further, their role in any governmental deci-
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sions concerning minority issues of the respective minority is purely consultative. 
Regularly national minority councils have been elected by each of the communities 
considered as a minority according to the new norms. There are thus six minority 
councils – Serbs, Bošnjak, Albanians, Muslims (considered as a separate category 
from the Bošnjak), Roma and Egyptians and Croats – each of seventeen members. 
The councils’ main role is to ‘to represent and act on behalf of the minority’ and to 
consults the authorities and public services on all levels, when taking decisions and 
actions concerning the minority (quotas in universities, educational curricula, de-
sign of pedagogical programs). An important tool in the councils’ power is to launch 
an initiative for legislation amendment and other acts concerning minorities, but 
any such initiative is in fact limited to the act of proposing measures to parliament. 
The councils also take decisions regarding the distribution of funds from the state-
owned Fund for Minorities in relation to projects referring to due maintenance of 
the national, ethnic, cultural, linguistic and religious identity of the minority. Funds 
are allocated in proportion to the ratio of the respective minority and to the Serbian 
minority are distributed over 60 % of the annual fund’s budget (Fond za manjine, 
2009; Fond za manjine, 2010; Fond za manjine, 2011).

The establishment of a Serbian National Council appeared to be problematic 
for the Serbs in Montenegro. Both the community and its leaders share two contra-
dictory opinions on the issue – whether the Serbs should be considered a minority 
that should be governed by a minority council, or they should rather be regarded as 
common citizens who have the same civil rights like everyone else. The first opin-
ion was that the only way to preserve Serbian ethnic and national identity was by 
taking advantage of the legally guaranteed minority rights (Komnenić, 2010). The 
pro-Serbian parties associated with the Serbian government and its position on this 
issue, argued that Serbs in Montenegro are not a minority, but citizens of their ‘own 
state’ and therefore should exercise their citizenship rights as guaranteed by the 
general legislation, and not as per any rights guaranteed by the Law on Minorities 
Rights and Freedoms. In 2011, MPs from the pro-Serbian parties proposed legisla-
tive changes aimed at defining a minority as a group or a community which does not 
exceed 15 % of the population.

A significant element of minority rights is concerns cultural identity and moth-
er tongue usage. ‘The European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages’ 
(EChRML) entered into force in Montenegro on 6th June 2006. The Montenegrin 
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authorities declared that the Charter would apply to the Albanian and Romani lan-
guages for which Montenegro takes on the obligations of the third part of the Charter 
(Council of Europe, 2011: 6). Due to the mutual intelligibility of Bosnian, Croatian, 
Serbian and Montenegrin spoken in Montenegro, it was decided not to include them 
as regional or minority languages under the EChRML. Currently, rights relating 
to free expression and keeping of the cultural identity of the minorities – using of 
names, maintaining symbols related to national identity, programs devoted to the re-
spective minority on public TV and radio channels – seem to be fully implemented. 
Albanian language and Romani language programs are broadcast on TV and radio 
at least once per month. In line with the Yugoslav notion that minorities should 
maintain contact with their native state, the current legislation stipulates that minor-
ities be allowed to maintain contact with their kin-state, as well as with ‘compatriots 
residing in other countries, particularly those sharing the same ethnic, cultural, lin-
guistic and religious identity’, provided any such relations are not in conflict with 
the interests of the Republic.

In local self-government units where minority members actually form the ma-
jority or a significantly larger part of the local population as per latest census results 
(15 %), the law states that the language of that predominant minority shall be in of-
ficial use according to Articles 10 and 83 of Law on Self-Government 2006 (Zakon 
o lokalnoj samoupravi, 2006). This rule is applied to those municipalities with an 
Albanian population. In addition, when acting in administrative proceedings, ethnic 
Albanians are allowed to send submissions written in their own language – how-
ever, none have so far exercized this right. When it comes to education, the sit-
uation resembles Socialist Yugoslavia. Minorities have the right to study in their 
own mother tongue, along with the official language (Montenegrin), particularly in 
cases where minority pupils constitute over 50 % of all students from the institution. 
Actually, bilingual education is mostly provided for the Albanian students, since 
Montenegrin is considered to be mutually intelligible to all speakers of the former 
Serbo-Croatian language. With regard to Romani language classes, the situation 
remains unresolved, mainly due to lack of qualified staff and lack of relevant edu-
cational materials.

In terms of political representation, following the OSCE recommendations on 
electoral legislation and authentic representation of minorities and taking into ac-
count the priorities set by the Venice Commission Opinion 630/2011, parliament has 
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passed amendments to the Law on the Election of Councillors and Members of the 
Parliament, introducing a system of affirmative procedures for parliamentary elec-
tions representation extended to all minorities, improving the technical side of vot-
ing, and offering better safeguarding of the equality of votes. Lower thresholds have 
been introduced for establishing candidate lists and participation in the allocation of 
seats for candidates associated with authentic representation of a minority nation or 
a minority national community. The law envisages 3 % for general candidate lists, 
0.7 % for candidates representing a specific minority nation or a minority national 
community, and 0.4 % for candidate lists of Croats (Zakon o izmjenama i dopuna-
ma Zakona o izboru odbornika i poslanika, 2011). Through this change, regulations 
that previously served only Albanian minority interests were neutralized and the 
‘reserved’ 5 seats quota has been abolished, which in turn evoked dissatisfaction 
among Albanian politicians, who requested new changes in favour of their minority 
as a compensation for their loyalty. They also pointed out their role in ensuring that 
peace in multi-ethnic Montenegro had been kept when violent conflicts shook the 
neighboring countries. Participation in the local government is ensured by means of 
one representative, when a minority forms up to 5 % of the local population. Minor-
ities should be represented also in the state and local administration with a staff per-
centage proportional to the percentage of the minority on national or on local level. 
However, this regulation still remains pro forma only, so minorities’ participation 
in the state or local administration is considerably low. The lack of implementation 
of this measure has been constantly pointed out as a problematic issue by both the 
internal stakeholders (the Ombudsman, the national councils) and various external 
reports.

The Montenegrin state has paid considerable attention to the development and 
protection of the status of the so-called RAE population of Roma, Aškali and Egyp-
tians, the various nomenclatures, refer to variable identities of communities consid-
ered to be of the same (Gypsy) origin (Marushiakova et al., 2001: 19–20; Zahova, 
2013a: 246–248). The state presented the protection of minority rights as part of 
Montenegro’s aspiration to join the EU and adopted a strategy for improving the 
situation of RAE population in Montenegro (2008–2012). The protection of Roma 
minority in accordance with all human rights standards of CoE and EU and the 
level of Roma living standards have been presented to the general public and in the 
political discourse as genuine EU values and main criteria on the bases of which it 
could be judged whether a state from the Western Balkans can join the EU. Initia-
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tives of the state are implemented by the National Council of Roma and Egyptians 
and are mainly related to school enrolment and elementary education for Roma 
children and funding activities for strengthening Roma identity, according to the 
strategical documents of the council. On the other hand, the Roma community was 
the first Montenegrin minority to raise their voice in demonstrations with a demand 
for measures that ensure their rights as citizens belonging to a discriminated minor-
ity, particular with regard to access to the labor market, and in their quest for decent 
housing provision.

Conclusion 

Minority rights, introduced in Montenegro after 2006 in the constitution and legis-
lation have a two-fold dimension. First, they are part of the European integration 
efforts of the state, acknowledging minority protection as main criteria for member-
ship, and second, the minorities are perceived by the political elites as supporters of 
new state building who should have collective rights guaranteed in an independent 
Montenegro.

The division of minorities of those with ‘mother land’ and those that are not 
nationally mature enough (and have less rights than minorities with mother land) 
is deeply rooted concept still undermining the policies of the Montenegrin state. 
At the same time, there is inertia with a positive sign with respect to those rights 
of minorities institutionalized and practiced during the time of Yugoslavia (such as 
mother tongue education for Albanians), and they are currently being implemented 
as well. The new minorities, who have just obtained the same language rights are 
not in a position to fully take the advantage, because of the lack of trodden paths, 
methodological and staff capacity backing up these policies on behalf of the state. 

All measures related to language rights in Yugoslav continue to exist, but since 
2000s appeared new rights related to the European standards for the protection of 
cultural identity and participation of minorities. However, the execution of the new 
measures with mechanisms to ensure their implementation remains problematic, 
especially when it comes to political participation, electoral law and the presence 
of minorities in all systems of the executive, local government and judiciary. Since 
most of these minorities constituted as such after the collapse of Yugoslavia, they 
are still in process of institutionalizing as minority and negotiating with the state 
how to achieve the rights that have been formally guaranteed to them.
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Perhaps paradoxically, in terms of minority protection theory, but logical in the 
context of the view that Serbs could not be a minority in a country in which they have 
always been a constitutive nation, and the understanding that Montenegrins belong to 
the Serbian national corpus, the pro-Serbian political parties refuse the minority status 
that has been granted to Serbs in post-2006 Montenegro. An argument in this debate is 
also that the Montenegro has been constitutionally defined as a civil nation of all citi-
zens and not as an ethnic nation built upon the titular’s community ethnic core, while 
placing all other ethnic communities in the minority category. 
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BINDING THE PRESENT WITH THE DISTANT PAST

Evgenia Troeva

Abstract: The paper presents observations on a variety of cultural activities by means of 
which the distant past of the Bulgarian lands is represented, experienced and interpreted. 
The text focuses on various forms of representations of the emergence and the development 
of the Thracian culture (reenactments, workshops, festivals, an open-air museum) from dif-
ferent regions of Bulgaria (Ohoden, region Vratsa; Neofit Rilski, region Varna; Kazanlak; 
Nikyup, region Veliko Tarnovo). It offers an analysis of contemporary events, practices and 
rituals which are carried out in order to   demonstrate the continuity between the present and 
the ancient inhabitants of the country.
Keywords: Thracians, reenactments, heritage, ethnogenesis

Introduction

The text presents observations of the way in which the distant past of today’s Bul-
garian lands is being reconstructed and represented nowadays. The aim of the pro-
posed ethnological study is to analyze contemporary processes of constructing no-
tions of ‘ancestors’, ‘descendants’ and ‘heritage’ with regard to the Thracian past. 
The focus is on a variety of cultural activities (reenactments, workshops, festivals, 
an open-air museum) from different regions of Bulgaria, by means of which the 
emergence and the development of the Thracian culture is represented, experienced 
and interpreted. The study is based on ethnographic observations and interviews 
conducted in 2015 and 2016 in the villages of Ohoden (region Vratsa, north-western 
Bulgaria), Neofit Rilski (region Varna, north-eastern Bulgaria), Buzovgrad and Ka-
zanlak (central Bulgaria), Nikyup (region Veliko Tarnovo, north-central Bulgaria) 
as well as on publications in the mass media.63

These contemporary events, practices and rituals are carried out in order to pop-
ularize the cultural-historical heritage from the Thracian period and to demonstrate 

63 The study is a result of my work on the topic ‘Ancestors, descendants, heritage: The Thracians in 
an ethnological perspective’, part of the project of the Institute of Ethnology and Folklore Studies with 
Ethnographic Museum – BAS ‘The Thracian Heritage – Ethnological and Folkloristic Aspects’ funded 
by the joint academic project ‘The Thracians – Genesis and Ethnic Development, Cultural Identities 
and Civilizational Interactions and Heritage from Antiquity’.



BETWEEN THE WORLDS: PEOPLE, SPACES AND RITUALS

274 

the idea of continuity between the present and the ancient inhabitants of the country. 
The problem of incorporation of the Thracian heritage in the contemporary culture is 
closely related to the development of the cultural tourism, that is linked with the for-
mation and maintenance of the national identity (White and Frew, 2011). The article 
presents a new festival culture that so far has remained outside the attention of ethnol-
ogists, through which the Thracian past is being reconstructed in order to develop the 
regional cultural and historical tourism. The boom of festivals in the last decades in a 
number of regions around the world can be sought in the rapid social transformation 
of society (Picard and Robinson, 2006: 5). These representations of the past are in 
synchrony with the global process of the ‘affective turn’ in perceiving history (Agnew, 
2007), building bridges between modern times and distant historical eras.

In the popular thinking, the history of a particular region is often thought of 
as a series of events, part of the national history. And the great narrative of the 
nation’s history is marked by the quest to seek its deep roots that legitimize the 
autochthonousness in a certain territory from the depths of the time and causes a 
number of modern nations to seek their roots as far as possible back into the past 
(Dichev, 2004; Lazova, 2010). That is why the Bulgarian national narrative includes 
the pre-history of the Thracians (Daskalov, 1998: 70).

History of the ideas about the role of the Thracians in the ethnogenesis 
of the Bulgarians

The narrative about the Bulgarian history is being shaped at a professional level 
since the second half of the 19th century, and the issue of the origin of the Bulgarian 
people has been given different, often contradictory interpretations, which form also 
the popular notions about the ethnogenesis of the nation. One of the theses, which 
appeared during the Renaissance (Vazrazhdane), is about the indigenous nature of 
the Bulgarian people, associated with tribes known from the ancient writers. Initial-
ly, such a connection was supposed with the Illyrians, the Sarmatians, and later – 
with the Thracians. However, at the beginning of the development of the historical 
science, the thesis of the Slavic origin of the Bulgarian people took the lead, which 
was also influenced by foreign historiographies.

All theories about the genesis of the Bulgarians (for example Sarmatian, San-
skrit, Thracian-Illyrian, Slavic, etc.), which were popular throughout the Renais-
sance, sought to show the ancient origins of the Bulgarian people (Tsanev, 1989: 
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191–192). In the second half of the 19th century, the historiography gradually as-
sumed that the Bulgarian people was composed of two elements – Slavs and Pro-
to-Bulgarians (Angelov, 1981: 37). At the end of the 19th century, the brothers H. 
and K. Škorpil saw the ethnogenesis in the mixing of Slavs and Thracians (trakijtsi) 
and the subsequent mixing of Slavs with the Ural Bulgarians of Asparuh (Škor-
pil, 1898). The 1917 textbook about the history of the Bulgarian people by Nikola 
Stanev, for the first time included information about the Balkan’s past before the 
arrival of the Slavs and the Proto-Bulgarians, about the Thracians (trakijtsi) who 
lived in the Bulgarian lands in the antiquity and about their heritage (Radeva, 2008: 
112−113, 131).

In the first half of the 20th century, historians (such as Vassil Zlatarski, 1918) 
attached bigger importance to the Proto-Bulgarians for the formation of the state 
and nationality. But during this period there were also supporters to the idea of the 
more ancient origins of the Bulgarians, and in 1929 Nayden Sheitanov proposed 
the formation of a new historical discipline – Thracianism (trakistika) (Hranova, 
2011b: 547).

Following the political changes in the mid-1940s and the new orientation of the 
state towards the Soviet Russia, the Slavs was given a preference in the ancestral 
pantheon. The academic ‘Histories’ from 1954 and 1961 popularized the view that 
although the population of the Balkan peninsula suffered severely from the numer-
ous barbarian invasions in the first centuries A.D., the Slavs found a ‘significant 
population‘ that was ‘absorbed by the Slavic sea’ and only parts of the Illyrian and 
Thracian populations were preserved, their descendants being the Albanians and the 
romanized Wallachians (Milchev et al., 1954: 57; Milchev et al., 1961: 52).

A decade later, the Thracians became a part of the official historiography as 
one of the constituent elements of the Bulgarian nationality. 64 The thesis about the 
three ethnic components – Slavs, Proto-Bulgarians and Thracians that form the na-
tionality has dominated from the 1970s (Iliev, 1998: 7). It gradually gained popu-
larity through the school education, the influence of the mass media, literature and 
art. The museums and collections in a number of towns in the country have also a 
role for the formation of historical memory and identity. A favorable factor for the 
development of the thracology in the 1970s turned out to be the strong interest of 

64 For details about the role of the Antiquity in the process of identity construction of Bulgarians see 
Lazova, 2016.
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Lyudmila Zhivkova65 in mystical teachings (Gochev, 2015). In the 1970s the mass 
popularization of thracology in the country and abroad began.66 Exhibitions pre-
senting Thracian art were opened under the initiative of Lyudmila Zhivkova in Paris 
(1974), Vienna (1975), London and New York (Kalinova, 2011: 309−310).

In 1972 the Institute of Thracology at the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences was 
established. The institutionalization of the discipline ‘Thracology’ within the frame-
work of Sofia University ‘St. Kl. Ohridski’ and the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences 
led to a multiplicity of studies on the history of the Thracians in the decades to 
follow. During this period, alongside academic studies, several works to promote 
the knowledge about the Thracians among the wider public were also published. A 
book entitled Etnogenesis i kulturno nasledstvo na balgarskiya narod (Ethnogene-
sis and Cultural Heritage of the Bulgarian People) was published in 1971. It states 
that the foundation of the Bulgarian people was ‘undoubtedly Slavic’, but other 
ethnic groups have been involved in it, and ‘the main substrate’ among them were 
the trakijtsi (Georgiev, 1971: 9–10, 14). The epigraph Georgi Mihailov published a 
popular monograph on them in 1972. The book aims to introduce the Thracian life 
to the non-specialist reader (Mihailov67, 1972: 9). The author identifies a number of 
elements in the culture of the Bulgarians as Thracian heritage: the songs about Krali 
Marko68, Trifon Zarezan69, kukeri70, rusalii71, some rituals against hail or drought, 
the plowing of a new settlement or in case of an epidemic, the legends about Tsar 
Troyan and others (Mihailov, 1972: 7).

In 1980, the historian Dimitar Angelov published a popular narrative titled 
Formirane i razvitie na balgarskata narodnost (The Formation and Development of 
the Bulgarian Nationality). It presents the author’s thesis about the ethnogenesis, in 
which three main components were involved: the local Balkan population (mainly 
Thracians), the Slavs and the Proto-Bulgarians (Angelov, 1980: 4). A second revised 
edition of Dimitar Angelov’s book Obrazuvane na balgarskata narodnost (The For-
mation of the Bulgarian Nationality) came out in 1981. D. Angelov describes the 

65 Lyudmila Zhivkova, a historian by education, was the daughter of the Bulgarian state and Com-
munist party leader Todor Zhivkov. She had positions in the field of the state’s cultural management.
66  About the ideological aspects of Thracology’s formation in Southeastern Europe see Marinov, 2015.
67 ‘Mihailov’ is the spelling of his family name preferred by him.
68 Krali Marko is a hero in the Balkan epic. The historical Kral Marko was a Balkan ruler (Prilep 
region) from 14th century.
69 February folk custom, connected with the vineyards and the wine.
70 Carnival characters.
71 Ritual personages, who perform rites for health.
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formation of a nationality as a process in which one ethnic group prevails over the 
others, and in the Bulgarian case, according to the author, it is a victory of the Slav-
ic component, which assimilated the Thracian and the Proto-Bulgarian (Angelov, 
1981: 28−29). Angelov sees the Thracian heritage in the language (toponyms and 
hydronyms, personal names, vocabulary), in the beliefs and rituals as well as in the 
material culture and in the predominant anthropological Mediterranean type (Ange-
lov, 1981: 170–174).

The idea about the Thracian ancestors was also developed in the literature. In 
1982 the first part of the literary quaterlogy, entitled Skazanie za han Asparuh, knyaz 
Slav i zhretsa Teres (A Legend about Khan Asparuh, Knyaz Slav and Priest Teres), 
was published and dedicated by the author Anton Donchev to the origins of the Bul-
garians and the celebrations of the 1300th anniversary of the foundation of the state 
(Hranova, 2011a: 313).

During the subsequent years after 1989, a restructuring of the notions about 
the Bulgarians’ ethnogenesis occurred, and the Proto-Bulgarians were given bigger 
importance at the expense of the Slavs and Thracians, viewed as ancestors in the 
previous period of socialism (Nyagulov, 2010). At the beginning of the new mil-
lennium, the opinions on the role of the Thracians in the Bulgarian ethnogenesis 
are controversial among historians too. According to Bozhidar Dimitrov, the thesis 
about the participation of the Thracians in the ethnogenesis of the Bulgarians is a 
myth, as the Thracians disappeared during the first centuries of the new millennium 
(2006). Dimitar Popov considers that the Thracian heritage is a component in the 
formation of the medieval culture (2011: 10). At the same time, the topic is widely 
discussed in nonprofessional circles, with dozens of works appearing on the book 
market, many of which spread exotic and historically unsupported theses about the 
Thracian culture and heritage. The new informational technologies give to the in-
terested people quick access to abundant information about the Thracians, among 
which non-specialists can hardly distinguish historically justified ones from specu-
lative hypotheses.

Reconstructions of the Thracian past in the present day

The numerous archaeological discoveries in the country in recent decades and their 
widespread reflections in the media have attracted public interest. Many have seen 
the good opportunities that the discoveries provide for the development of cultural 
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tourism. Since the beginning of the 21st century, cultural events dedicated to the 
Thracian heritage have begun to be organized in different regions of Bulgaria. In the 
following paragraphs I will present several cultural initiatives, which aim to popu-
larize the birth, the flowering and the development of the Thracian culture through 
attractive reconstructions.

The beginning: The Sun of Todorka Festival 
Since 2014, an International Festival of Ancient Cultures called The Sun of Todorka 
is held every year in July at the site of one of the oldest Neolithic settlements in the 
present Bulgarian lands near the village of Ohoden, region Vratsa. The name of the 
festival is related to the burial site of a woman from the 6th millennium B.C. found 
in Ohoden. The archaeologists named the woman Todorka after the village’s mayor, 
Todor. The emblem of the festival is the image of a jade amulet, which was discov-
ered in the excavations.

‘The Sun of Todorka Festival’ is organized by the Municipality of Vratsa, the 
Regional History Museum and the Theater Group Temp with the financial support 
of the Chamber of Commerce and Industry. The program of the festival includes 
various activities – an archeological school for school children, experimental craft 
workshops for clay, bone and wood processing, Middle Ages’ historical reenact-
ments of the clubs Chigot, Avitohol, and Tradition, performances of folklore en-
sembles. Some of the activities are financially supported by international projects, 
and a tent camp is built near the excavations for dozens of students. A round table 
of archaeologists from Balkan countries is held annually within the framework of 
the festival.

The setting for the opening of the festival and the welcome to the guests is a 
specially designed stage near the archaeological site. The artistic reconstructions of 
the youth amateur theater group Temp provoke a particular interest. At the archae-
ological site, the actors recreate presumable rituals of the ancient inhabitants of the 
village who worshiped the sun. The impression of true mysterious rites is enhanced 
by the actors’ clothing, the musical accompaniment and the fires. Deer horns are 
included in the performance, as a clay altar with deer skulls with horns was found 
during the excavations, and is now exhibited in the museum in Vratsa. 72 The cloth-

72 The hydrocarbon dating from 2017 indicates that they are earlier than the human funerals and date 
back to the late Mesolithic. Available at: https://bit.ly/2RcQrfU (accessed 30 June 2018).
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ing decoration features images of the jade amulet and of einkorn wheat. Eincorn 
wheat is also used in the performed ritual.

The spectacle imparts the idea of   continuity between the Neolithic people and 
the Thracians, expressed visually by changing the scene and the costumes – the ac-
tors go out of the graves of the Neolithic people with Neolithic costumes and deer 
horns; then during the second artistic reconstruction performed on the stage, they 
enter the pyramid expressing the idea of   transformation, and from there they appear 
as Thracians wearing golden wreaths and chitons. The main actors are transformed 
from priests with deer horns on the head into a Thracian king and queen carrying 
golden wreaths and the image of the famous Thracian knee-janitor from Mogilan 
hill, Vratsa. The opening of the festival ends with the performance of folk songs.

The second and third day of the festival follow with demonstrations of einkorn 
harvesting by means of bone sickles replicas and preparation of einkorn bread on 
the site of the excavations. This is an emphasis in the demonstrations, as in Ohoden, 
according to researchers, the ancient people gathered wild einkorn wheat, which is 
why the place can be considered the beginning of the setting down of the people in 
Europe. The demonstrations are performed by the young Temp actors, dressed in 
long shirts. On an archaeological site designed for this purpose, pupils from differ-
ent schools in Vratsa are trained to excavate things from the past. Every year, the 
program of the festival is diversified with new elements. Thus, in 2015, the partic-
ipants in the archaeological school searched for a buried ‘Necklace of Todorka’, 
while guests from Norway demonstrated Viking weapons. In 2016, Eastern martial 
arts appeared on the stage. In 2017, the opening included the church ritual blessing 
of waters, the adventure game ‘The Sun’s Way’, demonstrations and tasting of dish-
es typical fоr the Neolithic and Middle Ages.73

The festival receives a serious public-political support. F.e., the Minister of tour-
ism, MPs, mayors, municipal councilors were present at its opening in 2016. In his 
address to the public, the Mayor of the Municipality of Vratsa pointed out that near 
Ohoden is the ‘cradle of the European Union, from here Europe began... And now it 
is Europe’s turn to help more than ever to restore this wonderful edge of Europe‘. A 
representative of the Chamber of Commerce and Industry in Vratsa announced that 

73 http://www.focus-news.net/news/2017/07/21/2417904/vratsa-neolitna-kuhnya-ovneshko-me-
so-s-limets-shte-bade-atraktsiyata-na-festivala-slantseto-na-todorka.html 
https://www.vratsa.eu/bg/slantseto-na-todorka-2017/ (accessed 30 June 2018).

https://www.vratsa.eu/bg/slantseto-na-todorka-2017/
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the guests will leave the ‘sacred place’ with an amulet, which will protect them. The 
site of the excavations was defined as ‘ancestral legacy’.

A participant in the festival in 2016 said that, ‘if you do not accept what’s coming 
from the ancestors, you’re left without roots’. A woman from the vocal group from 
Sofia, who participated in the artistic reconstruction of an ancient ritual at the excava-
tion’s site, shared her feeling during the reenactment: ‘very strong, it’s like you are in 
some other world. As we all went down. We were all, our legs were tingling‘.

Historical reconstructions on the archaeological site are carried out by the Temp 
group both during the festival and during the sowing of the einkorn wheat near the 
excavation. The formation also participates with other historical reconstructions in 
events of the Historical Museum in Vratsa and during tourist fairs in the country. In 
its performance, elements from the Kazanlak Thracian tomb and the treasure of the 
Mogilan hill were used. The actors recreate the life of a Thracian princess by play-
ing the moment in which she receives golden earrings from the Thracian ruler. In 
another reconstruction, a member of Temp group acts as the god of wine Dionysus 
and the actors pour wine into the rhythons and phials.

The Festival of Ancient Cultures ‘The Sun of Todorka’ is the only one of its kind 
in the country. Organized at the site of one of the first Neolithic settlements in Eu-
rope and including a variety of entertainments, it has become an essential element of 
the cultural calendar of the region and attracts more and more tourists. The message 
it brings is that today’s Bulgarian lands were the center of the first agricultural civi-
lization of the continent, whose heirs were the Thracians.

Everyday life: reconstruction of a Neolithic and Antique settlement
In recent years, we have witnessed private initiatives to build a kind of open-air 
museums, presenting different historical periods. Such are the ambitions of the so-
called Historical complex ‘Neolithic settlement’ in the village of Neofit Rilski, re-
gion Varna. It illustrates the people’s life in ancient times from diachronous epochs. 
The idea for the attraction village belongs to a fan of history who founded the Neo-
lithic settlement in 2014. Its location is favorable due to the nearby highway and the 
small distance from Varna. There are no existing remnants of ancient times in the 
chosen location, and all the settlement is a kind of reconstruction. Several buildings 
have been built in the village, presenting different moments of the everyday life in 
the distant past.
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The visitors of the complex can see Neolithic and Chalcolithic houses, work-
shops for making ceramics, for extracting salt, for metal processing. Elements of 
the life and livelihood in ancient times are presented, such as fishing, weaving, flour 
milling, processing of jade and leather, as well as reproductions of anthropomorphic 
and zoomorphic idols revered by the people in the distant past. The visitors show a 
particular interest in the silicon figures of a Neolithic man, the king-priest of Varna’s 
Chalcolithic necropolis and the statue of the Thracian king Telef.

In the settlement there is an exhibition of a Thracian collection, including rep-
licas of the most famous Thracian treasures, a replica of the fresco of Alexandrovo 
tomb and its model, replicas of Thracian armament and coins, King’s Rezos ship’s 
model, a model of a king’s chariot, statues of Thracian deities, kings and warriors 
(eg. Dionysus, Orpheus, Spartacus, kings Remetalk, Sevt, Teres, Diomed, Rezos); 
Thracian clothing items; paintings depicting the Thracian cities of Seuthopolis, Me-
sambria and Kabile, gladiatorial battle of Spartacus, the Spartacus uprising, the bat-
tle between the Thracians and the Romans, a battle from the Trojan War.

According to the observations of an employee in the attraction settlement, the 
people are most impressed by the prehistoric reconstructions, as they are some-
thing unknown to Bulgaria. Visitors are given the opportunity to dress in Thracian 
clothes, try ‘Thracian food’ in the restaurant Zelas – prepared with pork and lamb 
meat, einkorn, mushrooms, eggs and cheese, with milk and honey. There are also 
opportunities for archery, riding, and ritual drinking of Thracian wine from rhytons 
and phials. Guests can purchase souvenirs – replicas of ancient objects. The Neo-
lithic settlement is gaining popularity among his visitors due to its website74, which 
offers rich information about the attractions and the ancient past of the present Bul-
garian lands. At the same time, according to prehistory experts, the attraction func-
tions as an unregistered museum and creates a false picture of the past, which has 
been sanctioned by a court decision75. The owner of the Neolithic settlement intends 
to create a larger ‘Historical Park’ on an area of   130 decars. In it, the history will be 
presented through the reconstruction of real-size buildings from each age, starting 
with 6,000 B.C. and reaching the end of the Second Bulgarian Kingdom. The con-
struction of the ‘Historical Park’ is launched in July 2017, its opening is planned to 
be after 5 years.76

74 https://antiquevillage.eu/ (accessed 19 August 2017).
75 http://www.monitor.bg/a/view/9439/ (accessed 19 August 2017).
76 http://ipark.bg (accessed 29 June 2018).
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The Neolithic settlement in the village of Neofit Rilski is an innovative project 
of presenting history, with an emphasis on the direct visual contact via the re-crea-
tion of the everyday life of ancient people. In the limited space of the settlement are 
housed dwellings, objects, images and cultural samples of different historical eras, 
otherwise distanced from each other by millennia. This creates a compressed and 
undifferentiated notion of the ancient culture for the visitor, not taking into account 
its development. At the same time, the reconstructions of dwellings with their inte-
rior and household scenes give a very visual interpretation of everyday life in the 
past, which many modern people could hardly imagine.

The apogee: Festivals in the Valley of the Thracian Kings
The Thracian legacy from the classical era also finds its place in the festivity calen-
dar of the country with Festivals in the Valley of the Thracian Kings. They have been 
held annually since 2005 in late summer in one of the Thracian dynasty’s centers – 
Kazanlak. The festival program contains both well-established and new events. The 
opening ceremony in the first editions was in the Community cultural center Iskra 
and later – in front of the Thracian Kazanlak tomb or in the central square Seutho-
polis, where the mayor of Kazanlak municipality awarded a prize in the name of 
Prof. Alexander Fol. The various editions of the festival include exhibitions, the 
theater performances ‘Mysteries in the Valley, Honoring the Holy Patron’77 (2005), 
‘Thracian’s Legends’ (2007), ‘New Thracians’78 (2012–2015), children’s drawings 
dedicated to the Thracian heritage, demonstrations of Thracian martial arts by the 
Proto-Bulgarian school Bagatur (2008, 2009, 2011, 2014, 2015), body art ‘The 
Thracians – Our Past’, a jazz fest, a Thracian garment show, a Thracian crafts fair, 
concerts and films. Thracologists held the scientific conference ‘Problems and Stud-
ies of Thracian Culture’ every year.

In 2011–2013, the festival was organized within the municipality’s project 
‘Touched by Antiquity’ with European funding.79 In 2015, for the first time the Fes-
tival’s program includes an eco-walk to the so-called Megalith above the village of 
Buzovgrad. In 201680, the spectacle ‘The Legend of the Mystic Golden Mask’ was 

77 https://bit.ly/2RJOiNW (accessed 21 August 2017).
78 https://www.kazanlak.bg/page-6149.html, https://news.bg/regions/praznitsi-na-trakiys-
kite-tsare-v-kazanlak.html (accessed 21 August 2017).
79 http://vestnikdolina-editors.blogspot.bg/2011/07/blog-post_5081.html (accessed 21 August 2017).
80 The field work was carried out in the period 26th -28th August 2016.

https://news.bg/regions/praznitsi-na-trakiyskite-tsare-v-kazanlak.html
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performed at the main square in Kazanlak. The 2017 program offered an exhibition 
and tasting of ‘Thracians’ wine’ and a ride ‘Feel the Thracian Spirit of our Ances-
tors’, as well as an animation for children, entitled ‘Back to the Thracian Roots’.81

The Festivals in the valley of the Thracian kings in 2016 included the opening 
of an exhibition at the Kazanlak Historical Museum with the works from the First 
National Children’s Drawing Competition on the topic ‘The Thracians’. In her ad-
dress to the children, the organizer of the exhibition talked about   the Bulgarians as 
heirs of the Thracians: 

Everything related to the Thracian life in our lands, life, culture, crafts, myths 
and legends impresses and intrigues, entangles everyone who follows the path of 
exploring this mysterious people. Your drawings, dear participants, are a testimo-
ny and proof that you have understood and learned part of the vast world of the 
Thracians, of whom we are heirs.

At the event, the director of ‘Iskra’ Municipal Library in Kazanlak expressed the 
view that: 

the Thracians in Bulgaria started the civilized road for the whole of Europe. The 
Thracians were the bearers of that culture that would create the essence of Hel-
lenism ... In fact, the Greek civilization was created by the descendants of the 
Thracians, and we must not forget the fact that we are the bearers of their gene, 
of their essence.

The idea of   continuity is expressed in the words of the speakers during the Elev-
enth edition of the Festivals (2016) at the Seuthopolis square, ‘Festival filled with 
the special magic of that ancient familiar and unknown world that has given us the 
charm of our roots here, preserved our uniqueness … where two worlds meet – the 
world of our glorious ancestors and the world of preserved traces by their heirs’; 
‘the material heritage left in our lands by the ancient Thracians make us, the citi-
zens in Kazanlak, be proud that we are the descendants of an ancient and a great 
nationality,’ ‘we can say that we can enjoy the honor and the privilege of being 
the descendants of brave warriors, famous winemakers and skilled craftsmen’. The 
same idea is expressed in the statement of the mayor of the municipality: ‘and not 

81 https://www.kazanlak.bg/page-6149.html (accessed 21 August 2017).
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only you but the generation we create, educate, teach, we have to teach it to preserve 
the way of life and the culture of our ancestors the Thracians’. The host during the 
demonstrations of body art, in which the bodies of girls and boys were painted with 
Thracian motifs, told the audience that the Thracians were our ancestors, and that 
the Thracian women had ‘right and exquisite face features as the Bulgarian women 
do today’. The body art itself was presented as a legacy from the Antiquity for paint-
ing on the body, spread among the Thracians.

After the opening of the second festive evening at the Seuthopolis square in 
2016, the Thracian god of the reviving nature Dionysus appeared in front of the 
viewers, and the guests were invited to taste the wine – a drink explained by the 
host as ‘an important detail in the expression our ancient ancestors’ honoring mother 
nature’. The Thracian ritual of ‘Honoring Mother Nature’ was performed on stage 
by a children’s amateur group at the ‘Lyuben Karavelov’ community cultural center 
in the village of Buzovgrad. On one of the festive evenings, a reconstruction of an 
ancient Thracian ritual was presented by artists from the ‘Lyubomir Kabakchiev’ 
Theater on a stage near the Kazanluk Thracian tomb. According to one of the ac-
tors, it is ‘assembled from pieces left in the Bulgarian folk customs, in the records 
of the Greeks about the Thracians, and in all Thracian treasures’. As the review of 
Thracian clothes was prepared, information was sought from written and material 
sources about the making of the Thracian motifs and robes, and consultations with 
museum experts were conducted. Once again, the visitors were told that the models 
recreated ‘the clothing of the Thracians, our mystical ancestors’.

The main suggestion of the Festival in the valley of the Thracian kings was syn-
thesized in one of the messages from the stage of Seuthopolis square to the guests: 

The Thracians were indeed a unique people. Their original culture has entangled 
threads in different spheres of our lives today and has left bright traces in our tra-
ditions, and customs... The presence of the ancient Thracians is tangible today in 
the Bulgarian lands and especially here in our city.

In 2017, Kazanlak Municipality announced that it was ready to build a large attrac-
tion park called ‘The World of the Thracians’82, which would contribute to achieving 
a larger touristic audience in the region.

82 https://www.kazanlak.com/news-23051.html (accessed 19 August 2017).
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The ‘Festivals in the Valley of the Thracian Kings’ have a clear orientation to-
wards the development of cultural and historical tourism in Kazanlak. Conducted in 
the annual holiday season, they include a number of opportunities for the residents 
and guests of the city to spend their free time – exhibitions, shows, concerts, reen-
actments. The rich program, the opportunity to visit many Thracian monuments, 
help the Festivals to become an event popularizing the idea of   the Thracian heritage 
and the Bulgarians being its heirs, which far exceeds its regional character.

Under the power of Rome: Antique Festival in Nicopolis ad Istrum (village of 
Nikyup, region Veliko Tarnovo)
The inclusion of the Balkans in the Roman Empire brought many changes in the 
lives of the local population and left a significant imprint on the cultural landscape 
of the peninsula. Historical representations and reconstructions from the Roman era 
are popular in the Mediterranean region, and in recent years they have won fans in 
Bulgaria as well. The present paragraph attempts to find out whether and to what 
extent the Thracians who lived under the authority of Rome for several centuries 
were included in them.

The Roman city of Nicopolis ad Istrum next to the village of Nikyup, Veliko 
Tarnovo region, became the scene of an antique festival called ‘Nike – the Game 
and the Victory’ in 2016. The city was built in honor of the victory of the Emperor 
Trajan over the Dacians in 102 A.D. In the vicinity of the future city during the first 
Dacian war of Emperor Trajan, a battle took place in which the Romans defeated 
the Bastarns. The festival was funded by the Municipality of Veliko Tarnovo, and its 
organizers were NGO ‘Future for Nikyup’, the Regional History Museum of Veliko 
Tarnovo and associations for ancient reconstructions.

The festival recreated scenes from the everyday life of the Romans and Thra-
cians. There were presentations of coinage, jewellery and pottery. The guests could 
enjoy tasting Roman cuisine and observe Roman medicine and warfare demonstra-
tions. Women’s and men’s antique costumes were displayed. There were many his-
torical reconstructions: a battle of the legion with the barbarians, a slave market, a 
Roman theater, gladiatorial battles, a Roman wedding. The ‘main show’ of the Nico-
polis antique festival is a reconstruction of a battle of Romans and Dacians. The 
Dacian were represented by a Romanian group, and another Romanian group from 
Constanta plays fighters of the 11th Claudius Legion, which was based in Durosto-
rum / Silistra.
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The antique festival included also reconstructions of the Plovdiv’s club Sitalk 
and the Yambol club Trakis, presenting Thracians, and popularizing the idea of   con-
tinuity between Thracians and Bulgarians. The Sitalk Club was set up in 2015 with 
a focus on the Antiquity and the Thracians, as its name suggests. Its members chose 
to present the Thracians at the festival because ‘the Thracians were in our lands for 
quite a long period. 3, 000 to 3, 500 years’. According to one reconstructor, some 
Thracian customs have remained:

  
The people have not disappeared anywhere. 6th century A.D. is the last moment in 
which one can distinguish what is Thracian. Then who is a Thracian, who – some-
one else, it is hard to say. But there are things left from them.

Suggestions concerning the kinship of the ancient Thracians and the contemporary 
Bulgarians are made in the presentation of the Thracian weapons when the presenter 
challenges the spectators to applaud more enthusiastically with the argument: 

though they are Thracians, our boys. If Rome is a military machine that does not 
have its own culture and accepts the Hellenic, the Hellenic culture is strongly 
influenced by the Thracian, so they did not sell anything new to us when the Ro-
mans came here. On the contrary, we have seen how what has emerged as culture 
on these lands has actually spread and conquered the whole world.

In a subsequent reenactment of a battle involving Thracians, the presenter once 
again commented on their participation: ‘And our Thracians. And then whoever 
says that there is no Thracian blood in us, the Bulgarians, let him mind his business’.

The Thracians are also featured in the reenactments of the Yambol club Trakis. 
In the past they played Romans in the ancient fortress of Kabile. But in Nicopolis ad 
Istrum Trakis members show Thracian armament and cuisine to the audience. The 
decision to present the Thracian is argued with the words: 

We all decided that it is more attractive, more convenient and few people do Thra-
cians in Bulgaria. Now they start, there are few people. Until now, only Romans, 
and now more Thracians ... we made a unanimous decision to be Thracians. First, 
all the boys are supporters of the thesis, of the hypothesis that we are Thracians’ 
heirs, that there is no one to present Thracians in a proper way... We have tried to 
build an antipode of what is written. To show that although they are called barbar-
ians, they had their own culture and it deserves attention. 
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People are attracted to the reenactment club Trakis by ‘the male beginning, the 
return to the roots, my ancestors, how they were once and me now, the opportunity 
for a meeting, the possibility of showing ... Let’s say folklore. Let’s call it roots’. 
The second edition of the Nicopolis ad Istrum Festival in August 2017 included 
reenactors from Bulgaria, Romania, Hungary and Macedonia. The focus of the fes-
tival was on two historical events: the attacks of the Costoboks in these territories in 
170 A.D. and the presence of the Goths who lived in the area of Nicopolis for two 
centuries.83

The Ancient Festival ‘Nike – the Game and the Victory’ is organized very pro-
fessionally. The reenactments in the program alternate with the provision of ex-
tremely detailed information on various aspects of the life in the Roman Empire. 
The emphasis of the reconstructions is on battles of the Romans and the barbarians, 
which happened in the lands of Nicopolis almost two millennia ago. The participa-
tion of many reenactors from different countries in one of the best preserved Roman 
cities in Bulgaria makes the festival very impressive. Its proximity to Veliko Tarno-
vo attracts thousands of spectators to the event, who in the course of the day have 
the opportunity to get closer to the ancient culture of these lands. The Thracians are 
included in the representation of the Antiquity which popularizes the idea of the   
continuity in the culture along the course of time.

Conclusion

The cultural initiatives presented in the text are a component of a new festivity type 
formed in the last ten years, whose focus is the cultural and historical heritage of 
the country. They usually take place at significant archaeological sites, where the 
feeling of the past has its natural scenery. The main purpose of these events is the 
development of cultural and historical tourism in the region. Therefore, the historic 
festivals are organized in the summer months when they can attract more visitors. 
Historical festivals are therefore organized with the support of local governments, 
often with project funding. Typically, they are focused on historical periods and 
events iconic for the regions. Thus, the festival in Ohoden demonstrates the achieve-
ments of the Neolithic civilization, the festivals in Kazanlak – the bloom of the clas-

83 https://www.borbabg.com/2017/08/14 (accessed 19 August 2017).
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sical period of the Thracian culture, the ancient festival in Nikyup – the greatness 
of the Roman Empire.

Each of these cultural events has its own specificity and its organizers have, 
according to their preferences, emphasized either the educational aspect, the artistic 
aspect or the interactivity. To recreate the story, the medium of various arts and the 
skills of professional actors, as well as of amateur groups and clubs for historical 
reenactments are used. The audience is particularly impressed by the reconstructions 
of historical battles and weapons, the antique, and in particular, Thracian fashion, 
cuisine, medicine. The presentation of this so-called living history paves a bridge 
between the ages and creates a sense of authenticity for visitors and participants, of 
returning to the roots. Although claims of authenticity are fundamental in all histori-
cal reenactments84, they are problematic, especially when it comes to reconstructing 
such a distant past.

A characteristic feature of the historical festivals is the desire to engage viewers 
by participating in workshops, tasting, shooting demonstrations, children’s work-
shops, trying on antique clothing items. In the program of the festivals there are a 
number of attractive events – body art, eco-walk, reenactments of mystical rituals, 
thematic performances, which are perceived very positively by the visitors. At the 
same time, the historical information provided during the festivals provoked interest 
in the regional history and the cultural heritage. Museum experts are involved in the 
preparation of the events, and their organization is carried out with the considerable 
support of the local municipalities, as the initiatives are part of the cultural policy at 
the regional level.

The events presented in the paper show an intensive process of national ‘assimi-
lation’ of the ancient and the Thracian past and heritage in order to develop regional 
tourism. They are also indicative of the creation and transmission of ideas viewing 
Thracians as ‘ancestors’ and Bulgarians as their ‘descendants’ through the means of 
mass culture.

84 About the living history and authenticity see Handler and Saxton, 1988.
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Pic. 1. The ‘Sun of Todorka’ Festival, Ohoden, western Bulgaria, 2016. Photo: Evgenia Troeva. 

Pic. 2. The Neolithic settlement, Neofit Rilski, north-eastern part of Bulgaria, 2016. Photo: 
Evgenia Troeva. 
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Pic. 3. The Festival 
in the ‘Valley of the 
Thracian Kings’, 
Kazanlak, 2016. 
Photo: Evgenia 
Troeva. 

Pic. 4. The ‘Antique Festival’ in Nicopolis ad Istrum, northern Bulgaria, 2016. Photo: 
Evgenia Troeva.
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CULTURE CONTACT WITH THE TATAR SETTLERS  
TO THE BALKANS DURING THE MIDDLE AND  

THE SECOND HALF OF THE 19TH CENTURY

Veneta Yankova

Abstract: The notes of European travelers reflect the migrations of the Tatars from the 
Crimea to the Balkans in the mid-19th century. The paper looks at narratives of cultural 
contacts some of which are unpopular. It aims to highlight their specificity: on the one hand, 
аs a historical source for the Tatars’ migrations after the Crimean War (1853-1856) and, on 
the other hand, as a repository and conductor of resistant generalized ideas – stereotypes. 
Valuable historical information of immediate character regarding the processes of Tatar set-
tlement and adaptation to the Balkans is registered in the texts of European travelers (Dr. 
Camille Allard, Felix Kanitz and Konstantin Jireček). However, their encounters with the 
‘otherness’ are marked by the signs of ethnocentrism and stereotyped notions. At the time 
of the independent Bulgarian State, the notes of Bulgarian historians (Georgi Dimitrov and 
Yov Titorov) record stereotypical representations of the ethnic foreignness which are in cor-
respondence with the national narrative.
Keywords: Tatars, the Balkans, culture contact

Introduction 

The concept of the historical memory perceived as a generalizing image of the 
knowledge of the past – an image constructed by a variety of interacting structures 
and rationalized as information, functions and processes – forms the theoretical 
framework of the present study. In this aspect, as a socio-cultural phenomenon and 
as a result of social interaction, the historical memory of a community reflects not 
only the respective community’s own point of view, the so-called ‘ethno-history’, 
but also that of others who do not identify with it (Augé, 1999: 8−9). Therefore, in 
order to achieve a fuller and more adequate view of the past, one should inevitably 
take into account the heterogeneous nature of the historical memory of a community 
and the possible participation of generalized notions (stereotypes) in it. 

The following exposition is a fragment of a monographic study titled Historical 
Memory and Images of the Past (Examples from Bulgaria, Hungary, Poland and 



BETWEEN THE WORLDS: PEOPLE, SPACES AND RITUALS

294 

Lithuania). It consists of theses presenting data of travel notes from the middle and 
the second half of the 19th century in view of the problem of cultural contact and 
cultural stereotypes. The targeting of such testimonies is intended to address their 
specificity as a historical source of past events (Tatar migration after the Crimean 
War of 1856), while, on the other hand, to serve as a repository and as a conductor 
of generalized notions that are effortlessly carried over time and function at the 
boundary between the oral and the written, between reality, fiction, and prejudice. 
The focus here is on the historical images of migrations and on the migrants namely 
because the experience and contact between migrations and migrants are mixed 
and interacting. It needs to be emphasized the information from such testimonies, 
and the images they can generate, does not always objectively record the past and 
could be often one-sided and subjective. That is why such information should be 
approached in a more careful and critical manner.

The comparative historical method in the interpretation of the phenomena is 
followed further and due attention is paid to the determining characteristics of the 
historical age and the specific cultural context in which they manifest themselves. 
For the purposes of the study, data from diverse sources are presented with different 
authors reflecting diverse cultural and historical contexts from the middle to the end 
of the 19th century. This is the time from the beginning of the intensive migration 
process to the settling of the Tatars in the Balkans. What they all share in common 
is that they reflect what is happening from the point of view of the foreign observer, 
who remains potentially external to the migrant community. They preserve direct 
and indirect evidence of the migrations and are based on immediate impressions as 
well as on written and oral data. Such an approach allows for a multifaceted view of 
migration processes according to the testimonies of others. It is also an opportunity 
to analyze an indicative trend: direct social contact is an opportunity to overcome 
stereotypes. Moreover, each of the presented cases is a good empirical example of 
observation, analysis and discovery of what is common and typical in the approach-
es towards rationalization of the past.

Culture contacts – data and impressions

Traditionally, the main sources of historiographic description of the Orient and the 
Balkans are the written observations and impressions of foreign explorers and trav-
elers (Burke, 2001: 9; Roth, 2001). The anthropological approach to such records 
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defines them as a ‘cultural contact’85 and as an ‘encounter with the cultural foreign-
ness’ (Roth and Roth, 2007: 30). These are narratives of contacts and interaction 
between people who are shaped according to the values of different cultures and 
who provoke their mutual interests but also activate the natural manifestations of 
ethnocentrism. In such written sources the point of view of the other prevails, the 
perspective of the observer who is not a member of the particular community, who 
is external to the object being described, and this entails the fixation on generalized 
and incomplete notions, emotional elements, and exotic details. This is why the 
information about processes and phenomena from the past that they offer should be 
viewed as a hybrid combination between objective registration of facts, subjective 
understandings and generalized image stereotypes.

The migration starting in the mid-19th century and the movement of the Tatars 
from Crimea to the Balkans can be found in the travel notes of some European ob-
servers of the interrelations between the Ottoman Empire and the Russian State. In 
most cases, the data of the migrants in these notes are interrelated with other objects 
and various questions. In those notes the authoritative written texts very often assert 
a distancing position towards the object being observed, a position which is carried 
over to texts produced in a later period, thus activating cultural ethnic codes. But, 
despite its incompleteness and at times contradictory character, such evidence con-
tains valuable fragments of the life in the 19th century. It highlights different aspects 
of the areas of the contact where people and cultures meet, intersect and exert their 
influences on one another. Sometimes this leads to mutual interests and understand-
ing while at other times – to misunderstandings and conflicts.

In this text, I present some travel notes dating from the mid-19th century and the 
second half of the 19th century and their respective short analysis with a view to the 
issue of cultural contact, interaction and stereotypes. The choice of such evidence 
aims to highlight their specificity as a historical source of the Tatar migrations after 
the Crimean War, and, on the other hand – as a depository and a vehicle of gener-
alized notions which are transferred effortlessly through time and function on the 
border between the written and the oral, reality, fiction and prejudice.

85 According to the theories of intercultural communication, intercultural interaction can be seen as a 
manifestation of: cultural contact, cultural conflict, cultural shock, and understanding (Roth and Roth, 
2007: 79).
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Immediate witness

The travel notes of Dr. Camille Allard (1832-1864), a French doctor of medicine, 
are not very popular and have not been translated to Bulgarian so far. The French-
man traveled through Dobrudzha in the autumn of 1855, i.e. during the Crimean 
War (1853-1856) and recorded his direct impressions of the Dobrudzha Tatars. Af-
ter his death the notes were published in a standalone book edition (Allard, 1864; 
Allard, 2013). The notes contain important details of the migrants from Crimea to 
the Constanta region86 and to the Tatar village of Karaköy87 during a relatively early 
stage of their settlement in this region of the Balkans. 

According to Dr. Allard, the main reason for the increased migration in Do-
brudzha and Danube regions is the repressive Russian policy towards the Crimean 
Tatars and the lack of security in their native places (Allard, 1864: 186–187). He 
reports of the creation of the town of Medgidia88, which is built on a strategic place 
and ensures good living conditions for 15,000 – 20,000 immigrants (Allard, 1864: 
118). Although he points at the benevolent attitude of the Ottoman authority towards 
the new-comers, the Frenchman does not miss to note that this is happening at the 
expense of the local Christian population (Allard, 1864: 187). The Tatars settled 
mostly in the interior of Dobrudzha while in the Constanta region Dr. Allard in-
dicates only nine villages (Allard, 1864: 8–9). According to his observations, the 
villages are obviously poor, constituted of semi-nomadic homes and small houses, 
plastered with manure (Allard, 1864: 83). The foreigner did not see any Mosques or 
religious servants which, according to him, was due to poverty and the low level of 
religiosity (Allard, 1864: 85).

To the European traveler, the Tatars are representatives of ‘the Mongoloid race’ 
(Allard, 1864: 86). He explains their choice of a place of settlement with the similar 
natural and climatic conditions of Central Asia. During his visits to the villages, 
European stereotyped notions of China are evoked for him: ‘Really, in the Tatar 
villages we were often tempted to believe that we were in China since the people 
we were among looked so much like the Mandarins from our tapestries’. But, these 

86 Kustendjé (in the text), Küstence (in Turkish).
87 Kara Keuï (in the text), Karaköy (in Turkish).
88 On the site of the deserted Karasu settlement in central Dobrudzha a new town, named Medgidia 
(nowadays part of Romania) was built in honor of Abdulmejid (1839-1861), Sultan of the Ottoman 
Empire.
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generalizing notions are shaken by the direct observations: ‘… in a Christian village 
it would be often difficult for us to recognize as Tatars these tall, well-built men with 
skin tanned from the sun and regular features…’. The initial generalized notion of 
the Tatars is later shaken and he concludes: ‘Besides, all the Tatars in Dobrudzha do 
not represent one type’ (Allard, 1864: 186).

The information that in their new places of settlement the migrants strive to pre-
serve their previous social and religious organization is especially valuable. Dr. Allard 
records that the Tatars live in groups located in several places in Dobrudzha which 
preserve the social connection among them. He registers nine villages which are ruled 
by a Khan settled in Alacapo89 (Allard, 1864: 82–83; 185). He also testifies that the 
Khan is later replaced by a Commissioner90, who settles the relationships between the 
Tatars and the Ottoman authority. Also, the Muslim Tatars have a kadi – a religious 
leader with legal powers. A sign of their initial relative autonomy is the information 
that they recognize the Ottoman authority only in the person of the Governor of the 
town of Ruse – ‘pacha-mouchir de Routchouck’ (Allard, 1864: 185–186).

The French doctor also got acquainted with the Tatars’ traditional crafts and way 
of life. He points out many times that the new-comers are mostly herdsmen and no-
mads (Allard, 1864: 7, 82). The migrants’ behavior and impressive mobility evoke 
generalized notions of the Tatars as a nomad people in the observer. I shall remind 
that, according to the perceptions in those times, this is synonymous with backward-
ness. Dr. Allard aspires to explain Tatar migrations as a temporary state brought 
about by the search of better livelihood. Furthermore, the Frenchman makes notice 
of the fields near the villages planted with vegetables and corn and finds out that the 
new-comers are farmers, gardeners and good workers. He is especially impressed 
by the craftsmanship of craftsmen who make wooden carts without using ‘even a 
piece of ironʼ 91 (Allard, 1864: 83–84).92

Being a doctor who provides medical help to the local Tatars, the author is in 
a close contact with them and has the opportunity to get to know them better. And, 
although the Tatars do not differ in their clothing from the local Turks, he notes 
some generalized impressions which differentiate the ones from the others: accord-

89 Alacapo, Alakap, Poarta Albă (today), 18 km from Constanta. 
90 Dr. Allard uses the Turkish word vekil (véhil – in the text) – ‘attorney, commissioner’.
91 Dr. Allard uses the Turkish word araba  – ‘a cart’. 
92 Researchers identify differences in the way of life of Crimean Tatars (sedentary and agrarian) and 
the Nogais (nomad Tatars) (De Jong, 1986; Ülküsal, 1987).
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ing to the Frenchman, the Tatars are more open and emotional than the Turks and as 
Muslims they exhibit ‘great religious indifference’. He also witnesses the cultural 
clash with the local food traditions: to the utmost horror of Bulgarians and Turks 
the Tatars not only raised horses, but also ate horse meat (Allard, 1864: 112–113). 

The encounters between the two culture worlds are presented in a lasting mem-
ory in which there is a clash between the curiosity, primacy and immediacy of the 
new-comers with the preconceptions of the European. Dr. Allard writes: 

To the Tatars we were always an object of general curiosity: it seems to me that 
all of those silly facial expressions of the Mongols arranged in a circle around 
us while we were eating in the steppe are again in front of my eyes; none of our 
movements could escape their naïve attention (Allard, 1864: 85). 

In time the attitude of the local Tatars changes from mistrust and curiosity to good-
will, readiness for cultural exchange, understanding and good neighborliness. Dr. 
Allard notes: 

The Tatars from Karaköy at first looked as if they were cautious of us but after 
seeing us more often and above all after having looked at our weapons, they 
accepted us very cordially; they brought chickens, eggs, and milk to us without 
difficulty (Allard, 1864: 85; 198). 

The author is very respected by the Tatars. He shares that wherever they meet him they 
greet him and call him haki’m-bachi, i.e. ‘chief doctor’. An expression of special trust 
towards him is the invitation to visit the harem of a local Tatar in order to perform a 
medical examination of his sick wife. The visit of the European doctor in the Tatar 
home is an unexpected opportunity for him to discover an unanticipated aspect of the 
way of life of this family. He shares that, ‘I was stunned by the cleanliness and order 
prevailing in this Tatar house. There was nothing wretched and I was no less surprised 
to see a bed in a European style and a bookshelf’ (Allard, 1864: 86).

Naturally, to the external observer, such as Dr. Allard, the Tatars are represented 
with generalizing denominations and notions. One example is the unifying ethno-
nym Tatars. Also, such is the stereotyped image of them as belligerent and pillaging 
nomads, lacking a culture or civilization. Such a negative notion is also fueled by 
the local population in the insecure and unstable situation of the time but is refuted 
by the direct experience and personal contact. The Frenchman writes: 
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The Tatars, as all the peoples of the Mongol ethnic group, possess belligerent 
instincts, the genius of destruction; they do not have any literature, history or 
culture of arts of their own, at any rate nothing worthy associated with their name 
and the Turks do not stop blaming them for theft / marauding. But we never com-
plained of them even though we had the habit of crossing Dobrudzha without a 
companion (Allard, 1864: 84). 

It is necessary to clarify that these negative perceptions are due to the lack of im-
mediate impressions, as well as due to the mixing of the perceptions about commu-
nities with a hostile behavior, such as the Circassians, for example, who migrate to 
the Balkans at the same time as the Tatars. But, despite the cultural differences, the 
impact of popular preconceptions and the relative distance in the communication 
between him and the new-comers, Dr. Allard does not hide his sincere sympathy and 
affection for them: ‘By the way, I have always felt great attachment to the Tatars of 
Kara Koy / ʽJ’ai toujours еu, d’ailleurs, une grande affection pour les Tatars de Kara 
Keuï’ (Allard, 1864: 86). 

The encounters of the French doctor with the otherness in its Tatar manifesta-
tions are marked by the signs of the ethnocentrism and stereotyped notions. In the 
narrative of those encounters there lacks a perspective of distancing from his own 
culture (Roth and Roth, 2007: 71). But the direct interaction and mutual familiariza-
tion between the observer and the colonized generate a great deal of understanding 
and shake the initial preconceptions considerably. Moreover, the travel notes reflect 
important accounts about the Tatar migrants from Crimea resulting from direct ob-
servations during their active migration to the Balkans. Valuable firsthand informa-
tion is preserved regarding the processes of settlement and adaptation to the new 
environment, their social and religious organizations, social differentiation, crafts, 
way of life and mentality of the migrants, their cultural specificity and the demarca-
tion between themselves and the local population. Quite naturally, the essential fea-
tures of the intragroup distinction (self-naming, language, and dialect peculiarities), 
traditional culture, historical tradition elude the viewpoint of the foreigner. 

Felix Kanitz, a Hungarian cartographer, is also an immediate witness of the 
Tatar migrations to the Balkans. During 1860–1879 period he traveled through Dan-
ube Bulgaria (Kanitz, 1876; 1995). According to him, the colonization of Tatars and 
Circassians from Crimea is part of a politically conditioned process, a result from 
the relationships between Russia and the Ottoman Empire (Kanitz, 1876: 320–329; 
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347). Although the newsettlers are outside the focus of his attention, he notes his 
immediate impressions for them (Kanitz, 1876: 330–351). He gives specific data 
of Tatar settlements and of the number of the settled Tatar families (Kanitz, 1876: 
224, 300–301, 305–306, 312, 328–329, 348–349). The author registers information 
about differentiation between Tatars, Circassians and Turks and also about in-group 
ethnic and anthropological differentiation among the Tatars (Kanitz, 1876: 325). 
Kanitz consistently records what he hears and sees: ‘Many of them came on foot, 
with few possessions, with women half-hidden by their veils, and a large number of 
children on the backs of camels....ʼ (Kanitz, 1876: 326–327). The European writes 
in detail about the protective policy of the Ottoman rule towards the new settlers 
as well as about its contradictory attitude towards them. He also announces about 
the hostile attitude of the local Muslims and the forced unpaid labor (engaria) that 
Christians were obliged to do when constructing homes for the newcomers (Kanitz, 
1876: 325–326, 348–9). 

Kanitz describes important information about the settling of the Tatars in the 
Balkans as well as about the processes of their adaptation and integration into the 
new socio-cultural environment: 

The Tatars have completely abandoned their traditional costume brought from 
the Crimea and replaced it with a Bulgarian one... They speak more in Bulgarian 
than in any other language and always have a good relationship with the Slavs... 
(Kanitz 1876: 224). 

The direct observation of the migrants reveals differences in the mentality, live-
lihood, way of life and attitude towards labor of the Tatars and the Circassians. 
As a distinctive feature of the Tatars, Kanitz points out their ‘ultimate peaceable 
character’. But, despite the clear distinction between the colonized and the tangible 
sympathy for the displaced Tatars, the direct impressions of the author are marked 
by popular stereotypes about their Mongolian, belligerent and nomadic nature. He 
writes, ‘It is remarkable that these Mongols, so despised sometimes, feel no less a 
strong need, as do their Japanese relatives, of schools’ (Kanitz, 1995: 328).

The images of Tatar migrations during the mid-19th century, conveyed by Kan-
itz, reflect a tendency toward a more objective and realistic perspective of the re-
ality of the migration in its complexity, its conflicting, contradictory character and 
original political rationale. Yet, seventy years later, when Geza Feher writes a study 
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of the travels and scientific work of his compatriot, he again manifests stereotyp-
ical notions about the Tatars – another proof of the resistant character of the latter 
(1936). This trend also continues in historico-ethnographic texts published after the 
(Bulgarian) Liberation in 1878-1879.

Between direct and transferred evidence

In his Travels…, the famous Czech scientist Konstantin Jireček records the presence 
of Tatar settlements and population, as well as toponymy related to Tatar traces in 
the visited places (Jireček, 1899; 1974). He registers data related to them in the 
Ruse and Shumen regions and in his notes about the Tatars in Varna he indicates 
information regarding the place the Tatars have come from and their settlement in a 
separate neighborhood at the end of the town (Jireček, 1899: 269, 865). The infor-
mation that at those times the Tatars distinguish themselves from the Turks and that 
the Tatars think themselves to be superior – something which is still valid for the 
Tatars’ self-image – most likely comes from an oral source (Jireček, 1899: 823). The 
notes contain scarce evidence of the Tatars’ traditional culture and beliefs (Jireček, 
1899: 297–298). The observer is especially impressed by the fact that women do 
not veil their faces (Jireček, 1899: 282). However, the information about the Giray 
‘Tatar sultans’ is quite contradictory since, on the one hand, it contains data about 
the ‘oppression of the rayah’ and the (their) ‘outrages’ and, on the other hand, their 
immediate impressions of local people (Jireček, 1974: 227, 229, 750–751; 789). 

The writing of K. Jireček reflects a later stage of the Tatar existence on the Bal-
kans, the processes of integration with the host environment, the interaction with 
local people and the formation of durable traces in the local memory. The signs of 
the Tatars’ self-determination and distinction from the culture of local Muslims are 
also palpable. It also confirms the discrepancy between the resistant character of 
stereotypical notions about the migrants and the immediate life experience.

In 1889, Georgi Dimitrov collected materials about the history and the present 
times of the Principality of Bulgaria (Dimitrov, 2013: 142–143). He views the Ta-
tar migrations to the Balkans after the Crimean War as a process instigated by the 
Russian Empire and spurred by the ‘Turkish clergy’. The author probably uses oral 
sources which provide information about the massive nature of the migrations and 
the lack of a clear memory at the end of the 19th century of the causes which led to 
these migrations. He indicates information about Tatars settling in northern Bulgar-
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ia, mostly in Dobrudzha, as well as in southern Bulgaria. The Tatars are presented 
in a generalized manner with their anthropological characteristics, physical appear-
ance, women’s apparel, crafts (agriculture, furriery, butchering), food preferences 
(‘They eat all kinds of meat – including both horse and dog meat…’) and others. 
The perspective of the external to the community observer prevails (Dimitrov, 2013: 
143). The records preserve stereotypical notions of the ethnic foreignness, corre-
sponding with the Bulgarian national narrative of that time: 

At first…they showed themselves to be honest and hardworking, but within a 
short time they mastered the character of the Turks and became like them – fierce, 
plunderers and oppressors of the Bulgarians. Their Sultans forcibly seized fields, 
meadows, forests, formed farmhouses, and became quite rich (Dimitrov, 2013: 
143).

At the end of the 19th century Yov Titorov wrote his book about the Bulgarians in 
Bessarabia in which he also records important ethnographic data about the Tatars in 
Budzhak93 (Bessarabia) (Titorov, 1903: 44–48). Like F. Kanitz, Y. Titrov presents the 
migrations as a two-way process: Bulgarians are settled in abandoned Tatar villages 
and he suggests that some of the Budzhak Tatars migrate to the Balkans (Titorov, 
1903: 44, 48). Relying mainly on the Romanian scientist Nicolae Iorga94 and some-
what on his own impressions, he records valuable information about the Tatars as a 
sedentary community, about their social organization, lifestyle and crafts (Titorov, 
1903: 46–47). He acquires generalized notions of the bellicose and plunderous nature 
of the Nomads, a nature which remains unchanged. What he records reflects the no-
tion of the foreign/Asian as being hostile and ugly and the notion of the own/European 
as being beautiful, ‘The traveler was astonished to see these ... herds of camels ... a 
herdsman – a Tatar, the ugliest man on the face of the earth’ (Titorov, 1903: 46). 

They are all warlike and ready to go anywhere for pillaging or war. They contin-
ued to invade the neighboring lands and plunder their inhabitants. The pillagers 
… in their own home, were honest and peaceful inhabitants, good stock-breeders, 
and sensible farmers (Titorov, 1903: 45–46).

93 Budzhak – a former province of the Crimean Khanate. 
94 Iorga, 1900. 
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Conclusion

The brief overview of the evidences of cultural contacts with Tatar migrants in the 
Balkans reflects almost the entire spectrum of aspects of cultural interaction: cultur-
al contact, conflict, shock and understanding. It has also been found out that in most 
of the studied cases the generalized notions (the stereotypes) have a durable charac-
ter and are resistant to change (Bata and Szarvas, 2010; Roth and Roth, 2007: 138). 
Valuable historical information of immediate character regarding the processes of 
Tatar settlement and adaptation to the Balkans is registered in the texts of European 
travelers (Allard, Kanitz, Jireček). However, their encounters with the otherness are 
marked by the signs of ethnocentrism and stereotyped notions. At the time of the 
independent Bulgarian State, the notes of Bulgarian historians (Dimitrov, Titorov) 
record stereotypical representations of the ethnic foreignness which are in corre-
spondence with the national narrative. Yet, the immediate contact of the authors of 
the travel notes with the migrants creates an appropriate opportunity to challenge 
these stereotypes and to turn borders into bridge of mutual knowledge and under-
standing. However, the issue of the status of such texts as a source of multifaceted 
and heterogeneous information about the past remains. That is why the place of ste-
reotypes and prejudices has to be taken into account when collecting historical data 
on Tatar migration to the Balkans from the middle of the 19th century. It turns out 
that they continue to occur unchallenged in some historiographical works almost to 
the end of the last century (Antonov 2004: 9–14). 
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BETWEEN WORLDS: BELIEFS AND RITUAL 
PRACTICES AT SAINTS’ GRAVES AND RELICS95

Vihra Baeva

Absract: This paper focuses on a specific aspect of Christian religiosity, the veneration of 
saints’ relics and graves, traditionally considered as a locus of connection between the mun-
dane human world and the realm of the sacred. I present observations on practices performed 
at the graves and relics of Christian Orthodox saints and analyze the relevant concepts and 
beliefs drawn from examples found in Bulgaria and the Republic of North Macedonia: 
the cult of St. John of Rila in the Rila Monastery; the devotion to the new saint Seraphim 
Sobolev in the Russian Church in Sofia; the relics of the Serbian king Stefan Urosh II Mi-
lutin in the church of St. Nedelya in Sofia; the sarcophagus with the body of St. Joachim of 
Osogovo in the Kriva Palanka Monastery; the grave of St. Naum of Ohrid in the eponymous 
monastery; the grave with the relics of St. Clement of Ohrid in the church of St. Clement and 
St. Pantaleon and his former burial place in the Holy Mother of God Peribleptos Church in 
Ohrid. The practices discussed here comprise both the widely popular and the idiosyncratic. 
These include prayers, body gestures of veneration, offerings, intercession of sacred objects, 
written notes and letters to the saint, listening to his beating heart, sleeping by the relics, etc.
Keywords: Bulgaria, the Republic of North Macedonia, saints’ cults, relics, graves, ritual 
practices

Introduction

In this paper, I dwell on the subject of saints’ relics and graves as highly symbolic 
loci where the mundane human world connects to the realm of the sacred. The ven-
eration of holy relics represents a major aspect of the devotion to saints and has a 
central place and long tradition in Christian religiosity in both Eastern Orthodoxy 
and Catholicism.96 According to theological understanding, since ‘Word became 
flesh’ (John 1: 14), matter has been awarded divine glory. Therefore:

95 An earlier version of this paper was published in Bulgarian (Baeva, 2017).
96 From the vast body of research on saints’ cults in general I would indicate the fundamental work 
of Peter Brown (1981) and the study of Steven Wilson (1983), as well as some basic Bulgarian studies 
(Georgieva, 1993; Nedin, 1997; Popov, 1991; Popov, 2008 and the references contained there. An 
overview of the research on Macedonia is made in Lucheska, 2010, see also the references. On the 
devotion to relics I refer especially to Bakalova 2016; Brown, 1981; Lidov, 2003 and the references 
given there. For the Macedonian field of studies see Lucheska, 2014 and Vrazhinovski, 1999. 
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sanctity comprises the whole personality of man: the whole body and the soul, ev-
erything that is a part of the mysterious constitution of a human being. The sancti-
ty of saints is not limited just to their souls, but inevitably spreads out to the body 
as well. With the saints, both the soul and the body are sacred (Popovich, 2005: 1). 

Accordingly, the reverential devotion to the holy relics should not be divided into 
sacred soul and sacred body (Stoilov, 2012). In this way, the tombs and relics are 
perceived as extraordinary sources of sacred power in the profane world and the be-
lieving Christian acquires the precious possibility ‘to join Heaven and Earth at the 
grave of a dead human being’ according to Peter Brown’s renowned phrase (1981: 1). 

The general veneration of relics in Christian doctrine has given impetus to nu-
merous local devotions, beliefs, and rituals which are still active and developing in 
modern times. Here I offer a study of contemporary beliefs and practices referring 
to graves and relics of Christian Orthodox saints in Bulgaria and the Republic of 
Macedonia. I present a number of cases which I have had the chance to observe 
personally through fieldwork. The sacralized loci explored and referred to in this 
study belong to local (regional, national) saints, a sphere of investigation still insuf-
ficiently studied (Bakalova, 2016: 79). Those are some of the most prominent local 
saints whose holy remains are kept in the territories of the two countries; their cults 
are well developed and enjoy large-scale veneration until the present day. Their 
burial places and/or relics are related to a variety of beliefs and practices between 
official Orthodoxy and popular belief and folklore; some of them typical and widely 
popular, others specific to the point of idiosyncrasy. I offer description and analysis 
of several Bulgarian cases, such as the devotion to the patron saint of Bulgaria, the 
hermit St. John of Rila97 in the Rila Monastery (south-western Bulgaria) and the 
newly canonized Archbishop Seraphim Sobolev98 in the Russian Church in Sofia, as 
well as the relics of the so-called St. King (Sveti Kral), i.e. the Serbian king Stefan 
Urosh II Milutin99, which are preserved in the church of St. Nedelya in the Bulgarian 
capital also known among Sofia citizens as the St. King Church. The examples from 

97 For the devotion to St. John of Rila there is a considerable body of research. Here I refer to sev-
eral fundamental studies: Duychev, 1947; Fekeldzhiev, 1979; Ivanov, 1917; Malchev and Rangochev, 
2000. See also Kuzidova, Stankova and Tomova, s.a., and the rich bibliography included. A summa-
rized presentation of the subject with relevant literature is given in Dimitrova, 2013.
98 For the devotion to St. Archbishop Seraphim see Baeva, 2012b; Baeva, 2014a; Baeva, 2014b and 
the references.
99 The cult to St. King and his relics has been examined in Gergova, 2000 and Gergova, 2007.
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Macedonia include the grave of the hermit St. Joachim of Osogovo100 in his mon-
astery near the town of Kriva Palanka (in the north-eastern part of the Republic of 
Macedonia) and several holy sites in the town of Ohrid (south-western Macedonia): 
the grave of the enlightener St. Naum in the eponymous monastery; the grave with 
the relics of another enlightener, St. Clement101 in the church of St. Clement and 
St. Pantaleon, and also the saint’s former burial place in the Holy Mother of God 
Peribleptos Church. 

In my research, I rely on personal fieldwork conducted in Kriva Palanka (Au-
gust 2014), Ohrid (July 2015)102, Rila Monastery (October 2016) and continuously in 
my hometown Sofia since 2009. I have applied the classical ethnographic methods, 
observation (and participant observation), free conversations and interviews (usually 
semi-structured and tape-recorded), as well as detailed photo documentation of sa-
cred sites, rituals, feasts and artefacts. Additional sources include published research, 
popular religious literature and internet sources. In the course of analysis, I use the ap-
proaches of cultural anthropology, symbolic anthropology and semiotics, and regard 
the examined rituals and practices as cultural texts which are liable to interpretation 
in reference to the symbols which they imply and the meanings which they generate.

Grave – body – relics

As a rule, the grave is the spot where a deceased person is interred and where his 
or her body is expected to ‘rest in peace’. In Balkan peoples’ traditional culture the 
graves of relatives are the object of veneration, motivated by the devotion to the 
dead ancestors. Graves are connected to commemoration practices performed there 
at anniversaries of the person’s death (pomen) or on special Souls’ Days (Zadushnit-

100 Fieldwork observations on the devotion to St. Joachim of Osogovo in the eponymous monas-
tery are offered in Baeva, 2013. More on the different aspect of his cult see in Mihajlovski, 2005; 
Madzhovski and Milkovska, 2013; Stankova, s.a; Vrazhinovski, 1998, 303–317 and the references.
101 On the cults to St. Clement and St. Naum of Ohrid see Grozdanov, 1983; Grozdanov, 1995; 
Risteski, 2009; Stoјchevska-Antik, 1982; Stoјchevska-Antik, 1986; Stoјchevska-Antik, 1997; Hristo-
va-Shomova, Yovcheva and Petkov, s.a. and given references.
102 My fieldwork in the Republic of Macedonia was supported by a project of bilateral cooperation 
between the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences and the Macedonian Academy of Sciences and Arts lead 
by Prof. Dr. Sc. Lozanka Peycheva and Prof. Tanas Vrazhinovski (2014–2016). The work on the case 
of the Russian Church in Sofia was partially funded by a personal scholarship from the Netherlands 
Institute for Advanced Studies in the Humanities and Social Sciences (2010) and the visit to the Rila 
monastery was part of a bilateral project between IEFSEM – BAS and the Institute of Arts at the 
Polish Academy of Sciences lead by Assoc. Prof. Dr. Katya Mihaylova and Assist. Prof. Dr. Weronika 
Grozdew-Kołacińska (2015–2017). 
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sa): taking care of the grave (digging it over and cleaning up weed); laying flowers; 
lighting candles; pouring out water and wine onto the soil; handing out food to rela-
tives, neighbors or even strangers – for the redemption of the dead person’s sins (za 
Bog da prosti) but also with the idea that the deceased will mystically receive those 
offerings in the other world; and ritual lamentations. The graves are also places 
where people go to ‘get together’ with their deceased loved ones, talk to them and 
tell them what’s going on in the world of the living.103 

Saints’ graves are also a kind of ‘meeting point’ between the living and the 
world beyond. Simultaneously, they have some distinctive features as well. The 
saint is not an ordinary deceased person but a ‘very special dead’ (in the terminol-
ogy of Brown) so his burial place is considered to be a sacred spot and therefore 
go beyond the private sphere of the family. As a result of historical circumstances, 
the saint’s dead body rarely remains buried in its original place. Among the few 
examples from Bulgaria and Macedonia are the remains of St. Naum resting until 
this day in a special chapel adjacent to the northern wall of the monastery church of 
St. Archangels on the shore of the Ohrid Lake. According to the saint’s vita, his rel-
ics still rest there untroubled, because each time somebody tried to open his grave, 
the reverend would not allow this (Zhitiya, 1991: 647). In other cases, the body is 
situated in a special sarcophagus above the ground, such as the grave of Archbishop 
Seraphim in the crypt of the Russian Church in Sofia or St. Joachim in the nave of 
the main church in the Osogovo Monastery.

Very often, though, a while after the saint’s decease his body is exhumed and 
starts functioning as relics. According to the official church definition, relics are the 
bodies of saints of the Christian church that have remained incorrupt after death 
and are able to perform miracles (Stolilov, 2012 and references). Traditionally it is 
claimed that the main signs according to which the church recognizes the sanctity of 
a dead person are the incorruptibility of the body and the aroma or aromatic myrrh 
which it exudes, as well as the miracles it performs, and the purity and pious life of 
the departed. In reality, the first two conditions turn to be optional, as some saints’ 
bodies seem to disintegrate naturally after death. A contemporary theologian (Kara-
mihaleva, 2011) comments on this issue in the following way:

103 For a survey of ethnographic research and a current study on the concept of death in Bulgarian 
culture see Dimitrova, 2014 and references. The author also suggests the idea that in symbolical per-
spective, the grave and the graveyard are perceived as a ‘home of death’ (Dimitrova, 2014, 208–234).
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If we have to answer the question why the bodies of some saints decay like those 
of ordinary mortals; from others only the bones stay incorrupt; third ones remain 
whole and incorrupt, but dried out, while still others are intact as if belonging to 
a live person (like Saint Spyridon of Trimythous +348)? Why do some bodies 
stream myrrh and others do not? We should humbly answer: we do not know. 
God knows. We can just say: “Thank God that they exist for the healing of our 
souls and bodies, and for our spiritual strengthening. Thank God for all His bene-
factions!”

Nevertheless, myrrh exuding is recognized as a divine miracle and has an important 
place in Christian tradition. From the first ages of Christianity up to modern times a 
number of holy men and women have officially gained the title of ‘Myrrh-stream-
ing’. Some of the most widely known examples include the relics of St. Demetrius 
in Thessaloniki, Greece, of St. Nicolas of Mirla in Bari, Italy and of St. Simon (Ser-
bian King Stefan Nemanja) in the monastery of Studenitsa, Serbia (Stoilov, 2012). 
From the cases examined here, there are three saints whose relics are considered to 
be fragrant and/ or myrrh-streaming: St. Clement, St. John of Rila and St. King. In 
the last case, there are even hypothesis that the blessed body has been especially 
embalmed, a procedure which was not uncommon for the time (see Gergova, 2011: 
11 and references). 

A brief look at etymology gives an interesting perspective to the issue of relics. 
The words used in Byzantine texts (λείψανον, σῶμα, σκῆνος) mean either ‘remains’ 
or ‘body, corpse’. Similarly, the Latin reliquiae which forms the root of the word 
in most western languages stands for ‘remains, remnants’. On the other hand, the 
Slavic designation is derived from the root mosht meaning ‘power, might’, which 
unequivocally points to the perception of bodily remains as a source of sacred pow-
er (Bakalova, 2016: 28 and references). In support of this concept is also the fact 
that in a number of hagiographic writings, the saint himself appears in a dream to a 
pious man (or his disciples) and orders that his body was disinterred and laid within 
the sacred space of the shrine so that it could make miracles on the behalf of the 
believers. Such examples are to be found in the narratives concerning the relics of 
St. Joakim of Osogovo, St. John of Rila and others (Zhtitya, 1991: 381–382; 529).

Usually the holy relics come to have their own history full of displacements, dis-
appearances and sudden advents, of being conquered, traded or other vicissitudes. 
The chronicle of a saint’s relics might even affect the festive calendar. Bulgaria’s 
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most venerated saint John of Rila is celebrated three times a year: first, on the day 
of his Dormition (approximately dated at the end of the 10th to the beginning of the 
11th century), 18th August; second, on the day when in 1194 or 1195 his relics were 
carried from the town of Sredets (today Sofia) to the capital of the Second Bulgarian 
Kingdom Tarnovo (today Veliko Tarnovo), 19th October; and third, on the day when 
in 1469 the relics were returned from Tarnovo to the Rila Monastery to rest (in their 
main part) there up to this day, 1st July. (Dimitrova, 2013). It is indicative that the 
main feast of the saint which is most ceremonially celebrated in the Rila Monastery 
and in the whole of Bulgaria is not St. John’s Dormition, but the transfer of his relics 
on 19th October.

Even though the relics might be moved away, the grave where the blessed body 
has been residing is still venerated as a sacred place. Such an example is the grave in 
the Holy Mother of God Peribleptos Church in Ohrid in which the body of St. Clement 
was to be found up to 2000. The spot is still visited by local believers and pilgrims 
who pay homage to the saint there. Similarly, the empty grave of St. John of Rila 
situated in the mountains above the Rila Monastery near a cave and a holy spring is 
still a popular pilgrimage site and devotional actions are performed there. Therefore, 
a peculiar process of multiplication takes place: the saint resides simultaneously at his 
relics and at his grave and could be revered and asked for help in both places.

With many of the famous saints in the Christian world the body is subsequently 
dismembered and the separate parts, sometimes minute bones or pieces of skin or 
clothing go into different directions and get distributed all over the world. Preserved 
in richly decorated reliquaries, manufactured from precious materials, these relics 
become the symbolic capital of monasteries and churches, of cities and countries. 
Furthermore, following the decision of the Seventh Ecumenical Council, also known 
as the Second Council of Nicaea (787)104, it was accepted in Orthodox tradition that 
every church should contain a particle of holy relics inbuilt in the altar (Stoilov, 
2012). The churches most likely acquired the sacred items from important religious 
centers such as Mount Athos and big monasteries. For example, one of the precious 
artefacts preserved in the collection of the Rila Monastery is a small oval-shaped 
box for the safe-keeping of small particles of relics dated from 1787 (Genova, 2000: 
40). In this way, the bodies of the saints were further multiplied: through their dis-

104 According to some sources this custom was established even earlier, in the 6th – 7th century (Gen-
ova, 2000: 40).
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persed parts they could be present and perform miracles simultaneously in many 
places according to the principle pars pro toto.

With the local saints of the type presented here, this tendency is more limited, 
but still existing. For example, the main part of St. Clement’s body is preserved 
in the St. Clement and St. Pantaleon Church on the Plaoshnik hill in Ohrid. The 
relics are kept in a special reliquary put on the glass cover of the saint’s grave. On 
the other hand, his head is preserved in the monastery of St. John the Baptist in the 
vicinity of the town of Veria in Nortnern Greece. At present, parts of his relics are 
to be found in the churches of St. Nickolas and St. Nicholas Gerakomia in Ohrid, in 
the St. Clement cathedral in Skopje, in the Bigor Monastery of St. John the Baptist 
in the Republic of Macedonia and in the Seven Saints Church in Sofia (Lucheska, 
2014: 259). Recently particles of the saint’s relics have also gone to the newly built 
shrine of St. Clement in the town of Plovdiv (Central South Bulgaria) and to the 
chapel at the Faculty of Theology at Sofia University, whose patron is St. Clement 
(Ofitsialen sait na svetiya Sinod na Balgarskata pravoslavna tsarkva, 2009).105

Another ‘decapitated’ saint is King Milutin whose body is preserved in St. Ned-
elya Church. According to historical evidence, his head has disappeared at some 
point in the first half of the 17th century and its destiny still remains shrouded in 
mystery – a circumstance which has given impetus to different folkloric explana-
tions and narratives (Gergova, 2000: 11). An interesting story is related to St. John 
of Rila’s right hand. Few people know that it has been missing from his incorruptible 
body which rests in a coffin in front of the altar in the Rila Monastery main church. 
According to records, the relic was taken to the Russian town of Rilsk where its 
trails vanished and its whereabouts remained unknown for a long period of time. As 
late as the last few years, information appeared that the hand of the most venerated 
Bulgarian saint is kept at the Kechrovouniou Monastery of the Dormition of Mary 
on the Greek island of Tinos (Nestor, 2010 and Borisova, 2015. A documentary 
dedicated to this issue has been recently launched by director Valeri Yankov, 2015).

It could be noted that graves and sarcophagi where saints’ bodies are preserved 
in their entirety or at least in the main part, function differently compared to small 
particles of holy relics. In the first case, the devotion is much more large-scale and 
the ritual practices are much richer. As I am going to show in the next part, these 

105 The same publication also announces a forthcoming (at the time) visit of the Holy head of St. 
Clement to the cities of Varna and Dobrich in north-eastern Bulgaria in November 2009.
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practices allude to the notion that the grave represents a symbolic equivalent to the 
saint himself or a ‘home’ where he continuously resides.106

Ritual practices

A universal practice performed at saints’ graves and relics, as well as in front of 
icons and on holy sites in general, is prayer. Usually it is not limited to the purely 
spiritual sphere but is accompanied by different body gestures: genuflections, kneel-
ing, touching and kissing the gravestone or the sarcophagus with the relics, laying 
one’s head or pressing the forehead onto the coffin. On the one hand, these gestures 
are an expression of devotion and homage to the holy people, and on the other, 
it is believed that they can bring healing from various diseases; hence they have 
the character of healing rituals, too. This refers especially to the relics themselves. 
Traditionally they are taken out of the sarcophagus and exposed for veneration on 
great holidays, and some of them even travel to different cities or states so that more 
people could get in touch with their miraculous power.

Another traditional practice is giving offerings. It is small wonder that this tra-
dition is encouraged by the church authorities: usually on the grave one can see a 
box or plate for donations put next to a small icon of the honored saint. Thus the 
believer is left with the impression that he offers his gift directly to the holy man and 
not to God’s representatives on Earth. Traditionally, the pilgrims leave also pieces 
of clothing and towels, in some places also bottles of oil for the church oil lamps.107 
This custom is most vigorously practiced on great Christian holidays and especially 
on the days when the saint is commemorated. Yet other kind of sacrificial offerings 
are also the traditional candles which are lit at the saints’ graves, as well as in front 
of the miracle-working icons.

A specific traditional practice performed at St. Naum’s grave can be also added 
to the forms of body contact with the saint. The visitors put their ears on the grave-
stone hoping to hear his beating heart. According to some informants, only the right-
eous Christians or the true believers can hear it while others claim that there needs 
to be complete silence. The rational explanation of this phenomenon is that under 

106 Cf. the observation made by Peter Brown on material from late antiquity, ‘…the saint in Heaven 
was believed to be “present” at his tomb on earth’ (1981: 3).
107 For example, I have observed this practice at the grave of St. Joachim of Osogovo around his 
patron feast on 29th August.
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the grave there is an underground cave where water from the nearby lake is trickled 
so its rhythmical dripping reminds of the beating of a human heart. The mystical 
explanation, or course, refers to the living presence of St. Naum in his grave and 
practically makes the metaphor of a ‘living saint’108 literal. In the course of my inter-
views with inhabitants of Ohrid, I asked several people whether they have heard the 
saint’s heart beat. All of them confirmed that they did as if it was a very natural and 
normal thing to happen. To my question how this was possible, one of my inform-
ants, a young man at the age of 30 answered that it was God’s deed (Bogova rabota).

Meanwhile, I had the chance to observe a group of Bulgarian tourists visiting 
the monastery. After they heard the guide tell the legend of the saint’s beating heart 
that pious Christians can hear if it is quite enough, most people decided to try. 
However, they were disappointed as most of them heard nothing. Only one woman 
confided that she heard the heart beat and a man held that he had heard something 
at the beginning, but then somebody made noise and the sound went away. Finally, 
one of the pilgrims summarized the situation as follows, ‘It is not that we are sinful, 
we just don’t hear very well. We don’t have good ears’.

The different experiences of the two types of visitors puts forward the question 
to what extent our encounters with ‘reality’ are culturally constructed – including 
those which we take for granted, such as the sensory perceptions. Part of the answer 
might be in the category of faith (verba) which local people always point out in 
interviews, or in other words, the attitude with which one approaches the commu-
nication with the holy.

A traditional mechanism of establishing contact with the sacred world is also sleep-
ing in a holy place. It is a popular custom that pilgrims spend the night in a monastery 
on the eve of its patron saint’s day, and sometimes they even sleep within the church 
itself. Usually, the term ‘incubation’ is used in academic literature for these practices 
referring to the connection of pre-Christian rituals from Greek-Roman antiquity (Le 
Goff, 1985). In some cases, actual or symbolical sleeping near the very miracle-work-
ing relics is also practiced. Such tradition has existed in the Osogovo Monastery until 
several years ago. According to information offered by an elderly priest, until recent-
ly there was a bench placed next to the sarcophagus with St. Joachim’s body and a 
special pillow on top of the coffin. Ill people used to sit there and lay their heads on 
the relics in order to ‘take a nap’ (podremnat) for curing different physical or mental 

108 The category of a ‘living saint’ and its place in folklore cosmology are explored by Ivanov and 
Izmirlieva, 2003.
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issues. The informant recollected a case of healing which he personally witnessed: 
a crippled man started walking again after sitting on the bench next to the relics.109 
However, this ritual was put an end to by the new bishop of the monastery, probably 
because of its non-canonical character, and a glass cover was put on top of the coffin. 
There are also data about a similar custom which existed in the past near the relics 
of St. John in the Rila Monastery (Genova, 2000: 33) and at St. Naum’s grave. In the 
second case a special room was built right next to the small chapel where the saint was 
buried and ill people, especially ones with mental problems, used to spend the night 
there and get cured (Zhitiya, 1991: 647).

Another technique for achieving contact with the world beyond is the indirect 
contact: through objects or substances which perform as intermediaries. These are 
believed to acquire or ‘absorb’ the sacred power of the venerable body and then 
transfer it to the ordinary human. This type of relationship is sought after mainly 
by sick people who aspire healing from their sufferings through contact with the 
divine sphere. One of the most powerful manifestations of this idea is probably the 
aromatic myrrh which some of the saints’ relics purportedly stream (Stoilov, 2012). 
It is a popular practice that pilgrims take from the holy sites pieces of cotton which 
the relics themselves or the cover of the sarcophagus or reliquary has been wiped 
with. There is such a tradition at the relics of St. Clement of Ohrid and St. John of 
Rila. In oral milieu, and nowadays also in virtual space, numerous stories circulate 
about miraculous healings owing to the help of the holy myrrh (Topalov, 2005). 
The notion of the miracle-working power of the myrrh relates to a popular religious 
souvenir known as ‘filakto/filahto’ (from the Greek φιλακτο/φιλαχτο ‘amulet,’ from 
the verb φιλαω/φιλαςςο ‘to protect’). It is a small rectangular amulet, made of bro-
caded fabric filled with cotton which has been purportedly soaked with myrrh from 
a saint’s relics. The filakto has become quite common recently: it could be found in 
almost all church shops in both Bulgaria and Macedonia and believers carry it with 
themselves for help and protection (Baeva, 2009).

Another type of sacred intermediary could be the saint’s clothing. For instance, 
the celebration of St. King’s patron feast on 30th October includes a specific element. 
On the eve of the holiday the saint’s body is ceremonially taken out of the coffin and 
brought into the church altar where it is cleaned and its clothes are changed. After 
the priests dress it in new undershirt and richly decorated vestment, they cut the 

109 Interview with Father Dobrislav Boshkovski, recored by V. Baeva in the Ossogovo Monastery in 
2014. In her travel notes Karamihaleva (2014) also mentions the bench and pillow by the grave.
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old undershirt into small pieces and distribute them among the believers (Gergova, 
2000: 13; detailed photo documentation of the ritual is offered in Ignatova, 2014). 
According to the official interpretation, these are given ‘for joy and spiritual conso-
lation’ (Ignatova, 2014), but ordinary devotees are likely to believe that the pieces 
give happiness and cure infertility.

According to some narratives even the fragrance of the relics itself can be heal-
ing when inhaled. According to a miracle story issued on the internet, an elderly 
lady from Sofia was cured of bronchitis after inhaling the sweet scent from the relics 
of St. King (Topalov, 2005). Another intermediary of the same type is for example 
the oil from the oil lamps by the grave. The ill anoint their foreheads with it to find 
relief from physical or mental ailments. I have observed this practice in the Russian 
Church in Sofia and a colleague has documented the story of the healing of a little 
boy who could not speak after being intensely scared and remained mute for several 
years (Baeva, 2014a: 111–113). The earth from some saints’ graves is also consid-
ered miracle-working: believers take it home ‘for health’ and some even drink it 
dissolved in water (Karamihaleva, 2011). An internet publication (Topalov, 2005) 
gives an example of a miraculous healing by means of this practice:

A Bulgarian living in Illinois, USA, was cured from stomach issues after he was 
sent some soil from St. John’s grave. He dissolved it in a glass of water and drank 
it. The healing came immediately.

Furthermore, a popular intermediary for connecting to the sacred world is writing. 
In some places, the pilgrims leave at the grave letters or notes to the saint in which 
they ask for his help or thank him for former benefactions. This practice is emblem-
atic for the Russian Church in Sofia. In the entrance-hall leading to the crypt with 
the Archbishop Seraphim’s grave there is a special premise furnished with tables, 
chairs, small sheets of paper and pens where the devotees can write their requests 
or ‘wishes’ to the saint. Afterwards they insert those notes into a special mailbox 
situated to the right of his sarcophagus (Baeva, 2012; Baeva, 2014a; Baeva 2014b). 
The custom to leave little notes to St. John of Rila still exists in the Rila Monastery – 
either at the coffin with his relics, at the fountain with holy water near his chapel or 
in the cave which according to the legends the holy man inhabited (Bakalova and 
Lazarova, 2009).
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Conclusion

Traditional homage paid to saints’ graves and relics motivated by the established 
notion of their sanctity and supernatural power is still active in modern times. The 
analysis of contemporary ritual practices which are performed there casts light on 
the images and ideas related to graves and relics in Orthodox culture on the Balkans 
nowadays. On the one hand, the holy body, or the sarcophagus where it is resting, is 
considered to be a source of blessing and healing. Consequently, the believers seek 
to get as close to it as possible either through direct body contact or through inter-
mediary objects on the principle of contagious magic (after James Fraser). Along 
with that, the grave is perceived as a home – a place where the holy man resides and 
where he is always present, even though his soul is expected to be in the celestial 
spheres. Thus, in a way which may seem paradoxical for rational logic, the saint’s 
grave turns out to be a symbol of eternal life instead of death – and St. Naum’s beat-
ing heart stands out as a vivid and explicit image of this idea. The relics also hold 
similar symbolism. They are the remains of a dead body which continues to live 
its own peculiar and mystical life, uncorrupted, fragrant and miracle-working. In a 
certain sense, it comes to be even ‘more live than the alive’, as far as its power and 
capacity to cure exceed the abilities of an ordinary human. Additionally, the grave 
or the reliquary with the remains of the blessed body submit a peculiar ‘meeting 
point’ where the pilgrim can address the saint with prayer or gratitude; to present 
him with gifts or ‘hand’ him a letter. On a more general level, the grave or relics 
can be interpreted as a site connecting the human world to the sacred world of the 
transcendental; a kind of ‘gate’ through which one can pass over into the exemplary 
reality of the divine sphere. Symbolically, the holy grave and the holy body func-
tion as a sacred center (in the terminology of Eliade), an axis mundi, connecting the 
three levels of the mythic universe: the world of the humans, the underworld of the 
dead and the celestial realm. Furthermore, the relics of a holy man or woman offer 
the religious person a chance to overcome basic cultural oppositions such as those 
between death and life, sickness and health, profane and sacred, and thus acquire 
joy and spiritual consolation.
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THE THRACIAN SANCTUARY NEAR DOLNO 
DRYANOVO – A BRIDGE BETWEEN WORLDS AND 

CULTURES

Albena Georgieva

Abstract: The paper is a scrutiny of fieldwork interviews about the Dolno Dryanovo Prehis-
toric and Thracian sanctuary in the Landscape Historical Park ‘Gradishte’ (Gotse Delchev 
Region, south-western Bulgaria). The aim is to introduce the sanctuary as a topic in the scope 
of scientific research and to trace the main directions of its utilization in a contemporary con-
text. The archaeological excavations carried out on its territory prove that the place was used 
for religious rituals in the remote past. Its past significance is combined with its now-a-days 
assimilation as a place with special healing energy, and as a park with peculiar figures and 
attractive sights. The interviews reveal some interweaving ideas and knowledge, rooting in 
different layers of culture, and this outlines the sanctuary as a bridge not only between the real 
and the supernatural world, but between various traditions and mentalities as well.
Keywords: Thracian sanctuary, archaeological evidences, rock figures, healing practices, 
folk beliefs

‘Discovering’ the sanctuary by Prof. Todor Boyadzhiev

The aim of this paper is to introduce the ‘Prehistoric and Thracian sanctuary in the 
GradishteArea’110 near the village of Dolno Dryanovo, Garmen Municipality, Gotse 
Delchev Region111 and to suggest an initial ethnological approach to the way it is 
socialized and apprehended in a contemporary context. My investigation comprises 
a fieldwork, first, in the region of the sanctuary, where I interviewed two informants, 
who were active participants in its socialization, and then in Sofia, where I inter-
viewed a woman who arranged her official wedding ceremony in the area of the 
sanctuary. I compared the analysis of the interviews to some data from the Internet 
and tried to assemble the facts and my interpretations into a meaningful introductory 
picture.

110 In Bulgarian Gradishte usually indicates a place of a former fortress or some other construction. 
111 The former financial director in Garmen Municipality Office Krasimira Usheva organized my 
visit and the meetings with my informants and I cordially thank her for her help. 
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In October 2016, I visited the ‘Prehistoric and Thracian sanctuary in the Grad-
ishte Area’ near the village of Dolno Dryanovo. As the advertising booklet indicates, 
the sanctuary is an archaeological monument of culture with a national importance 
and is placed in the Landscape Historical Park ‘Gradishte’ on an upland, surrounded 
by steep canyons and accessible only from the north-west. There are many rock for-
mations in the region and they can be likened to human profiles or various animals – 
fish, snakes, turtles, and birds. Besides the natural grounds and figures, the archaeo-
logical investigations have registered a human intervention in raking or hewing part 
of them, particularly visible in the furrows, habitual for the Thracian cult objects.

The late Prof. Todor Boyadzhiev discovers the sanctuary in the spring of 2000 
during one of his trips in the Rhodope Mountains. There is scarce information about 
him on the Internet. It becomes clear from a video in Vbox7 that Todor Lyubenov 
Boyadzhiev has been a professor in the Joint Institute for Nuclear Research in the 
town of Dubna (Moscow District, Russia) and besides has worked in the Faculty of 
Mathematics and Informatics at the Sofia University ‘St. Kliment Ohridski’, in the 
Department of Mathematics at the Plovdiv University ‘Paisii Hilendarski’ and in the 
‘Taras Shevchenko’ National University of Kyiv in Ukraine. He has also published 
a material on the development of contemporary Bulgarian language and has been a 
member of a masonic lodge. 

The pictures in the video present the professor mainly as a field worker in a 
natural landscape – among rocks and sites in the Rhodopes, with ordinary villagers 
or with colleagues around a campfire in the mountain. As I could learn also from the 
interviews with my respondents, he used to go around the Rhodopes and this is how 
he actually came across the sanctuary near Dolno Dryanovo. Beyond all doubt, he 
had certain authority and influence among people, being able to persuade specialists 
and administrators in the historical and cultural significance of the site and in the 
necessity of its elaboration and socialization. As pointed out by Hasan Hadzhiyski 
in our conversation, the professor had contacts with the Thracian Associations in the 
region, and they supported him and actively helped in the realization of the project 
(Arhiv na Instituta za Folklor, І No. 515: 2–3). 

Archaeological evidences

The first archaeological investigations are carried out in 2008 and they reveal trac-
es of cultural presence from the prehistoric and the ancient epoch. This leads to 
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the promulgation of the sanctuary an immovable cultural value of national impor-
tance. Its cultivation and elaboration as a touristic site is realized during the pro-
ject ‘Strengthening the Attractiveness of the Cross-Border Area Thasos – Garmen 
through Upgrading of Local Environmental Assets’, financially supported by the 
European Territorial Cooperation Program Greece – Bulgaria 2007–2013. The pro-
ject starts in Garmen Municipality in March 2011 and as a result of the work on it 
many installations are built: a parking, an information center, a tent camp, toilettes, 
two shelters and two fireplaces, a summer-house and separately a wooden table with 
benches, wooden bridges, stairs with parapet, information boards, indicative point-
ers and also entertainment and sports facilities. When I visited it, the place was not 
guarded anymore and looked rather neglected. The visitors have diminished, and the 
impression was that the expensive installations were abandoned. 

The archaeological investigations are concentrated in an area of about 1000 
square meters in the north-western part. The earliest traces of human presence are 
from the late Stone-Copper Age – the end of the 5th millennium B. C., and the latest 
ones – from the late Roman Age – 3rd–4th century A. D. The most numerous are the 
remnants from the Thracian culture indicating that the place was used as a sanctuary 
in the 3rd–2nd century B. C. Some stone constructions and building foundations are 
registered, as well as depots for offerings in rock fissures and niches, and also clay 
altars – all of them finds typical for such kind of sites. The most outstanding among 
them is a cult fireplace or a clay altar – eshara, with symbolic ornaments engraved 
on its surface. Some clay vessels, lamps, and iron tools are also discovered. The 
finds prove that the sanctuary was most intensively used for religious rituals be-
tween 3rd and 2nd century B. C. and later in the Roman imperial epoch between 2nd 
and 4th century A. D. (Booklet).

Interview with Hasan Hadzhiyski

Visiting the sanctuary, I took an interview from its former guard and guide, Irfan 
Hasanov from Dolno Dryanovo, who came on the spot especially for the occa-
sion. Later in the town of Gotse Delchev I met also one of the main initiators for 
promoting the object as a cultural heritage and as a touristic destination – Hasan 
Hadzhiyski, who during the work of the project is a deputy-mayor of Garmen Mu-
nicipality. Hasan Hadzhiyski has graduated the Veliko Tarnovo University and is a 
school teacher in Dolno Dryanovo, which explains his knowledge and his interests 
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in the field. His account outlined a very good acquaintance with the historical herit-
age in the valley of the river Mesta and with the main characteristics of the existing 
there monuments of culture. He plainly manifested his partiality for the sanctuary’s 
fate and stated his hope that the work on it will continue in the future. According to 
him, the archaeologists carry the main responsibility, especially Assoc. Prof. Anelia 
Bozhkova from the National Archaeological Institute with Museum at the Bulgarian 
Academy of Sciences, who has already worked there and is one of the leaders of the 
archaeological investigations in 2008–2011. He would like her to extend and broad-
en her study, because from the total area of over 50,000 square meters, only 1,000 
are explored (Arhiv na Instituta za Folklor, І No. 515: 3). 

Hasan Hadzhiyski takes it for granted that the Dolno Dryanovo sanctuary is the 
oldest one in South-Eastern Europe, arguing that here there is a rock complex with 
cut figures of people and animals, which is not to be found anywhere else (Arhiv na 
Instituta za Folklor, І No. 515: 4). He explained that actually the whole complex in-
cludes also the area of the hill Prav kamen (Upright stone), which is situated above 
Gradishte. There is also a human head there and near to it a ‘squeezer’ – a hole in 
the rock where people squeeze through. Thus, Prav kamen and the two rock human 
heads in Gradishte lie in a line oriented north–south, which is typical for the Thra-
cian sites and unlike the Christian ones, which are oriented east–west. Hadzhiyski 
termed the three heads ‘guardians’, and pointed that nearby the three of them, there 
are ‘squeezers’ (Arhiv na Instituta za Folklor, І No. 515: 4). Two of the squeezers 
are constituted from arranged stones, which form an opening for the squeezing, 
while the lowest one is the most interesting, because it is from hollowed stone and 
leads in front of a cave. The cave is not explored, as it is inaccessible for some dem-
olitions in it (Arhiv na Instituta za Folklor, І No. 515: 6). 

Considering the founded clay pot, which Prof. T. Boyadzhiev took to him, Prof. 
Krasimir Leshtakov from the Department of Archaeology at the Sofia University 
dated the sanctuary to the 5th–4th millennium B. C., which is the Chalcolithic peri-
od, the transition from stone to metal (Arhiv na Instituta za Folklor, І No. 515: 7). 
According to Hasan Hadzhiyski, the place has considerable potential for a more 
serious study, because it is on the Thracian-Roman trade road, which connects Tha-
sos with the interior and with the Greek trading post, situated not far from the now-
a-days town of Septemvri in Central South Bulgaria (Arhiv na Instituta za Folklor, 
І No. 515: 7). He is convinced that some more traces from human activities could 
be also found in the area, along with the eshara, the ceramics, and the engraved 
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in the rock sundial and a constellation map, documented by an astronomer (Arhiv 
na Instituta za Folklor, І No. 515: 10). Hadzhiyski even assumes that the existing 
figures could be related to the giants – the people with colossal height, who once 
inhabited the earth and who are recently much discussed. For instance, the hewed 
rock throne is quite big and obviously not for an ordinary human being. The figures 
of amphibians – frogs and turtles, dinosaur, duck and snakes, also suggests the old 
age of the site (Arhiv na Instituta za Folklor, І No. 515: 10). Besides, the place is 
a park with beautiful nature and venerable oaks, an energetic spot with power of 
attraction, where, once visited, one wants to get back again (Arhiv na Instituta za 
Folklor, І No. 515: 11).

Interview with Irfan Hasanov

Irfan Hasanov is no less engaged in the fate of the sanctuary, having been in the past 
a guard and a guide for 4 years. During his employment, he not only guards and 
takes care of the tourists, but also cleans and keeps order in the region, cultivating 
the lanes with flowers as well. He outlines how the place is evaluated and presented 
to the tourists and what are the reasons of various people to visit it. On the path to 
the summerhouse, where I took the interview with him, he pointed the first squeez-
er with the explanation that people squeeze through it for good luck and for the 
fulfillment of wishes. As I expected, he told about a concrete case with a group of 
schoolchildren to whom he suggested to squeeze through. Only a girl followed his 
advice, after which she got an excellent mark, whereas the others failed on the exam 
(Arhiv na Instituta za Folklor, І No. 513: 3). There were coins around the squeezer, 
left from those, who passed through it.

The former guard indicated also some of the animal figures: a killer whale, two 
turtles, two sharks, and a dolphin. I asked if the Thracians were familiar with those 
animals and he explained that the place was inhabited not only by Thracians, but 
also by some other tribes. In his childhood, they used to play in this area, but the 
figures did not impress them and they did not even notice them. The main landmark 
and attraction of the sanctuary, which is clearly visible from the summerhouse, is 
Tangra’s head – a rock head in a profile. I contravened that Tangra is not a Thracian 
god, but Hasanov explained that that is how prof. Todor Boyadzhiev himself spec-
ified it: Tangra 1, Tangra 2, and Tangra 3, because as a matter of fact the heads are 
three and are turned in the direction of the sun – to the sunrise and to the sunset. On 
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the Internet, however, it is called ‘The Rock Phenomenon, The Headʼ (one of the 
so called ʽRulersʼ of the sanctuary)’.112 Irfan perceives the head as a man who as if 
cries or sleeps and is waiting someone to waken him. The head is guarded by rock 
formations of snakes and on the other side a head of a dinosaur could be also seen 
(Arhiv na Instituta za Folklor, І No. 513: 3).

Various objects and traces have been found in the region – tools and weapons, 
as well as various pots and some coins of Alexander the Great, which, according to 
Hasanov, should prove that he visited the place, as is supposed to have done also 
Orpheus (Arhiv na Instituta za Folklor, І No. 513: 4). Besides, there is a sundial on a 
round rock and a map of the constellations, hammered with spots on the rock – cer-
tain astronomers have been here and with straws outlined the planets and the Great 
Bear (Ursa Major) (Arhiv na Instituta za Folklor, І No. 513: 15). Irfan Hasanov too 
considers that in the past people were rather big, reaching three meters in height. 
When he has been 12 years old, he took certain people, obviously treasure-hunt-
ers, to the locality Cherkvata (The Church), where it is believed that in the time 
of the Romans existed a church. The treasure-hunters dug up a big grave and took 
something from it. On the next day, the children went to the grave and saw that the 
skeleton is a rather big one – about three meters long (Arhiv na Instituta za Folklor, 
І No. 513: 6–7). There are some big footmarks in the rocks as well – about 60–70 
cm, as Irfan defined them, explaining that in the past the rock was soft and that is 
how the footmarks of those big people imprinted in it (Arhiv na Instituta za Folklor, 
І No. 513: 15).

As I was interested if the place was visited for some reason in the past, Hasanov 
explained, that here they used to pasture the goat kids, when they weaned them from 
their mothers and had to take them to a separate place (Arhiv na Instituta za Folklor, 
І No. 513: 5). Besides, on certain holidays, the young men and women came here 
to make swings on the trees and every boy swung the girl he liked. The very local-
ity was named after the custom – Ergensko (Bachelor’s). He could not tell which 
precisely was the holiday, but compared it with the now-a-days fairs or Bayrams 
(Arhiv na Instituta za Folklor, І No. 513: 5). And about the locality Momina skala 
(Maiden’s rock) and Momin vir (Maiden’s pool) beneath it, he rendered the love 
story of a girl shepherd from the village of Dolen. She pastured her herd in this area 
and jumped from the rock because she learned about the unfaithfulness of her lover, 

112 Gradishte (Dolno Dryanovo). Available at: http://bit.ly/2QTA2l5 (accessed 29 October 2017).
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who liked another girl. The story is described on one of the information boards (Ar-
hiv na Instituta za Folklor, І No. 513: 7–8).

The area of the sanctuary has a specific energy. Irfan Hasanov retold that it is 
haunted – at night, the ‘gins’ make noise like people, but nobody can see them and 
one should not talk to them, because if you speak, you go with them and nobody 
knows where they would take you. There was a man who whistled to them and 
called them; he found himself among them and all night long, they dragged him 
here and there. When the sun rose, his whole feet were in blood and in his hands 
he held a plum pit and an animal bone. He remained alive, but was very frightened 
and became dumb (Arhiv na Instituta za Folklor, І No. 513: 13–14). One night Irfan 
Hasanov himself and his wife went to water their garden down the river. While they 
were walking, his wife said that someone is pulling her from behind. Hasanov let 
her go in front of him and she was shaking all over with fear. When they reached 
the river, something started to croak loudly (Arhiv na Instituta za Folklor, І No. 513, 
М 13, 18).

Irfan Hasanov explained that the place has a tangible bio field and certain faith 
healers go there to charge with energy and to heal. On the rock near the summer-
house, there is a strong radiation and if you lie on it and relax, you feel as if you fly. 
While I talked with Irfan, my friend Krasimira Usheva who took me to the place, 
stayed for about half an hour on that rock. When she again joined us, it turned out 
that for that half an hour her watch has stopped working although it already worked 
when she was back (Arhiv na Instituta za Folklor, І No. 513: 12; 17). The healer 
Sarkis Indzhiyan113 has worked here but was slandered being a cheat; actually, he 
helped people and healed them (Arhiv na Instituta za Folklor, І No. 513:12–13, 16).

There is also a small pit in the rock, in which water does not spring, but is accu-
mulated when it is raining. This water cures skin corns and warts. Irfan himself took 
to the pit a woman from the town of Trigrad, whose hands were all in warts, and 
she washed her hands with the water collected there. After fifteen days, she came 
back with some other women to heal them as well, as her warts disappeared (Arhiv 
na Instituta za Folklor, І No. 513: 9). The place also helps in cases of childlessness. 
Some young childless couples come here, sit up on the rock head and pray. Hasanov 
knows a couple from the village of Chuypetlovo, Pernik region (western Bulgaria), 

113 There are various materials about Sarkis Indzhiyan on the Internet. See for example: http://www.
mila.bg/article/6160397 (accessed 3 September 2017).

https://www.mila.bg/article/6160397
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who called him on the telephone to tell that thanks to the sanctuary they already 
have children (Arhiv na Instituta za Folklor, І No. 513: 13). The second squeezer 
along the river is also believed to be a healing one and there people squeeze through 
it in cases of pains (Arhiv na Instituta za Folklor, І No. 513: 16–17).

A wedding in the area of the sanctuary

In the late autumn of 2017, I learned that on 21 October a wedding ceremony took 
place in the area of the sanctuary. I met with the bride and took an interview with 
her. Her explanations about the motifs of the young couple to get married exactly 
there indicate another specific way the place can be apprehended and experienced. 
Teodora and Zahari Dangulevi are 24 years old and live in Sofia, where they came to 
know each other, but both come from different parts of the country. He was born in 
Gotse Delchev (south-western Bulgaria) and she is from Varna (north-eastern Bul-
garia, the biggest town on the Black Sea coast). They both decided to get married 
at the sanctuary and were satisfied with their decision afterwards, because for them 
it embodies the motto of their wedding, ‘When the mountain meets the sea, love 
is born’ (Pic. 1). As Teodora explained, from the upper summerhouse, where their 
ceremony took place, the Aegean Sea can be seen and so the harmony between the 
mountain and the sea is literally experienced. Furthermore, the place connects peo-
ple in some other sense as well: for Teodora the rock phenomenon ‘The Face’ looks 
up at heaven and in a region with various ethnic and confessional groups it is a good 
metaphor revealing that it does not matter what your religion is and how you name 
your god; what is more important, is to be really human and to address the divine 
power which is above all the people (Arhiv na Instituta za Folklor, І No. 535: 1). 

Some conclusions

I omit a number of details from the accounts of my respondents and will try to outline 
some problems, arising from the presented knowledge and beliefs about the sanc-
tuary near Dolno Dryanovo. To begin with, it is discovered not by archaeologists 
or by specialists in Thracian culture or ancient history, but by a person, although a 
professor, with quite a different qualification – nuclear physics and mathematics. No 
less surprising is the fact, that although the sanctuary is considered a ‘Thracian’ one 
and the archaeological investigations prove that the Thracians inhabited the area for 
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the longest period of time, the main object – the rock head, which attracts attention 
and becomes the emblem of the whole site, he names not in some other way, but 
Tangra. Is it possible that Prof. Boyadzhiev did not know that Tangra is the supreme 
god of the ancient proto-Bulgarians? It may be not sure what his name derives from 
and what is his origin, but hardly someone would connect him with the Thracian 
pantheon. Is that a lack of knowledge or a speculation?

Along the human heads, the rock figures of animals also pose some problems – 
were they conceived in the past the way they are by the contemporary observers? 
Were they intentionally shaped or are naturally moulded forms, which we today 
liken to one face or another or to various animals? If we agree, that the stone is 
processed and that the Thracians were acquainted with the killer whale, the shark 
and the dolphin, what is their reason to depict them? Were they objects of cult or we 
assume that the Thracians depict what impresses them, as we should do today? And 
what about the dinosaur? None of the ancient tribes is old enough to live in its time, 
nor do they had any knowledge about it.

Less are the questions about the energetic charge of the place, which depending 
on the time and the concrete tradition is mastered by magic and healing practices, 
common for the oral culture in the past and particularly actual for our days. Squeez-
ing through a gorge is an ancient and a well-known practice for our traditional cul-
ture (Georgieva, 2012: 284). The gorge might be natural, like the roots of a big tree, 
which project over the earth and through which one can squeeze, as it is at Krastova 
gora (Cross Mount in the Rhodopes, see Kisyov, 1996), or like the stone, which is 
believed to have been broken through by St. Ivan Rilski and through which people 
squeeze for health and for purifying from sins at the Rila Monastery (BNT, 1963: 
87). The gorge however could be created by people and combined with fire, which 
is considered an effective method of ‘purifying’ from disease, mostly applied to ep-
idemics among animals (Live Fire, New Fire, God’s Fire, see Marinov, 1914: 559-
561). Indicative is the fact that one of the squeezers in Gradishte is constructed from 
stones, while the other is modelled in the rock and leads to the opening of a cave. 
The cave is not studied yet because of the demolitions in it, but probably it keeps 
some evidence about the function of the squeezer in the past (Arhiv na Instituta 
za Folklor, І No. 515: 6). More modern and not in accordance with tradition is the 
‘specialization’ of one of the squeezers for ‘good luck’. In the past, the ‘good luck’ 
was not so much conceived as a personal realization in professional or life aspect; 
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it was rather inseparable from assuring good health and managing with the various 
shortages and natural dangers, because in these times they determined personal and 
community fortune in a more decisive way. 

Quite ‘natural’ when compared with folk culture are the accounts about the heal-
ing properties of the place – about the young childless couples who receive help and 
about the healing water gathered in the rock pit. Healing power is attributed to most 
of the sacred places – new or old ones. In the past healing was considered as ‘puri-
fying, release from or banishing’ the disease from the patient’s body. The diseases 
themselves were personified and could be propitiated or expelled from the house 
and from the village. In antiquity, healing was just an aspect of the integral process 
of a passage and a transformation. It supposes a departure from one’s usual living 
space and a sojourn in the ‘other, beyond’ world, where one acquires or should ac-
quire new knowledge, enlightenment and psychological growth, proved in trials and 
leading to a new social status when back at home – socialization and achieved matu-
rity, initiation in a mystery or in a priestly, royal or warrior’s rank. It is obvious from 
its name Ergensko (Bachelor’s) and from the practice young boys and girls to visit 
it and to make swings on it, that in the traditional culture in the past the place was 
used exactly for such rites of passage. Similar youth rites are documented at some 
other places, which are supposed to have been Thracian sanctuaries: for instance, 
Lyaski peak, also called Holy Trinity, in the mountain above the village of Lyaski, 
Gotse Delchev region (Georgieva, 2012: 94; Yankov, 2006; Yankov and Markov, 
2004). The healing aspect of the rites of passage gradually differentiates with time 
and comes to the fore, acquiring greater significance and persistence, because not-
withstanding the epoch, people continue to need magic and supernatural agency in 
all the cases, when ordinary medicine cannot help and when one cannot manage 
with the insoluble problems in one’s life.

As a whole, the accounts about the Thracian sanctuary, even without intentional 
scrutiny, reveal eclecticism and a combination of elements from different cultural 
layers and from various fields of knowledge and practice. It is quite indicative, that 
the opinion of the archaeologists and the scholars is somehow in the background 
and there are mainly requirements they should meet and accusations that they are 
not sufficiently interested in the site. This could be partly explained with the contin-
uing inertia from the old socialist time, when the state was the main contractor and it 
entirely financed the excavations and the investigations, especially when it is a mat-
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ter of historical monuments with national importance, as is the case of the sanctuary 
near Dolno Dryanovo. In socialist time, it was necessary to persuade the authorities 
in the historical importance of a given archaeological object in order to guarantee its 
funding. In our days, however, the situation is quite different and even if the scholar 
is interested in working on a concrete site, he/she has to ensure the resources, a team 
of specialists and the respective equipment to carry out the investigation, which, 
besides being rather expensive, takes much time and may last for years. That is why 
archaeologists work only when they gain financial support on certain projects. 

In the same time, the scholar’s work requires specialized and general knowl-
edge, requires verifications and references, takes much time, and as a whole seems 
somehow tedious and even boring and edifying. Rather instructive in that respect is 
one of the author’s statements in the video in memory of Prof. Todor Boyadzhiev. 
He literally says, ‘Because you are not the scientist who burrows his head into his 
boring books and wants to teach everybody what he himself knows. You love peo-
ple. All kinds of people.’ Obviously, the conclusion is that scientists do not love 
people, but their boring books, and they actually do not make their investigations 
for public benefit, but only to teach the others what they themselves have learned. 
Unfortunately, the popular opinion and attitude in society is much the same and it 
is to a great extend supported by the contemporary state policy towards science and 
culture. There is no particular respect for the work of the scholars, they rarely invite 
them, and even more rarely pay attention to them, when a touristic site should be 
interpreted and animated. On the other hand, rather frequent and with much greater 
social impact are spectacular and superficial relations and explanations, especially 
when it is a matter of archaeological excavations and discoveries. I consider that in 
the case of the Dolno Dryanovo sanctuary such a journalistic and sensational effect 
is sought in the naming of the rock head after the proto-Bulgarian God Tangra, in 
addition to the fact that this plainly refers to some nationalistic circles in our society. 

It is hardly necessary to especially mention that in this case, the knowledge 
and the accounts about the Thracian sanctuary are invented traditions (following 
Eric Hobsbawm) and that they aim at engaging the attention of a broad circle of 
visitors and of its possible supporters and promoters. It is rather indicative for the 
process of contemporary adoption and rationalization of historical finds, and for 
their transformation into monuments of culture, which are significant for our actual 
present. Thus, the sanctuary is exemplary not only as a place, where in the past 
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the contact between the real and the supernatural world was realized, but also as 
a connecting link between various communities with their traditions and between 
different methods of apprehending and experiencing the world. I wonder however if 
this very eclecticism in the representative narratives about the sanctuary are not the 
actual reason for declining the scholars’ interest in extending the investigations on 
it. We should have in mind that nearby – next to the village of Garmen in the same 
municipality, is situated the site of Nicopolis ad Nestum, in which the excavations 
are in a far more advanced stage and the results are more directly visible. There is 
some written evidence for it as well, giving greater reliability in the dating and the 
attribution of the finds. All these facts create much more advantages for it to attract 
the attention both of scholars and of tourists. The future will show if the Dolno Dry-
anovo sanctuary will receive its due interest and development or, like many other 
projects started with enthusiasm, will be neglected and forgotten. 

Pic. 1. A photo from the wedding of Teodora and Zahari Dangulevi, 21st October 2017, 
‘Gradishte’ Landscape Historic Park, Bulgaria. Photo: Safet Studio.
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EVANGELICAL GYPSY FOODWAYS

Magdalena Slavkova

Abstract: This paper focuses on food in relation to the experience of religious transformation 
among Evangelical Gypsies in Bulgaria. Understanding the discourse on meal consumption 
in the everyday life of converts is the main aim here, but the Protestant ‘encounters’ with lo-
cal tradition, the politics of diet introduced by the Church and the significance of conversion 
for the Evangelical body will also be examined. Specifically, I analyze the ways in which 
foodways become a medium of engaging with the believing and non-believing worlds and 
how may be indicative of personal self-discipline. In the context of how Protestants under-
stand the world around them, cuisine provides new avenues of re-configuring relationships 
with the self and with others. I conducted fieldwork among converted Gypsies from various 
Protestant denominations who had previously professed the Orthodox Christian or Islamic 
faiths. In analysing the field material through the ethnological approach, food along with 
abstaining from alcohol and non-smoking habits provided me with a ‘valuable lens’ through 
which I could rethink the parameters of Evangelical culture. Strictly defining what Gypsy 
foodways might be is a challenging task which lays in the heterogeneity of this population 
and the diversity of the congregations that have influence among believers.
Keywords: Evangelicalism, Protestantism, Bulgaria, Gypsies, faith, foodways, body

Introduction

Religious ideas of Protestantism came to the Balkans as early as the late Ottoman 
Empire. Converts from different ethnic and religious communities are common-
ly known as Evangelical Christians, believers in Jesus Christ, or repentants. Apart 
from traditional congregations of Congregationalists, Methodists, Seventh-day Ad-
ventists and Baptists, Pentecostalism is one of the recent and fastest growing faiths 
in Southeastern Europe and across the globe. It enjoyed remarkable success in the 
20th century among various groups and individuals. Although the missionaries from 
Western Europe or the US distribute universal messages, approaches of traditional 
and neo-Protestant religious societies towards potential followers are always con-
textualized in various places and affect local cultural traditions in different ways 
(Westerlund, 2009: vii). 

Food has emerged in debates as crucial for maintaining collective identities of 
ethnic communities and as a sign of individual belief. Every group thinks of itself 
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as specific and often uses food to show it (Civitello, 2011: viii). In this study, faith 
and meal are shown to be strongly connected among believers. Evangelical food-
ways have attracted the interest of both missionaries who work among them as well 
as scholars. While Protestant preachers tried to impose the ‘righteous’ way of life 
regarding dietary rules to Gypsies114, which they described in their memoirs (Le 
Cossec, 1991; Ridholls, 1986 and more), the problems discussed in the academic 
literature focus on identity construction, social change, ethnic cuisine, gender per-
spectives, and family relations. 

My field study

My analysis is based on field material that I gathered among converted Gypsies. I 
did an extensive ethnographic study among the Protestant adherents in various re-
gions between 2003 and 2006 as part of my PhD research (2006). It was published 
as book on the same topic (Slavkova, 2007a). The purpose of the research was to 
comparatively map Evangelical Gypsies in Bulgaria, since it was the first detailed 
study of its kind. The methods of participant observation and open ethnographic 
interview were employed during this fieldwork. The priorities in the field study 
were topics of Gypsy ‘encounters’ with Protestant traditions; politics of the Romani 
Church and the authority of the minister (pastor); everyday and festive culture of 
repentants (dress code, music and food, etc.), and identity construction. An impor-
tant part of the research was to observe the everyday experiences of the converts and 
how faith influenced their food patterns. 

After completing the study, I continued to be in contact with my interlocutors in 
order to observe the changes in their daily and festive lives. Although I am current-
ly working on research projects related to social dimensions of the Bulgarian and 
Roma migrations in Southern Europe, I am still interested in the Evangelical culture 
of the Gypsies and, in particular, their foodways. Apart from my own field material, 
I was intrigued by the historical and ethnographic descriptions regarding the food 
habits of both ethnic Bulgarians and non-Evangelical Gypsies. In Bulgarian schol-

114 In this paper ‘Gypsies’ will be used as a group name of all settled and former nomadic communi-
ties in Bulgaria who identify themselves or who are identified by their surrounding population as such. 
The people I worked with would refer to themselves in this way in many cases. However, in the case of 
churches and ministers, I will refer to them also as ‘Romani’, given the fact that some of the religious 
leaders prefer to be named as ‘Roma’.
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arship, the cuisine of Gypsies who had changed their affiliation from Christianity 
and Islam to Protestantism has been recently debated, coinciding with the collapse 
of the socialist regime. The religious revitalization among this ethnic group was 
considered to be result of economic and social changes and somehow their culture 
of consumption is a neglected field of analysis. 

Non-Gypsy kitchen 

Food consumption can be considered as religious and ethnically-defined social is-
sue, and can be used as an instrument for defining family or group affiliations. Apart 
from various religious differences in the population of Bulgaria, who were most-
ly Orthodox Christians and Muslims, in the 19th century cuisine was divided into 
two categories: rural and urban. Before that, some meals were more typical for the 
mountain people, while others were for the people living in the valleys. Specifically, 
bread was the main dish until the second half of the 20th century (Georgiev, 1983: 
291; Georgieva, 1993: 15–23). In addition to bread, a different kind of mush known 
as kachamak (made   from boiled corn flour, sprinkled with butter and cheese), bread 
mush (bulgur, trahana), lyutenitsa (made of tomato and peppers with spices) and 
more were common. Such bread also included pastry called banitsa (prepared by 
layering a mixture of whisked eggs and pieces of cheese between filo pastry or the 
filling is made of pumpkin, leeks, onions and more), and mekitsi (made from fried 
leavened dough). Another basic meal were dairy products obtained from reared ani-
mals – sour milk, yogurt, cheese, yellow cheese, izvara (cottage cheese) and butter. 

Furthermore, vegetables occupied a larger place in the cuisine than those pre-
pared with meat. The most commonly used vegetables were onions, garlic, leeks 
and cabbage. Beans, tomatoes, peppers and potatoes were a major part of the menu 
as well, although the last three arrived relatively late. Fruits in the local diet consist-
ed of apples, pears and plums, which were eaten raw or dried; but grapes were by 
far the most commonly used. 

Another basic meal is made from meat, which can be prepared boiled or roasted. 
According to Rayna Gavrilova, a specialist on food patterns of Bulgarians, in the 
19th century meat consumption in towns increased and it was one of the significant 
changes to everyday life (1999: 90). One of the most famous ethnographers, Hristo 
Vakarelski, stated that pork was most commonly used and several products were 
made from it, such as slanina (pork fat), pastarma (delicacy prepared by different 
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meat) and nadenitsa (sausage) (1977: 217–218). The use of fish was relatively lim-
ited except for the population inhabiting the Danube territories in northern Bulgaria. 

Different soups called by the Turkish word chorba were prepared for everyday 
dining. They were made of vegetables or meat. Yahniya (a dish with chopped vege-
table and meat products prepared in a pot), sarmi (made of rice stuffed with different 
fillings and wrapped in leaves), kebap (pieces of meat, roasted or grilled), kyufteta (a 
dish of minced meat prepared in the form of balls) were also common. Kyufteta and 
kebap entered the local cuisine through Turkish influence. However, while Muslims 
are prohibited from eating pork, Christians began to use a mixture of beef and pork 
in these dishes, rather than beef and sheep. 

With regard to drinking alcohol, wine and rakiya were the most common. Both 
were produced by distilling fermented fruits (most often grapes). In Etnografiya na 
Bulgaria (Ethnography of Bulgaria), one of the fundamental collections in the field 
of Ethnology, the drinking habits of Bulgarians is discussed in this way: 

Men and women drink in all seasons of the year, in weekday and holiday. It was 
acceptable that in the morning rakiya was drunk, at lunch – wine and rakiya, and 
wine – at dinner time (Georgiev, 1983: 296).

Among non-alcoholic beverages, coffee entered local cuisine under the Turkish in-
fluence and Bulgarians drink tea less often than coffee as a result of that. However, 
the afternoon drinking of coffee or tea, and eating of snack along with this, is an 
important marker in the way of consumption of the Bulgarians in postmodern times 
(Gavrilova, 2016). Boza is another drink known from the time of the Ottoman Em-
pire and was offered in special drinking places called bozadzhiynitsi. It is slightly 
fermented and prepared by boiling some kind of cereal grain (millet, etc.). 

Some everyday practices, such as drinking coffee for example, were combined 
with smoking, which initially men took part in. Women did not smoke tobacco. 
Christian men smoked at home but they also gathered in the krachma (pub) which 
served alcohol. Over the 19th century, they also began to enter the Turkish type of so-
cial gathering place for drinking and smoking, the kafene (coffeehouse). Both were 
places for drinking and smoking but also served as social spaces for conversations 
and discussions for the local community (Zaimova, 2007). Some scholars debated 
that the invention of ‘Bulgarianness’ took place in the 19th century facilitated by the 
ritualized consumption of coffee and tobacco (Neuburger, 2013: 12). 
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Ritual food has its specific place in the faith practices of both Christian and 
Muslim communities and can be of meat or of meatless origin. Something typical 
for Bulgarian kitchen and also typical for the cuisine of whole the Balkan region 
is the kurban, which is the ritualized slaughtering of a sacrificial animal. The com-
mon Ottoman past and similar cultural traditions form a distinctive Balkan festive 
cuisine. Furthermore, coexistence between different faiths and ethnic communities 
formed a multi-layered religious identity which is closely connected to ethnic, cul-
tural and linguistic identities. The cuisine has common characteristics among which 
kurban has its specific role. It is a food as well as a religious, symbolic and social 
practice in which people join individually, as a family, or locally (Sikimić and Hris-
tov, 2007: 9–14). As a meal, kurban can be prepared as roasted meat in a mud oven 
in the courtyard or as soup. Both are considered traditional Bulgarian dishes. The 
type of meat prepared depends on the promise the believer made to God or Allah. 
Very often this ritual function is a rite held for sick persons (often lamb is slaugh-
tered in this case) or it is a practice connected with a calendar feast, when ritualized 
slaughtering of sacrificial animal is made of a lamb, rooster or even fish. On the oth-
er hand, soup is prepared with lamb, onion, peppers, carrots, tomatoes, rice, parsley, 
mint, salt and other ingredients. 

Pre-Evangelical foodways of Gypsies

Gypsy cuisine is an integral part of the Balkan cuisine and it is difficult to say 
which dishes are typically ethnic. Their meals did not differ in any way from 
that of the surrounding non-Gypsy population. By tradition, settled and nomadic 
groups each produced different items from wood, iron, and other materials or they 
offered various services such as tinning in exchange for food. Although Gypsies 
are of Indian origin, their cultural habits concerning food and drink were formed 
in the Balkans. Diversity in their meal patterns is associated with belonging to 
various group and the social conditions in which they live. They comprise differ-
ent communities which might practice different religions (Orthodox Christianity 
or Islam), which in turn influence their diet. Everyday and holiday meals and 
drink are a way of consumption shared with relatives and marks the boundaries 
of family, kin and community units. A culture of eating and drinking is an impor-
tant criterion which shows the place and role of each member and the relations 
between women and men concerning their understanding of morality. The wife 
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always prepares the meal. When in the family there is a daughter-in-law, dishes 
for all should be prepared by her. In the past, both Gypsies and Bulgarians, saw 
men and women eating separately. 

Consumption habits of Gypsies in the Balkans were described by foreign and 
local researchers. In the early 20th century, the British vice-consul in Varna, Ber-
nard Gilliat-Smith, calling himself Petulengro, described the lifestyle of groups in 
north-eastern Bulgaria. One of the described communities, the Zagundzhii, were 
nomadic Muslims who often practiced begging. Their group name was given by the 
Gypsies surrounding them, meaning ‘eaters of carrion’. Gilliat Smith wrote some 
details for their habits (1915–1916: 22–23): 

The women return to the camp in the early afternoon… and spend the rest of their 
time in attending the children and preparing the evening meal, which they call zumi, 
and which is more or less savory stew, consisting of a judicious mixture from the 
contents of the filthy begging-bag. This is the only regular meal of the day. 

Furthermore, when Tatomir Vukanović wrote about the Gypsies in Yugoslavia in 
the 1980s, he mentioned that their diet was poor and humble. Usually the most 
commonly eaten foods were bread, kachamak and various mush (with nettle or veg-
etables). They also consumed beans, potatoes, onions, cucumbers, peppers and cab-
bage, and their daily meal most was usually meatless. On Sundays and holidays they 
served plenty of food on the table – cheese, milk, meat, and eggs. The author men-
tioned that sometimes they cooked snails and hedgehogs (Vukanović, 1983: 222).

Traditional drinks such as wine and rakiya are widely spread on the table. It is 
common for men to drink alcohol both in daily life and during holidays, at home or 
in pubs. Women were also likely to drink wine or rakiya on occasions but they could 
not drink in the presence of men, especially their father-in-law, though this norm 
is no longer enforced at present among most of the communities. Both men and 
women smoke tobacco today, and this habit is not perceived as something wrong. 
In the past, smoking with a pipe or smoking tobacco wrapped in paper was very 
typical. The traditional visual representation of the Gypsy is an old woman who 
smokes a cigarette or pipe.115 Female Rudari (a Romanian-speaking former nomadic 
Orthodox Christian community) who smoke pipes can still be seen in some villag-

115 More about representations of female Gypsy figures in literature, paintings and more see Mat-
thews, 2018.
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es. According to the traditional view of Bulgarians, smoking is regarded as typical 
for men. In their view, ‘only Gypsy women smoke’ (Vakarelski, 1977: 224). An-
dreas Scott Macfie (also known by his self-named Gypsy sobriquet Mui Shuko) a 
researcher and member of the Gypsy Lore Society (an association founded in Great 
Britain in 1888), travelled through Bulgaria in the summer of 1913. He wrote up 
his adventures in the book With Gypsies in Bulgaria. In one of his chapters, he de-
scribed details about smoking habits of the Grebenari (comb-makers) ‘tribe’: 

She did not smoke in the presence of her father-in-law; 
but when he was away, or so occupied as to be unlikely to notice, 
she would take a cigarette from me, unroll it, 
borrow her mother-in-law’s little pipe, 
and enjoy a whiff (Macfie, 1916: 22).

The first detailed ethnographic description of the Gypsies in post-socialist Bulgaria 
was done by Elena Marushiakova and Vesselin Popov (1993). In analysing the Gyp-
sy way of life, they presented their calendar and family customs, in which dietary 
patterns are subject for discussion. Food is divided into two categories: daily and 
festive. In the latter, each dish has its own specific place in the rituals according to 
the religious affiliation of the family (Marushiakova and Popov, 1993: 167–192). 
For instance, for the holiday of Vasilitsa, the Gypsy New Year celebrated on Janu-
ary 14th, the kurban among the Christians is a goose (though duck, turkey or rooster 
would also suffice) and for St. George’s Day (May 6th, Hadarlez in the Islamic 
version) which is also a very important celebration, lamb is roasted. Lamb or ram 
is slaughtered during the Kurban Bayram (10th day of the 12th month on the Islamic 
lunar calendar) among the Muslims. For all Gypsies, making a vow (or promise) is 
a widespread practice in the process of making kurban. The vow could be related to 
overcome illness, a happy rescue, or for help with a specific problem (Marushiakova 
and Popov, 1993: 167–192). Also, kurban among Romanian-speaking Rudari, called 
gurban, is one of the traditional elements defining their group identity (Kovalcsik, 
2007: 109–135; Sikimić and Sorescu-Marinković, 2015: 169–184).

The first ‘Gypsy’ culinary book Vidritsa ili 77 retsepti ot tsiganskata kuhniya 
(Vidritsa or 77 Recipes from the Gypsy Kitchen) was published in 2007 by re-
searchers from Stara Zagora, in southern Bulgaria (Ivanova and Krastev, 2007). The 
publication is an attempt to ‘invent’ a specific ‘Gypsy kitchen’, which otherwise 
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would be considered an integral part of both Balkan and Bulgarian cuisine. The 
book represents local culinary research, which might be interesting for developing 
regional identity on the basis of recipes.116 It is divided into two parts: everyday 
kitchen and ritual food. Dishes were recorded from different groups. There are rec-
ipes for soups (vegetable soup or soup of nettle or snails, flour soup, and more); 
meatless meals (stew of broad beans, meatballs of nettle, sorrel with rice); meat 
dishes (leaves of sorrel with minced meat, sheep meat with green beans, cabbage 
with hen meat); mush and pastry (kachamak, banitsa with minced meat); sweet pita 
(cake) presented to the guests on the day when a toddler child is celebrated; pilaf 
(dish of rice or wheat with vegetables and spices, typically having added meat), 
kurban and more. 

Gypsy ‘encounters’ with Protestant traditions 

The opening decades of the 19th century saw a growth in evangelization missions 
and a call for the reformation of the Gypsies together with increasing efforts to pro-
vide information on them throughout Europe (Borrow, 1842; Fraser, 1995; Mayall, 
1988; Trigg, 1968). The propaganda among those groups began with the activity of 
the International Bible Society in London, which produced the first translations of 
the Bible. George Borrow was sent to the Pyrenees as a missionary for the Society 
(Borrow, 1842), and was the first to translate the New Testament into the Gypsy 
language (Romany) (Borrow, 1836). 

Missionaries from different Protestant backgrounds used the so-called ‘Evangel-
ical approach’ towards Gypsies in the Balkans. This was created by the ‘traditional’ 
Evangelists of Methodists, Congregationalists, Baptists or Seventh-day Adventists 
and was further developed by the neo-Protestant societies of Pentecostal churches. 
They have developed their work in three main directions: organising special mis-
sions; creating independent Romani societies; and developing various non-religious 
services such as educational activities which are in the service of believers. 

Among the first missions was ‘The Evangelical Baptist Mission among the 
Gypsies in Bulgaria’ in the late 1920s which focused on evangelizations in Lom 
and other towns and villages in north-western Bulgaria. ‘The Committee of the 

116 For more about regional identities in the culinary recipes of Bulgarians see Vukov and Ivanova, 
2009: 116−134.
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Gypsy Evangelical Mission in Sofia’ (early 1930s) organized missionary activity in 
the capital city, but also intended to expand its activities in the Balkans (Slavkova, 
2007a: 85–86). A very special advantage of the Protestants was that their outreach is 
ethnically indifferent because missionaries focused equally on the non-Gypsies and 
Gypsies. They began to treat them equally among other ethnic (Bulgarians, Armeni-
ans, etc.) and religious (Orthodox Christians, Muslim) communities and considered 
them as potential believers, although they were assumed to have no religion of their 
own. Tomáš Hrustič found the same for the Watchtower Society’s current work 
among the Roma in present-day Slovakia (2012: 28–35). 

One of the important tasks of Protestant congregations who began working with 
this population was to appoint pastors from their milieus. Prior to the creation of 
special missions in north-western Bulgaria, the first successful attempt to proselyt-
ise to a Gypsy community was done by Austrian Baptist ministers at the beginning 
of the 20th century in the village of Golintsi (at present known as the neighborhood 
of ‘Mladenovo’ in the town of Lom). While believers used to gather in their homes 
for services since the beginning of the century, the building of the Romani Church 
officially opened its doors in 1930 (Slavkova, 2007b: 219). The first ordained pastor 
from the same church in Golintsi was Petar Punchev; he acquired the right to marry, 
to perform the rituals of communion and baptism, and to bury the dead (Slavko-
va, 2007a: 81). Among Pentecostals, the first known preacher was pastor Šaban 
from the Gypsy neighborhood in the town of Yambol in southern Bulgaria. In the 
1940s–1950s Šaban worked as a missionary who spread the word of God among 
Gypsies and Bulgarians. He was known as healer who cured with the power of the 
Holy Spirit. Moreover, he insisted on restrictions to be respected by the believers 
such as prohibiting the celebration of personal, non-Evangelical holidays. At least 
one author believes that the first Pentecostal Romani Church in Bulgaria was set up 
in Yambol (Atanasov, 2008: 150–156). 

Educational activities might be understood in broader terms aimed at spread-
ing Evangelical ideas through different means and among various age and gender 
groups. It focuses on publishing religious literature and translating the Bible into 
Romany; producing radio broadcasting, TV and cinema programs; establishing Bi-
ble schools, where ministers and other church members are trained. 

The first attempts at issuing newspapers were made in the 1920s. Svetilnik (can-
dlelight) was published in 1927 by ‘The Evangelical Baptist Mission among the 
Gypsies in Bulgaria’ with an appendix in Romany (Svetilnik, 1927: 4). Three of the 
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Gospels were translated in the first half of the 20th century: The Gospel of Luke by 
Gilliat-Smith (1912), The Holy Gospel of Matthew by Atanasakiev (1932) and The 
Holy Gospel of John by the same author, published in 1937 in Sofia (1937). Song-
books with hymns were also issued in both Romany and Bulgarian.

However, the mass dissemination of religious literature and translations of the 
Bible appeared in print, TV and cinema versions and as internet products in the 
post-socialist time period. Using global networks for spreading information gives 
an advantage to Pentecostal churches and organizations over other traditions. They 
employ most of these methods for Evangelical work. Some scholars emphasize the 
role played by Evangelical hymns, among other symbols and images, to create a 
global Christian community by their distribution in mass media (Oosterbaan, 2011: 
56–74). 

Bible school has significant role in training and education of believers from 
different age groups. One of its main tasks is to teach children who are not yet full 
members of the churches, but must be brought up as ‘good Christians’ before they 
decide to receive baptism. There are various schools in Bulgaria (most of them 
Pentecostal) where Bulgarian and Roma believers receive specific knowledge and 
self-confidence which not only forms their moral character but which also plays a 
role in their career development (Slavkova, 2017: 205–206).

Food supporting faith

Developing social projects is an important area for Evangelical outreach. This con-
sists of distributing clothes and meals or providing medical services free of charge. 
While such programs existed under socialism on a local level and were practiced 
often secretly, after 1989 they were introduced on a much wider scale by all church-
es among poor individuals and groups. At that time, when Bulgaria was seriously 
affected by a large economic crisis, the missionaries were anxious to satisfy the 
visitors’ everyday needs for food and making active conversions often accompanied 
these activities. However, it seemed that the Pentecostal societies had more finan-
cial resources to satisfy the everyday needs of bread and clothes for their followers. 
This impacts the attitudes of Bulgarians towards all Evangelical Gypsies, consid-
ering that they entered churches in order to receive meal as compensation for their 
faith. There was a widespread practice that packaged food such as flour, oil, rice, 
lentils, beans and more was distributed to all after the services were over. Katalin 
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Kovalcsik pointed out the same phenomenon for the Oltenian Rudari community 
in Romania. Their members converted to Pentecostalism in the 1990s and the local 
society received international help in the form of clothes, food and financial aid for 
building a church in the Rudari settlement (2007: 127). Indeed, charitable activity 
always has been an indispensable part of the Evangelical outreach, but today it is 
not just about distributing food or maintaining social cuisine. Nowadays, the church 
has broader vision for transnational missionary work aiming to both satisfy and jus-
tify the repentants’ needs of belief as well as passing on knowledge to expand their 
opportunities in various ways. Believers could participate in international faith con-
ferences; they could be included in a mission inside or outside Bulgaria, depending 
on its position within society; they could be trained in their home church or abroad, 
or develop their own religious career (Slavkova, 2013: 47–110). 

Gypsies as ‘righteous’ Christians 

Among the most important engagements of missionaries is introducing moral order 
to born-again people which invigorates their way of thinking and actions. The Church 
prohibits a lot of things that the Gypsies used to do: performing traditional songs and 
dancing, drinking alcohol, smoking, and preparing kurban food. Instead, the converts 
have their new creative Evangelical culture: they recite their own prayers to God, 
compose spiritual songs in their language and may also have a healthy diet. Strictness 
of moral behavior was and still is the most important thing demanded by the mission-
aries. The church leaders paid attention to the ‘nature’ of Gypsies that aroused concern 
in them about their status as ‘righteous’ Christians. In the past, some features and prac-
tices like nomadism, musical performances, a lack of literacy, or fortune-telling really 
bothered them. It seems that a non-sedentary way of life was thought to be contrary 
to Evangelical Christianity. In the 1930s, ‘The Union of Evangelical Baptist Churches 
in Bulgaria’ issued a journal called Hristiyanski priyatel (Christian friend). In its sixth 
volume, the importance of the mission among the Gypsies was published, featuring 
several guidelines on how to work with them and disputes about their nomadic life-
style (Hristiyanski priyatel, 1939, 6: 7): 

Given the Gypsy mission, for us of the question of utmost importance is: 
Should we make the Gypsies settle in one place? or 
Can they become good Christians as nomadic Gypsies?
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For Evangelists, prohibitions on their personal behavior and appearance seemed 
more restrictive before than today. For example, some of the Bulgarian and non-Bul-
garian missionaries were adherents of keeping the ‘righteous’ way of life and were 
against celebrating birthdays or name days. They also insisted on preserving a cer-
tain dress code requiring men to wear costumes, girls and women to wear white 
headscarves with long skirts and blouses with long sleeves, and forbidding the use 
of cosmetics. 

The introduction of a new moral order also concerned dietary regime. All Evan-
gelists restrain from consuming meals that are consecrated for Orthodox Chrisitian 
or Muslim religious rituals because they are considered ‘unclean’ food. Although it 
may be the same food they eat as part of their daily sustenance, in this case eating 
the ritual meal is perceived as sin. Along with this, smoking tobacco and drink-
ing strong alcohol like rakiya or whiskey is perceived as absolutely unacceptable 
to Evangelical Christians. Some ministers go further and introduce restrictions on 
drinking caffeinated drinks such as black coffee and coca-cola or eating meat (this 
is the case among Seventh-day Adventists). The people trained in Bible schools 
abroad re-fresh their visions of how ‘to be a righteous Christian’ without rejecting 
all modern innovations used by the rest of the society such as going to dance clubs, 
celebrating birthdays or name days, or drinking caffeinated drinks. Prohibitions on 
drinking beverages with low-alcohol content are dropped out, although they must 
be drunk in very small quantities: a glass of wine, for example. Also, it is possible 
to drink a glass of champagne when there is a special occasion, like a relative’s 
birthday, but drunkenness is not allowed. However, some of those norms are still 
respected by the elderly people who are accustomed to them and believe they go 
along with the faith.

In Evangelical daily life, morality is of great importance but it has different 
dimensions for converts all over the world. For some, a primary concern is break-
ing one’s tradition or relationships with non-converted acquaintances, while others 
stress the need for people, in particular men, to leave behind personal habits such as 
drinking alcohol. Perceptions of what is moral and what is not moral serve to create 
distances between converts and non-converts (‘people of the world’). By comparing 
themselves to the non-converts and opposing their way of life, worshippers perceive 
themselves as ‘righteous’. Many believers change their criteria for ‘moral’ and ‘im-
moral’ from the individual point of view, but when it comes making a decision that 
will affect other members of the community, such as certain festive practices, then 
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Evangelicalism consolidates in some cases the belief in existing norms (Slavkova, 
2007b: 205–246). As for traditional celebrations, all relatives gather and those who 
are believers participate in the event and sit at the table with the rest but they do not 
even touch the ritual food. All of these rules and restrictions on habits are related 
to the concept that food and drinks should bring satisfaction to the believer’s soul 
rather than to his or her body. 

Food for the soul and food for the body

Among the believers consulted for this study, there was a tension between their 
communications with Jesus Christ and the manifestations of faith through the body. 
During one of my trips to north-western Bulgaria among Rešetari (sieve-makers), I 
asked a Baptist interlocutor whether he smokes. He answered me in this way:

The believer’s body is like a temple. When you go to the temple, whether you are 
Orthodox Christian or Muslim, you cannot smoke there, so you must treat your 
body similarly. 

A point of interest is that believers refer to the church hall as the ‘house of God’ and 
they treat their own bodies in a similar fashion. As they perceive it, the human body 
is like a temple and because of this they must give up bad habits such as smoking, 
consuming alcoholic beverages and unhealthy food. What is eaten is taken into the 
body. But what goes into the stomach is also linked with the soul. The meal becomes 
not only the body – it becomes the soul. The body (i.e. the stomach in this case) and 
soul are intimately connected and therefore they cannot be considered in distinctive 
manner. By tradition, the Gypsies used different terms for the soul (and stomach) 
and heart, but for the Evangelists the soul and heart are linked to each other because 
they are the first ones to receive and accept of the (new) faith. For example, the word 
for ‘soul’ among the Xoraxane Roma (Turkish Gypsies) in north-eastern Bulgaria 
is ozi; gi is used among Rešetari in north-western Bulgaria. The word for ‘heart’ is 
ilo among different groups (Zagundzhii in south-eastern Bulgaria and many others). 
Among Dasikane Roma (Bulgarian Gypsies) in northern Bulgaria, the words used 
for ‘soul’ and ‘stomach’ are the same – gi. For the Košničari (basket-makers) in 
northern Bulgaria, however, a person’s soul is found in their stomach although they 
use the Bulgarian word dusha for ‘soul’ and ogi for ‘stomach’. 
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Moreover, the new belief is accepted through the whole body, but especially 
through the heart and soul. Evangelicalism fulfills the emotional needs of the con-
verts by giving them an opportunity for salvation through faith. This is especially 
the case for Pentecostalism where rituals and songs are performed quite emotional-
ly, and that is why some authors considered Pentecostalism as a religion of the heart 
(Fraser, 1995: 316).

The Evangelical body becomes a sign of the spiritual experience of the faith and 
the medium through which a connection with Jesus Christ is maintained. Particular-
ly for Pentecostals, the body is perceived as recipient of the Holy Spirit. It becomes 
a tool through which the Holy Spirit becomes manifest and present. For them, cer-
tain food might harm the spirit. However, the body itself could be the main source 
of worldly temptations as, for example, when someone drinks alcohol or eats an un-
healthy meal. As Raluca Bianca Roman discussed for the Pentecostal Kaale (Roma) 
believers in Finland, the discourse on the Evangelical body presents how faith is not 
a straight path, but one filled with entrapments in the ‘world’ (2017: 258). 

Baptisms by water among Congregationalists, Methodists, Baptists and Advent-
ists (and both by water and the Holy Spirit among Pentecostals) are the symbolic 
acts which mark a breach with the ‘old’ life. With this practice, the body itself be-
comes a visible sign of faith. During the act of water baptism, men and women all 
wear white clothes: a long shirt and a headscarf for women, a shirt, trousers and a 
hat for men. The white clothing symbolizes the purity of the born-again person and 
presents the new configuration of the body of the believer, regardless of their gen-
der. From this moment, the repentant promises also to take care of their body and 
soul and to offer food and beverages that do not contradict the faith. The repentants 
believe that the meal they cook and eat after the baptism is equally acceptable for 
the stomach and soul. Specifically for Adventists, abstinence from eating pork, caf-
feinated beverages and others stems from the desire to avoid harming their stomach 
and soul. For them, meal is associated with health. Certain foods, such as meatless 
dishes, are believed to even strengthen and empower their bodies. Adventists re-
strain from consuming pork, rabbit, hares, some fish, seafood, and birds because 
they are perceived to be ‘impure’. Some of them do not consume meat at all. Im-
portant books for them with regard to diet are the writings of Ellen White.117 In the 

117 Ellen White advocated vegetarianism. She is an American Christian pioneer who formed, along 
with other Adventist leaders, what is now known as the Seventh-day Adventist Church. See White, E. 
G. (1938) Counsels on Diet and Foods. Washington: Review and Herald Publishing Association. 
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perspectives of Adventists, non-Protestants eat everything that brings satisfaction to 
their body and they do not care of their soul. The finding of Rachel Corr coincides 
with my conclusions. Studying the Salasacan people of the Ecuadorian Andes, she 
discovered not only that different foods have different qualities and various nutrients 
but also the way Salasacas perceive meal as empowering the body and as symbol in 
ritual and in social contexts (2002: 1−25). 

The baptism in the Holy Spirit is a more intimate sphere of action, thinking, and 
understanding specific to Pentecostals. Once they receive the gift, they can be pre-
sented through the discourse of the ‘unknown’ language (a practice called ‘glossola-
lia’). Distinct from other movements, Pentecostalism offers to them an opportunity 
to be baptized in the Holy Spirit and for their body to be healed. Among non-Prot-
estant traditions, as Vihra Baeva found regarding the healing rituals practiced at 
Orthodox Christian and Catholic sacred places, there is no strict distinction between 
the body, soul and spirit. The person aspires to be fully imbued with the ‘sacred’ and 
merge with it in order to sanctify his or her body and soul (2018: 7–28).

Everyday and festive experiences of Gypsy belonging became altered through 
the religious transformation of the self. The same can also be found in eating and 
drinking habits. 

Everyday food 

One of the primary concerns of the Romani Church is to change the material cul-
ture of the converts and to establish ‘new Evangelical rituals’ in their stead along 
with introduction of a standardized cuisine (Slavkova, 2008: 164–177). Daily meal 
choice does not really change because it not perceived to be contrary to religious 
law. They prepare and eat food (xabé, zumí; Erlii dialect) that they used to do be-
fore conversion. Evangelists have common meals with their relatives once a day, 
usually for dinner or during weekends when they have a lunch and dinner together. 
Also, some people join other ‘brothers and sisters’ from the local religious society 
to have meals together during the weekend. The food served at the table depends on 
the family’s financial ability. Gypsies prepare various vegetable dishes or some with 
meat. The preferred meals are usually stuffed peppers with rice; moussaka (potato, 
pork and beef mince-based dish); pork chops with cabbage or potatoes with meat 
baked in an oven; banitsa; lamb, chicken or tomato soup; cabbage or vine leaves 
stuffed with rice; kyufteta, kebapcheta (dish of minced meat with spices) and many 
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more. Representatives of some groups like Rudari and Erlii (used as a group name 
in the meaning of ‘locals’) believe that some of those dishes are Gypsy in origin, 
such as stuffed peppers or cabbage prepared with roasted meat. 

The most important novelty among all newly baptized (regardless of their de-
nominational affiliation) is the practice of prayer before each meal. The prayer plays 
a crucial role in their food-related etiquette. It is a sign that presents the introduction 
of a new Evangelical order. With it, the convert expresses his/her thanks for the food 
at the table and asks God to bless everyone who participates in the same ritual. Eat-
ing together demonstrates solidarity and equality. It says we are all together in this 
moment, at this table and we are blessed. Eating together enacts ideals of respect. 
When the hosts have guests, they are invited to deliver the prayer. If the pastor is 
present among the guests, then he says the prayer, and if there are several preachers, 
the preacher of the highest authority is asked to bless all before eating. When con-
verts eat out and are among other Gypsies and non-Gypsies, through the practice of 
prayer they demonstrate their belonging to the community of God’s chosen people 
(Slavkova, 2008: 164–177). 

Through integration into a religious society, Evangelists introduce themselves 
not only with rules concerning their moral behavior, but they also perceive knowl-
edge which explains their dietary regime. Perhaps the greatest change in everyday 
foodways occurs among Adventists because they must adhere to a special regime. 
Some parts of regular worship are devoted to explaining the importance of healthy 
eating. Saturday is an especially important day for them because they dedicate them-
selves to the service of God; they read religious books, visit sick people or share 
the day with ‘brothers and sisters’ from the church society. On Saturday, they do not 
even cook; the food they eat has been prepared on Friday (Slavkova, 2007a: 189). 

Among the Evangelists I met, there was a tension between their manifestations of 
faith through their personality and the need to uphold the norms of traditional group 
morality. Considering religious change as a moral commitment is often very compli-
cated. Converts have different concerns with smoking and other habits prohibited by 
the church. Some believers refuse to drink alcohol and do not smoke. While others 
drink low-alcoholic beverages in small quantities (a glass of wine, for example) when 
there is special occasion. It is quite difficult for passionate smokers to give up their 
habit, but they treat the norms introduced by the church with respect and do not smoke 
in the presence of their spiritual leaders. However, in some societies failure to quit 
smoking can lead to exclusion. An example of this is a case recorded in church’s diary 
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from 2003/2004, from a Pentecostal church situated in northern Bulgaria. The society 
members are mixed from Bulgarian and Gypsy origins. The anonymous writer dis-
cussed the decision of the Spiritual board provoked by, ‘the “bad” behavior of brother 
M. (an adult from the Gypsy minority) about his smoking habit which destroys the 
authority of the church’. The writer continues, ‘Brother M. promises to repent’. How-
ever, after several months he wrote the following note in the diary, ‘Brother M. was 
excluded as member’ (Slavkova, 2007a: 193).

In some respects, the idea of spiritual purification is similar to the traditional 
concept of ‘purity’ which is one of the differing criteria for Gypsy groups across 
the globe and may relate to topics of conversation, diet, different parts of the hu-
man body or contacts with certain people (Miller, 1975: 41−54). According to Anne 
Sutherland’s ethnographic study among the American Roma that live in California, 
ideas about pollution are not only the core of their belief system that give order to 
their moral universe, but they give meaning to their social boundaries. For them, 
meal in particular must be pure and kept separate from contact with polluted parts 
of the body, surfaces, items or people. Certain foods are called baxt (luck), among 
which are: black and red pepper, salt, vinegar, garlic. They bring good luck to peo-
ple who eat them and are used for curing various illnesses (Sutherland, 1986: 255; 
273–274). For Bulgaria, Magdalena Elchinova admits that the key concept describ-
ing the bodily culture of the Sunni Turks in her study is the notion of ‘purity’ con-
sidered in both the everyday and spiritual senses, although she does not focus on the 
role of food (1995: 44). 

The culture of eating and drinking shows perceptions of Gypsy communities 
about prestige and authority, honor, shame, and what is considered to be ‘pure’ and 
‘impure’. As Carol Miller states, ‘eating together confirms that commensals are equal 
in respect, moral rectitude, and purity practice’ (2010: 53). When speaking negatively 
about the non-believers some offend them on the basis of meal, and it is considered a 
great insult. For example, the ‘others’ may be accused of eating forbidden food such 
as hedgehogs. Although in most cases the Lingurari (spoon-makers) and the Ursarsi 
(bear-trainers) believe that they are part of the same Rudari community, they retain to 
some extent the distinction between both groups. From the point of view of Lingurari, 
they are considered to be superior to the Ursari, calling them katsauni. According to 
interlocutors, the name means ‘people who eat hedgehogs’.118 

118 In Romanian the word caţaon has different meanings, one of which is a pejorative title for the 
Greeks. 
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Gypsy groups have different ideas about what is ‘moral’ and ‘immoral’, ‘pure’ 
and ‘impure’. Furthermore, Evangelists define as ‘impure’ certain actions of 
non-Evangelists who do not respect the food by presenting a prayer before meal or 
smoking cigarettes, for instance. Among well-preserved endogamous groups, Evan-
gelicalism does not essentially change their traditional views about moral ‘good-
ness’; it simply consolidates their beliefs in existing norms, but among others might 
become the basis of their new moral universe and to re-define their social bounda-
ries. Among the endogamous group of Burgudžii (gimlet-makers), the influence of 
Evangelicalism is weaker when compared to other communities. However, there 
are several examples when the new faith spread succesfully among them and often 
the first visitors to the churches are women. Among the female believers I met from 
north-eastern Bulgaria, one of the reasons why they attended local houses of prayer 
was because they discussed topics they found interesting with other women. Once 
per week a women’s ministry was held in which they got together to perform ser-
mons, to knit, and exchange cooking recipes (Slavkova, 2007a: 137). 

For Evangelists, it is easier to adapt their daily way of cooking and eating be-
cause for them there are fewer restrictions from the church. With regard to ritu-
al food, however, there is much tension in determining which meal is ‘pure’ and 
‘impure’ because with the festivity the traditional perception of morality is more 
influential.

Food as ritual and celebration 

Along with baptism, Evangelists accept the sacrament of Eucharist (communion) 
as one of the most important rituals. The sacrament is also called the Lord’s Supper 
because it is done with the ‘vivid’ participation of Jesus Christ. Required attributes 
are red wine, which symbolizes the blood of Jesus Christ, and unleavened bread, 
which is associated with his body. In some cases the bread was made by the pastor 
himself or by his wife shortly before the practice. Only those who have not sinned 
after the last ritual can drink wine and may eat from the unleavened bread. 

Fasting is a more intimate sphere of action of the individual, when the body and 
soul (and spirit for Pentecostals) are intimately connected. The worshipers do the 
ritual when they believe they have committed a sin. Evangelists do not keep strict 
fasting by an exact numbers of days or by quality of food, but they should change 
their daily regime in order to mark the start and end days of the practice. By their 
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choice, believers choose when and for how long to be fasting. The repentant can 
even fast only one day. The believer washes his or her body and anoints the forehead 
with oil, then communicates with God in order to explain the reason for sinning 
and to ask for forgiveness. On the chosen day, repentants should not drink water 
or eat food; they need to pray continuously. When a very ‘bad’ sin was committed 
(adultery, for example), the fast should be combined with continuous prayer for fif-
teen or even twenty days, during which only water and a piece of a meal (or bread) 
can be accepted. The practice should end with a vow that this will not be repeated 
(Slavkova, 2007a: 141). The pastor is the person who can say if the ritual is properly 
accomplished but forgiveness is only given by God. 

Evangelists celebrate the Day of the Bible, the Day of Christian Family, Pen-
tecost, the Nativity of Jesus Christ, Easter, and other holidays. Protestants used to 
celebrate under the Julian calendar. In the early 1990s, they synchronized the dates 
of their holidays along with the Orthodox calendar in Bulgaria with certain specific 
modifications: celebrating Christmas with the Catholic West and Easter with the 
Orthodox neighbors. 

In looking at the festive practices of ‘new Christians’, we can see that the Evan-
gelical order creates different religious and cultural belongings of Gypsies. The 
Church has developed a number of rules which concern the behavior of converts 
during festivals celebrated by non-converts. It tries to impose on their adherents 
the idea that they should not prepare ritual food on calendar and family holidays, or 
organize memorial services for the souls of the dead or to make kurbans because of 
the need to ‘forget’ the ‘old’ rituals and reconcile with the present. In the calendar 
customs of Christians and Muslims, the most popular festive meal is presented as 
kurban and most of the prohibitions are related to it. It is prohibited to be cooked 
and eaten by repentants, although their relatives continue to celebrate. During those 
events, which are perceived by believers as just usual days during which relatives 
get together, on the table different dishes are served (salads, fruits, sweets, cakes, 
banitsa, moussaka, kebapcheta, kyufteta, potatoes, etc.), which are not necessarily 
ritually associated with Orthodox Christianity or Islam. 

However, forgetting the ‘old rituals’ and reconciling with the past is not as sim-
ple as it seems. A good example of the way believers conform to a new moral order 
and still keep the contacts with relatives is evident in the following incident. In 
2003, I visited my interlocutors from north-western Bulgaria on the occasion of 
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St. George’s Day. The elderly from that family visited the Baptist Church in the 
neighborhood but went more actively when they were a young couple raising a 
family. Their sons’ families converted from Baptism to Pentecostalism and attend 
the Pentecostal Church. For the feast, a lamb was slaughtered and presented as kur-
ban, served at the table along with other dishes. However, the members of the sons’ 
families did not even want to try it. For them it is ‘impure’ not because it is a lamb, 
but because it is served on St. George’s Day. It is regarded as an offering to the saint. 
For them, their mother (and mother-in law for the women) prepared roast chicken, 
which was seen simply as usual food.

Some believers still practice certain traditional rituals, saying that they make 
it   only for their dear children or grandchildren, or because guests will come. For 
example, some Baptists dye eggs and prepare Easter cake (kozunak). Practices are 
the most difficult to change when it comes to a deceased person. The respect for the 
dead is not so easily forgotten. However, expression of grief is modified in such a 
way that will allow the devotion to God to be preserved. Pastor Iliya Panov draws 
attention to the fact that at a funeral some believers still put soap, towels, money and 
bread in the coffin according to non-Evangelical tradition. According to his inter-
pretation, if they continue to do so by putting bread in the coffin, they symbolically 
bury their future food and blessing. That is why many Gypsies are poor and ‘hungry’ 
(Panov, 2010: 79).

Food served at the table for holidays during family events (the blessing of a 
child, a wedding, or funeral) is typical in quality with the calendar celebrations; 
the hosts decide what exactly is served. During a wedding party, for example, a 
selection of fine dishes is offered at the table of the young couple and at the table of 
important guests such as pastors or foreign missionaries. During the festive events 
smoking and drinking alcohol is not allowed. However, in some cases a glass of 
wine or champagne is permitted. 

Despite all changes, food occupies a central role in how relations with the self 
and others are formed; the body and soul are inherently connected with the faith, 
guiding one’s relation with God, according to church morality. The relationship be-
tween Evangelical and non-Evangelical understandings of the importance of meal 
constitutes the starting point for the analysing the religious transformation of Gyp-
sies and their foodways.
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Conclusion

American and Western European missionaries from various Protestant denomina-
tions and religious traditions developed preaching activities among Gypsies in the 
Balkans and Bulgaria. Alongside preaching activities, Evangelical ministers tried to 
change their lifestyle. They associate the confession of Protestantism with keeping 
certain moral norms, such as abstaining from alcoholic beverages, non-smoking, 
restraint from eating kurban, and more.

Protestantism introduces new perspectives for the self and others. It builds a 
community life that conforms to religious moral order. Also, it does not ruin the 
family relations. From the Gypsy perspectives, conversion from Islam and Orthodox 
Christianity to Evangelicalism has promoted discontinuity with traditional culture. 
It imposes an establishment of ‘new religious rituals’ along with the introduction of 
standardized eating and drinking patterns. Novelties that occur in the everyday life 
of repentants concern the etiquettes of eating, the way they behave at home and in 
public, the food they cook, and the beverages they drink. In the perception of con-
verts, believers should behave as God likes and according to the moral rules in the 
religious society, no matter whether it is a holiday or just usual day; he or she can 
prepare and eat diverse food, which is not, however, associated with ‘old’ religious 
traditions. Everyday life is construed depending on the personal and social position 
of each member of the religious group who conforms to the Protestant moral order. 
With their attitude to prohibitions such as drinking alcohol and smoking cigarettes, 
converts demonstrate their new life position engineered by the church. The respect-
ful attitude towards food, nourishing the body and soul equally, the performance of 
prayer before each meal and implementation of dietary restrictions imposed by the 
church are symbols through which the Gypsy Evangelical community is constructed 
and ‘imagined’ by its members (Аnderson, 1991). 

This text argued that food can show the ways in which Protestant faith itself 
becomes a form of ‘disciplining’ the body, ‘calming’ the soul and re-configuring 
attitudes with the others. It also makes possible the introduction and use of every-
day and imagined relations between Evangelical Gypsies living in different places 
around the world. It is difficult to say that Gypsies in Bulgaria are aware of the 
hierarchy or organization of other Romani churches worldwide or that they are sure 
other converts eat the same dishes as them, but what is important is that they follow 
the same strict moral code associated with food as they themselves do. 
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THE RISE OF PROTESTANTISM  
AND ITS ROLE WITHIN ROMA COMMUNITIES  

IN BULGARIA BETWEEN THE WORLD WARS

Alexandar G. Marinov 

Abstract: This work seeks to give an overview of the role of Protestantism in shaping (new) 
identities among Romani communities in Bulgaria during the period between World Wars 
I and II. It is based on available scholarly literature and also literature studying the spread 
of the religious missions among the Roma in Bulgaria. It studies the interwar period as 
it is characterized with power struggles, crises, coups, the collapse of major Empires and 
among other things it is about nations shaping and choosing a way forward. The relevance 
of the studied period stems from the fact that with the end of World War I and the Treaty 
of Versailles, several nation states were born but also, nations had to re-think their futures, 
identities and place in the world. Thus, with the help of Evangelical missions in Bulgarian 
lands, some Bulgarian Roma communities found a way to paint and choose their role and 
place within Bulgaria and for their future.
Keywords: Bulgaria, Roma, Gypsies, Tsigani, Protestantism, Roma publications, Interwar 
period, transformation

Introduction 

This work aims to present in detail the events that have unfolded in the period be-
tween the two World Wars that have been significant for the Roma119 of Bulgaria. 
That history is informative as it follows a sensitive period of time characterized by 
the dissolution of major Empires such as the Ottoman, the Russian and the Aus-
tro-Hungarian and it is a period of time where nation-states sought their autonomy 
and independence. The Roma, one could argue, is a nation, a ‘race’ or a diaspora 
in terms of the ways they have been perceived throughout history and as a result 

119 In the text the terms ‘Roma’, ‘Gypsies’ and Tsigani have been used. The term ‘Roma’ is the one 
which is preferred here as it respects and acknowledges the politically correct way of the day to refer to 
Eastern European ‘Tsigani (Цигани)’. Even though translation into English of the term ‘Tsigani’ would 
be inadequate as it has a history of its own, for the purpose of this work, it is translated to the widely 
popular English translation ‘Gypsies’. Where the terms ‘Tsigani’ and ‘Gypsies’ have been used, it is in 
order to give credit to the ways they have been referred to in the original sources.
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treated. Even though Romani groups can drastically differ based on various factors 
such as they ways in which they prefer to call themselves, country of residence, 
customs, language, life-style and traditions, sense of belonging towards sub-groups 
or religion, they have been, and continue to be, perceived predominantly, both by 
general masses and policy-makers, as one homogenous group.

The history of the Roma, as evident from preserved documents and resources, 
suggests the need for a special attention to this group of ‘strangers’ who arrived 
at different periods of time with much speculation around who were they really 
as well as when and why they began their migrations throughout the world. They 
distinguish themselves by their appearances, lifestyle and activities, and unsurpris-
ingly, they have been considered and treated with suspicion by the wider societies. 
‘Gypsies’ therefore have been historically viewed with suspicion, as an ‘Other’, or a 
group that ‘does not quite belong’. This ambiguity can be seen in their changing and 
often contrasting images and depictions but also by the impossibility to be grouped 
as one homogeneous entity. In fact, changes have been noticed and recorded for 
centuries historically and continue to change nowadays. For example, since their 
initial arrival in western European lands from the beginning of 15th century their 
image was that of a dark-skinned, loathsome, unattractive people prone to criminal 
activities, thieves and spies. As Crabb has noticed, ‘It is remarkable that, when they 
first came into Europe, they were black, and the women were still blacker than the 
men’ (1832: 10).

In Germany, the Roma have been seen as ‘black and ugly’ (Gilsenbach, 1994: 
56, cited in Kenrick, 2004b: 80); in France, Roma women were portrayed as, ‘the 
ugliest and darkest-skinned anyone has seen’ (Gilsenbach, 1994: 69, cited in Ken-
rick, 2004b: p. 80); others saw them as a ‘useless race’ (Clark, 2004: 239) while: 

…(T)he Gypsies in Turkey, like the Jews, are distinguishable by indelible per-
sonal marks, dark eyes, brown complexion, and black hair; and, by unalterable 
human qualities – an aversion to labor, and a propensity to petty theft (Crabb, 
1832: 11).

At the same time, the Roma were also seen as religious refugees, genuine pilgrims, 
acrobats, traders of horses, and cross border dealers, as well as bogus pilgrims (Ken-
rick, 2004b: 80−82). These Western images were in the 19th century complemented 
with those of romantic and exotic, free, beautiful and resourceful Gypsy women and 
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men. At this time, Roma were also considered as noble savages or children of nature 
and they began to figure in the literary works of classical writers such Pushkin’s 
poem The Gypsies first appearing in Russian in 1827, Prosper Mérimée’s novella 
Carmen (1845) and countless of other works with credible, or not that credible, 
‘representations’ of ‘the Gypsies’. Even though they were thought to be Egyptians, 
decedents of Israel, or of Hindu origin, the ‘Gypsies’ of Europe simply could not fall 
in any of these categories but be a nation representative of itself.120

One of the ways to learn more about the Roma, besides the existence of preva-
lent and rigid images, is to consider their place and role in the dominant religions. 
Religion has been informing not only who ‘belongs’ but also it has a role in defining 
ethnicities. This has been especially the case in the Balkans where religious and 
ethnic groups can be often conflated. Thus, paying allegiance to a particular religion 
can be indicative of one’s intention to belong or their allegiance to a particular group 
of people or nation.

Catholicism, Protestantism and the ‘Gypsies’

The history of the Roma in Western Europe appears to have been quite dire. The 
Catholic Church leaders seem to have had unfavourable views on the Roma and as 
such they were not fully embraced by the Church. While the Pope121, or someone 
in the Vatican on behalf of the Pope, ordered protection for the travelling Gypsies 
till the end of 15th century after that their authenticity began to be questioned and 
they were eventually perceived as fake (Yates, 1966). As a result, between 1497 and 
1774 a total of 146 decrees were issued against the Gypsies in nowadays Germany 
(Margalit, 1999); and in 1568 Pope Pius V banned the Roma from the realm of the 
Roman Catholic Church and in many churches in Western Europe Roma were not 
allowed access and they were forced to listen to the service from outside (Kaplan 
and Taylor, 2003, cited in Hancock, 2015: 12). In 1635, the bishops in Portugal ex-
pelled from membership those Roma who would not confess and in many German 
states children were taken from their parents in order to be baptized and raised in 

120 For more information about early accounts about the origins of the Roma see Hoyland (1816) and 
Crabb (1831). 
121 It cannot be confirmed which Pope it has been but it is possible this has been Benedick XIII, the 
Pope in Avignon, based on the fact that a group from little Egypt had stopped near Avignon (Kenrick, 
2004b).
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good Christian values. In 1782, Kaiser Joseph II forced all Roma from Hungary 
and Transylvania to go to church every Sunday and adhere to the Christian values 
(Fraser, 1995; Kenrick, 2004a; Margalit, 1999).

Even at the very birth of Protestantism, Gypsies were not perceived much differ-
ently from medieval Catholicism. Together with the Jewish, Roma were ostracized, 
among other things, for spying, charging higher prices, kidnapping children, pollut-
ing the water and cheating (Margalit, 1999). The birth of Protestantism is directly 
linked with the Reformation of Germany in 16th century and Martin Luther, subse-
quently this was replicated in England and Switzerland. A specific reason for birth 
of Protestantism was linked to Catholic practice of indulgentia – a document for the 
expiation of sins through payment by the members of the Roman Catholic Church. 
When in 1517 Martin Luther came up with 95 theses and placed them by the door of 
the church in Wittenberg, he quickly gained popularity and the people who started 
to follow him were called ‘Lutherans’. After they signed a petition against the Ger-
many’s attempts in 1529 to stop the reformation movement, they begin to be called 
‘Protestants’. Martin Luther in 1543, the seminal figure in Protestant Reformation, 
denounced the social and moral behavior of the Gypsies. However this proved to be 
ineffective, education and assimilation into the ways of the settled society instead 
was seen as a hopeful alternative. Realising that legislature was not effective enough 
to ‘reform’ the Gypsies and that their number in fact is increasing, various Evange-
lists took up the task, ‘Their aim was to first bring an end to the Gypsies’ wanderings 
and then to correct the laxity of their morals’ (Mayall, 1988: 98). It could be argued 
that this enthusiasm for addressing the Gypsy problem in Europe could be traced 
with the English translation of Heinrich Grellmann’s work Dissertation on the Gip-
sies (1787). This has been the first serious attempt on the subject of continental 
European Gypsies which illustrated the need for social and religious reformation 
(Mayall, 1988: 98). Thus, since early 19th century religious communities turned out 
to be ones willing to (initially) call for and later act in order to educate and help their 
Gypsies. One of the greatest challenges they saw, and as direct a reason for their 
issues, is the Gypsies’ wandering lifestyle which limited ‘healthy’ contact with the 
settled society. That is how they used to explain the stark difference between the 
morals of settled British and the non-settled Gypsies. Eventually, the majority of the 
Evangelists believed that Gypsies had no religion or religious principles and moral-
ity, and that were, ‘deprived outcast(s), without hope of comfort, unable and unwill-
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ing to escape from (their) low position and uncomfortable surroundings’ (Mayall, 
1988: 102). The attitudes of the majority of the missionaries, with the exception of 
Samuel Roberts122, were harsh in their attitudes and quite straight-forward in their 
determination to destroy the Gypsies’ way of life, including by force if necessary. 
English Christian Evangelists are furthermore seen as ‘ignorant and prejudiced in-
terferers’ seeking to change them rather than understand them. Even though they 
may have been well intentioned, their work was based on deep-rooted stereotypes 
about ‘Gypsy fecklessness and disorder’ (Cressy, 2016: 63). The work of the Еvan-
gelical missionaries was somehow successful and this was ascribed to the economic 
and legal tactics that were employed which as a result gradually persuaded them to 
stop residing in the forests. Mayall (1988) believes that the evangelical objectives in 
the early 19th century to civilise and reform their Gypsies to the ways of the settled 
British and industrious society was just as important as their religious conversions. 
In other words, Roma being settled and assimilated was equally important as them 
having the ‘right faith’. In the second half of the 19th century, the work of the Evan-
gelical missions among the British Gypsies began to decline because of the general 
decrease of Evangelicalism on the one hand and because of the greater willingness 
of the British state and local governments to do more work towards the Gypsy 
issues. What could be still observed in both the voluntary efforts to reform them 
and in the British state was the general feelings of antipathy towards the Gypsies 
(Mayall, 1988: 128−129).

Providing discriminate and without pretending to be thorough and representa-
tive accounts of the Roma in the Holy Roman and the British Empires, the passages 
above tried to argue that they since their arrival in Western European lands from 
15th century onwards were largely considered with mistrust. The generally hostile 
attitudes towards them came from their vagrant lifestyles and ceasing to be vagrant 
meant to conform and therefore becoming ‘better’ citizens while religious insti-
tutions on the whole did not seem to have differing views. But what has been the 
reality in the eastern part of Europe or in the Ottoman Empire?

122 Samuel Roberts writing around 1816 was one of the few who differed from his contemporaries in 
their beliefs that a way to deal their Gypsies in order to transform them into decent citizens should be 
harsh and straightforward. Instead, Roberts believed that they are more ‘sinned against than sinners’ 
and that any crimes that they committed were partly because of the settled society which pushed the 
Gypsies into illegalities with their negative attitudes and for creating legislation which made it illegal 
for them set up their camps, light a fire and leave their animals to graze (Mayall, 1988: 101).
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Chingene in the Ottoman Empire

The history of Bulgarian Roma reveals that they have changed their religious iden-
tities several times. For example, in the 15th and 16th centuries, as a result of the 
influence of the Byzantine Empire’s cultural legacies, they used to be predominant-
ly Orthodox Christians. Naturally, they continued to be Orthodox for some time 
after the Byzantine Empire was finally conquered by the Ottomans in 1453 but it 
was not until the 19th century when the majority of them were then Muslim in faith 
(Marushiakova and Popov, 1993; Marushiakova and Popov, 1997). Often, today 
Roma adherents of the Islamic faith in Bulgaria for example explain their religious 
heritage and the conversion of Islam as a legacy of their conversion in the times of 
the Ottoman Empire as a ‘practical and reasonable’ decision given Roma’s lower 
social status and the lower taxes ‘Islamic believers’ would have to pay compared 
to ‘the non-believers’. Studying Ottoman registers and documents, or what is left 
of them today, however, show that such a belief is erroneous or simply a myth. It 
turns out that the Chingene, Chingane, Chigan, or Kipti – the Tsigani (widely trans-
lated as ‘Gypsies’) and Egyptians in the Ottoman Empire of mid-16th century were 
in fact treated as an entire ethnic group rather than differentiated as either Muslim 
or non-Muslim. Such a differentiation based on ethnic grounds appears to be for 
Marushiakova and Popov (1997; 2000: 28−32) something quite atypical of the Em-
pire (Marushiakova and Popov, 1993). For example, ‘The Law about the Gypsies in 
the vilayet Rumelia’, endorsed in 1530 by Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent, stipu-
lated that Muslim-Gypsies paid 22 akches (the chief monetary unit of the Ottoman 
Empire, a siver coin) while non-Muslim Gypsies had to pay 25 akches while both 
groups paid equally other taxes and fines (Marushiakova and Popov, 1997: 20). In-
formative is furthermore the Sultan’s 1541’s special law who distinguished all those 
who belonged to the Gypsy Sandzhak; the ‘Law about the government of the Gypsy 
Sandzhak’ points to rather different factors than simply religion which grouped all 
Tsigani together – as an ethnic group. This signifies the Ottoman’s intention to reg-
ister the whole Gypsy population determined by their ethnicity as well as by age, 
name, occupation, family status, while special tax units were created only for them 
‘with their own their leaders and people who were accountable to the government’ 
(Marushiakova and Popov, 1997: 21).

Here again we see a group of people who regardless of their religious beliefs, 
vagrant or settled lifestyles, were treated and viewed as one ethnic group. In other 
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words, even though the Ottoman Empire was a space which was much more toler-
able and favourable towards the Chingene, they did not really reap the benefits that 
Muslim citizens enjoy as part of the Empire but were instead treated equally as one 
ethnic group (Stoyanova, 2017: 18). They, at different periods in the Ottoman Em-
pire, were not to exercise their professions. Also, they were discriminately outcast 
from being enrolled for certain profession in the army in 1769. One certain order 
reads that soldiers would be examined carefully so that ‘there are no under-aged 
(minors), no elderly, no blind, no deaf, no physically ill, nor a Tsiganin’ (Ihchev, 
1907: 11, cited in Stoyanova, 2017: 19). Informative also are the records which 
show that the Balkan nations under the Ottoman Empire used various ways to send 
to the Ottoman authorities young Tsigani boys instead of their own children. That 
also explains the existence of a number of orders from the Sultan threatening to 
punish with death those who try to hide their own children and send Tsigani instead 
(Marushiakova and Popov, 2000: 57).

It must be mentioned that such a conflation between religion and state affairs 
should be not viewed as a surprise but a normalcy in the 14th century until the birth 
of the nation state helped with the Protestant Reformation (Acton, 2014: 23–25).

Roma spirituality

Whether or not religious organizations have been hospitable and welcoming to-
wards the Roma does not suggest they lack spirituality or have no beliefs even 
though they did not belong to one religious community. Rather, a folk story gives an 
anecdotal explanation in which it says that Roma used to have their own church but 
because it was made of cheese they ate it (Acton, 2014: 26). Perhaps it is this state 
of ‘limbo’ which the Roma have been in throughout their history which has resulted 
in their idiosyncratic identities, beliefs and practices. In fact, Roma have managed 
to combine various elements and integrate them within their own beliefs. It should 
be of no surprise to hear about their multiple conversions from one faith to another. 
Instead of a weakness, this should be seen as an asset; a centuries-old quality that 
taught Roma groups how to survive. No wonder they are perceived as cheats, insin-
cere and faithless. Furthermore, they still demonstrate a coming together of various 
elements in their practices. This quality of mixture could be also exemplified with 
their names. Their names, for example, in the Ottoman Empire could not suggest 
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their allegiance toward Islam or Christianity as there has been no consistency. More 
precisely, a Muslim-looking name could be registered as a Christian in the Ottoman 
registers and vice versa (Marushiakova and Popov, 2000). This process of adapting 
and adopting takes different forms for the Roma occupying different spaces and 
countries. Furthermore, this very idiosyncrasy has prevented many from fully per-
ceiving Romani religiosity. As Marushiakova and Popov (1999: 82) put it: 

(The) specific kind of perception regarding religious life brought by the Gypsies 
from their motherland (Ancient India) is correlated to the complex social structure 
of the community and the concrete historical conditions; the religion in its form 
and functions differs considerably among the separate subdivisions of the Gypsy 
communities in Bulgaria.

Here, the schism stems from the fact that while in the Asian continent, or India, such 
a syncretism is something normal and different religions do not necessarily ‘clash’ 
but can complement each other, in Europe that is not quite the case. 

For example, some Roma groups in Bulgaria have been traditionally Christian 
(Kardaraši, who speak Romany and are a former nomad group, and the Rudari, 
who are also a former nomad community but speak Romanian) while others have 
switched between Christianity and Islam (Erlii, i.e. settled, or locals) (Marushiak-
ova and Popov, 1999). Both groups have a belief in God (O Del, sometimes O Del 
Baro) and Satan (O Beng), believe in good and bad omens, charms, spells and the 
manifestation of their deeds in this life while there is less stress on the dead and be-
lief in an afterlife. All this gives an earthly emphasis of the spirituality of the Roma. 
Furthermore, there has been traditionally no great focus on the details of the faith 
and what branch of the given religious groups they are loyal to; this is especially 
the case for the larger group of Erlii. There is in fact a great deal of tolerance and 
less emphasis on the details regarding whether people would pray to God, Allah or 
O Del. Often, Roma would say ‘O Del si yek’, or God is one which would suggest 
the Roma are monotheistic even though some of their customs might be pagan. In 
fact, integrating new elements to the existing religion is always welcomed and not 
seen as an innovation but as a ‘precautious mechanism’ which enriches the relig-
iosity of the Roma and reflects their openness when it comes to spirituality. For 
instance, in their article Marushiakova and Popov (1999) bring many examples of 
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how Erlii have integrated practices from both Christian and Muslim religion; i.e. 
lighting candles, but not for the dead by the Christian Orthodox Erlii, the lighting of 
a candle by Muslim Erlii Roma (which is not a tradition of Muslims), the displaying 
of imagery in the homes of Muslim Roma of both Muslim and Christian history, or 
circumcision and baptism by an Imam and celebration of both Christian and Muslim 
holidays. It should thus be of no surprise that they are not particular about which 
kind of Christianity (Orthodox or Catholic) or Islam (Sunni or Shia) they follow. All 
these point towards the receptiveness and openness of Roma groups, their specific 
spirituality and that they are ‘…God-fearing and obedient people…’ (Marushiakova 
and Popov, 1999: 84). 

These specificities, nevertheless, has been complemented, or challenged some 
may argue, by what seems to be the most recent addition to the religion – Protes-
tantism. In the following section, we will attempt to present this ‘new’ movement 
that has gained such a momentum and shown a great deal of transformation to the 
Romani societies in Bulgaria.

Protestantism in Bulgaria

What many non-Protestant Roma today notice and discuss is the way Protestant 
denominations have influenced Romani people, their behavior, traditions and cus-
toms. Even though the history of the movement in Bulgarian lands, or what is today 
Bulgaria, can be traced back to the beginning of the 19th century the denominations 
are yet considered as new, in comparison to the dominant Christian Orthodoxy and 
Islam, and often as ‘sects’. Nevertheless, unfortunately, the role of Protestant mis-
sionary work and outreach are overlooked and the value of their work needs greater 
recognition by both Bulgarians and Roma.

The Protestant propaganda in Bulgaria is part of the English and American prop-
agandas in the Middle East in the beginning of the 19th century. Initially, they fo-
cused their work among the Muslims and the Jews in the Ottoman Empire but soon 
they also turned their attention to the Orthodox Armenians, Greeks, Copts and Syri-
ans, the Bulgarian nation eventually fell in the radar of the Anglo-Saxon missionar-
ies with the end of the Crimean War in 1856 in which England and France came out 
victorious (Stoyanov, 1964: 45). In fact, initial attempts to work with the Bulgarians 
could be traced a couple of decades earlier when in 1836 Benjamin Barker from 
the British and Foreign Bible Society initiated the translation the New Testament in 
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Bulgarian with Neofit Rilski. 123 One of Rilski’s visions was to unify West and East-
ern Bulgarian dialects as he used to consider Old Church Slavonic as synonymous 
to Old Bulgarian. The first translation of the New Testament was done in 1838 in a 
dialect used in present-day Blagoevgrad, in the geographical region of Pirin Mac-
edonia, today south-western Bulgaria (which was eventually rejected) and in 1840 
as a result 5,000 copies were printed by the British and Foreign Bible Society. Also, 
with the help of the American Presbyterian Missionary, Elias Riggs, who has been 
keeping an eye of Rilski’s translation of the New Testament initiated the issuing of 
Protestant literature in Bulgarian. Also, during the Crimean War (1853-1856) Riggs 
together with Cyrus Hamlin, the head of the Protestant missionary school in Bebek, 
Constantinople, reported to the missionary societies in Boston that it is about time 
for missionary work to be initiated in Bulgaria (Stoyanov, 1964: 46).

A the beginning of the 19th century western and American missionaries turn to 
Bulgarian lands at the times when the country was under the reign of the Ottoman 
Empire. This was a time when Bulgaria did not have its own religious institution and 
it tried to counter the dominance of the Greek Orthodox clergy (Slavkova, 2007а: 
50). At the beginning of their missionary work, Protestant outreach characterized it-
self mainly with educational, charity and medical work while the spread of spiritual 
propaganda was at that time less important and thus came in later. Thus, Protestants 
set up colleges, kindergartens, youth associations and other organizations which 
boosted their popularity among Bulgarians as it enabled them to obtain skills rele-
vant for a time characterized with nascent relations of production (Slavkova, 2007a: 
50). It has been through the help of west European and American missionaries that 
the Bible has been first able to be published in a spoken Bulgarian language which 
would in addition put an end to a long disagreement regarding which Bulgarian dia-
lect ought to be used. It has been in 1871, after 12 years work, that the first issue of 
the complete Bible in Bulgarian language was issued through the help of the British 
and Foreign Bible Society (Karapetrova and Koen, 1998, cited in Slavkova, 2007a: 
52). As a result, such a key consensus acted as a unifying element for the Bulgari-
an nation as it determined not only the lingua franca but also how to express their 
thoughts and their national self-determination.

123 Neofit Rilski (1793-1881) has been an important figure in the Bulgarian National Revival. Also, 
he has been a monk, teacher and artist; he studied iconography, Greek and Greek literature and Church 
Slavonic books.
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These factors aside, most of all, the Roma of Bulgaria in that period should be 
regarded as not separate from the general context and society. Their struggle for 
civic emancipation has been similar to those of the major society and they both 
sought an independent church, free from the dominance of the Greek Orthodoxy 
since 1860’s while under the Ottoman Empire. Thus, the very ideological stance of 
Balkan Roma under the reign of the Ottoman Empire has been on par with the ideo-
logical struggles of other Balkan nations among who they lived. It could be of little 
surprise, therefore, that they demonstrated efforts towards the development of their 
own history, mythology and identity whose origin could be traced with the letter of 
‘One Egyptian’ in 1867 (Marushiakova and Popov, 2016; 2017) and later within the 
narrative and context of the Protestant movements in early 20th century.

 

Roma Protestantism in Bulgaria

One of the first places in Bulgaria with a considerable number of Roma adhering 
to the Protestant faith was the village Golintsi.124 That was mainly due to the work 
of Austrian missionary workers from the turn of 20th century Petar Punchev is con-
sidered a pioneer in the Roma Protestant movement. He was born in 1882 in the 
travelling family of Puncho Petrov and Naida Punchova. He married his wife Boy-
ana in the village Orthodox Church in 1903 and since then he is believed to have 
started frequenting the Baptist Church in Lom. Thus, in 1910 he was baptized by the 
German-Russian Yakov Klundt who was a priest of the church in Lom at the time 
(Slavkova, 2007а: 79). Punchev’s missionary work began after he was appointed 
as travelling missionary who used to spread/hand out books and brochures for the 
Church. Soon, he has thus begun to spread the word in his own mother tongue, 
Romanes (Romani language), while the room where he originally began preaching 
from is described as a ‘humble/small’ (Slavkova, 2007а: 79) and he is believed to 
have been one of the first Roma who began to preach in Romanes.

In this region there used to exist two simultaneous missions – one dedicated 
for the work with ethnic Bulgarians while the other was dedicated to work with 
the ethnic Roma population. Between 1903 and 1910 a Baptist Church was based 
in the town of Lom while a Roma group of Baptist churchgoers was formed in the 
nearby village of Golintsi. The two formed groups have been not necessarily of 

124 At the time, Golintsi was a village while today it is a borough called ‘Mladenovo’ in the town of 
Lom situated in the northwest of the country. 
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mixed character, however, it has been common that members of each group would 
frequent the proceedings of the other one. Petar Punchev has been a seminal figure 
for the formation of the Roma Church in Golintsi and his following was estimated to 
number around 30 persons many of whom were ethnic Bulgarians from the village 
(Slavkova, 2007а: 79). The first three decades of the 1900’s seem to have been quite 
dynamic. In 1912 the Gospel of Luke was first translated by Bernard Gilliat-Smith 
in the Sofia Erlii dialect of Romanes (Gilliat-Smith, 1912). This event is unique and 
bears significance as it was directed towards Bulgarian Roma and it offered them a 
personalized message. Secondly, this was the earliest religious document translated 
in a dialect in Romanes. A similar attempt was made 82 years prior, in 1830, by the 
International Bible Society in London and George Borrow who translated the New 
Testament in Romanes and began to spread it among the Gitanos of Spain (Darlow, 
2007; Jenkins, 1924; Knapp, 1899). This considerably early date could be marked as 
the start of a process which led to such success among the Roma years on.

The existence of a religious organization seems to have been a good and safe 
option considering the history of Bulgaria at a period when it was on the losing side 
as a result of the Great War, following a time of nation-building and later several 
coup d’états. It seems the period between the World Wars has been also favourable 
for the spreading of the new, Protestant, religion, and with this building of a new 
‘Gypsy’ identity. In 1920 magazine ‘Evangelist’ was published by the Union of 
the Evangelical Baptist Churches every three months and it was published in the 
towns of Chirpan, Ferdinand, Lom, Ruse and Sofia. In the magazine there are arti-
cle discussing the importance of the Evangelical mission among the Roma and how 
missionaries need to work with them (Evangelist, 1931, 5: 2, cited in Slavkova, 
2007а: 76). It was also in 1920s when the first Gypsy Baptist Church in Bulgaria 
was founded in the village of Golintsi and in the conference of the Baptist Union 
in 8-12 September 1920 in Sofia, Petar Punchev has been the only representative 
of the only Gypsy Church in Bulgaria (Slavkova, 2007а: 79). In 1921 he again 
was among the most prominent guests of the conference. Not long from Lom and 
Golintsi, a parallel Baptist community in 1919 was also formed in the then town 
of Ferdinand, today it is known as Montana. The community was headed by Baro 
Boev who some speculate was also Roma since in Romanes ‘baro’ means ‘big’ or 
‘important.’ Interestingly, Boev does not figure as part of the conferences of the 
Evangelical Baptist churches. Later, in 1925 a Bulgarian priest Petar Minkov was 
the priest for the Evangelical community in Ferdinand with a following of around 
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20 or 30 people. There, churchgoers also benefitted from evening school for general 
education (Slavkova, 2007а, 2013). 

The Gypsy Baptist Church of Golintsi slowly gained popularity and a following 
of around 29 members was recorded in 1921. It was then, when the Gypsy Church 
was recognized as a part of the Lom Baptist Church which was later headed by Bul-
garian priest Trifon Dimitrov. In 11th November, 1923 Petar Punchev was officially 
recognized in a ceremony in Lom as a pastor of the Gypsy branch in Golintsi which 
gave him the right to marry, baptise and bury people (Slavkova, 2007a: 80). By 
1924 one could say that the church has already its own structure along with deacons 
and a steady following along with their own choir.

Due to the successful work he has done in spreading the word among Roma in 
Golintsi, Petar Punchev can be likened to another influential priest, Rodney Smith, 
also known as the ‘Gypsy Smith’. Rodney Smith was born in 1860 in England 
and he dedicated much of his life to spreading Evangelism. Smith worked in USA 
and Scotland and was involved with the works of National Council of Evangelical 
Free Churches (Lazell 2004; Slavkova, 2007a; Smith 1901). Due to his success as a 
missionary, his sermons and books have been published and recognized while Rod-
ney Smith is now recognized as one of most influential Gypsy priests (Marsh and 
Thurfjell, 2014). While ‘Gypsy Smith’ preached for over 70 years, Bulgarian Petar 
Punchev’s missionary work ceased after a little more than a decade, passing away 
at the age of 42 in 1924. Punchev’s death marks the beginning of a period of time 
characterized with opposing views and dissent in the Gypsy Church in Golintsi.

In a publishing of Tsiganska evangelska baptiyska tsarkva (Gypsy Evangelical 
Baptist Church) (1926) in Lom we read about the fiasco around the path and future 
the Gypsy church will take. It is a question of power and it seems that the church 
members were divided in their vision whether to be a branch of the Baptist church in 
Lom or be independent in the village of Golintsi. It becomes clear that Trifon Dim-
itrov, who is a Bulgarian pastor in the Baptist Church in Lom, wanted to become 
the leader of the church in Golintsi (Tsiganska evangelska baptiyska tsarkva, 1926: 
1-8). Therefore, he used his power to tilt the scales in favour of his interests and he 
managed to influence the secretary of the church in Lom. Ultimately, he succeeded, 
however, the Roma church members remained divided on the way they wanted to 
see themselves in the future.

The question of disagreement after the death of Petar Punchev was finally re-
solved in 1926 when a Bulgarian priest from Ferdinand, Petar Minkov was elected 
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as a pastor and put an end to the dispute among Roma churchgoers in Golintsi. Pas-
tor Minkov has been famous with his spread of Еvangelism among Roma. Minkov’s 
work was seminal in spreading the Gospel among Roma. In 1927, Petar Minkov was 
the editor of the newspaper Svetilnik (candlelight) which also contained a section 
in Romani – Romano Alav (Roma word). He managed to learn Romanes which al-
lowed him to reach many Roma and also through his effort to translate the Chapters 
of Mark and John; he was the founder of a Sunday school attached to the church, the 
association Romni (Roma woman) was established and a course for learning Ger-
man was developed (Slavkova, 2007a: 83). Petar Minkov in the meantime prepared 
Romane Sviato Gili (Holy Roma Song) which was published in 1929 by Evangel-
skata baptistka misiya mezhdu tsiganite v Bulgaria (the Evangelical Baptist Mission 
among the Tsigani in Bulgaria) (Slavkova, 2007a: 83). Due to the success and popu-
larity of the Roma Church in Golintsi, a plot of land was bought in 1930s in Golintsi 
for the purpose of building a church while it has been recorded that almost the whole 
church helped in building it. The building was officially opened on 28th September, 
1930 and since Petar Minkov has been away, he has been replaced by his assistant 
Georgi Stefanov taking over some of his church roles (Slavkova, 2007a: 84−85).

Things began to gain momentum in the period before 1932. Another charita-
ble organization, which is highly likely to be Orthodox in character, called ‘Father 
Paisii’ was established with the aim to help poor Christian Roma families in 1930 
and two years later Petar Minkov established Komitet tsiganska evangelska misiya 
(Committee Gypsy Evangelical Mission) based in Sofia (Slavkova, 2007a: 86-88). 
He started to develop ideas about the spreading of Christian faith among Roma in 
the Balkans in order: 

to up bring the spiritual, cultural and moral of Tsigani people. By cultural and 
educational events, evening and other schools, orphanages, retirement homes, 
hospitals and others... (Komitet tsiganska evangelska misiya, 1932–1933: 11).

Just as pastor Minkov received backing from other missionaries and the American 
Plenipotentiary Ministry for Bulgaria, the 19th May, 1932 coup d’état took place and 
as a result the organization was dissolved and the newspaper banned. 

The work of Petar Minkov in spreading the word of God among Roma in Bul-
garia continued after the coup in 1932 and with the support of the Baptist Union in 
1933 he published of the second issue of Romano Lil, Roma Handbook – Romane 
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Sviati Gilia (Holy Roma Songs) (Slavkova, 2007a: 86). What is also informative 
to mention here is the publication of newspaper Terbie (Upbringing) published by 
organization Istikbal (Future). The organization was founded in 1929 in Sofia’s 
Konyovitsa neighborhood and was led by Roma Shakir Pashov (Marushiakova and 
Popov, 1993: 87). Instead of being Protestant, the organization has been Muslim in 
character and its intention was to increase its reach among Roma across the country, 
however, it turned out to be unfortunate because of the changes which took place as 
a result of the coup. Even though there is little available information about news-
paper Terbie today, it is relevant in this discussion here as it was born in that same 
period, however, under the umbrella of a non-Christian, Muslim, religious organiza-
tion that sought to offer Muslim education instead (Marushiakova and Popov, 2015).

The existence and organizational work continued a little while after the coup 
in 1934. For example, the first Baptist Deacon House for Bulgaria was founded 
in 1938 by Karl Filbrandt together with the President of the Union of the Baptist 
Churches in Germany, P. Schmidt (Slavkova, 2007a: 87–88). As we saw already 
earlier on here, missionaries in the West, believed that one of the ways for ‘Gyp-
sies’ to become better Christians was their sedentarization (Borrow, 2012; Crabb, 
1832: 75–91; Hoyland, 1816; Toninato, 2014). Such a suggestion and belief in fact 
makes sense especially when Gypsies in Western Europe have been banished and 
thus forced to live in isolation, as ‘the outcasts (and)…pests of society’, and resort 
to their own means for survival (Hoyland, 1816: 200−201). The question of seden-
tarization has been not fully decided as of 1939 for Bulgarian Evangelical Roma. 
In an article in the magazine ‘Evangelist’ for example, which has been in that year 
renamed to Hristiyanski Priyatel (Christian Friend) – deliberates whether:

the (T)sigani could be better Christians by urging them to settle down and stay 
put in one place? Or could they become better Christians as wandering Tsigani 
instead? (Hristiyanski Priyatel, 1939, 6: 7, cited in Slavkova, 2007a: 76).

The article then goes on to discuss the characteristics of the Roma by noting their 
wandering lifestyle, their separation in clans or families, common property, for-
tune-telling and musical talents (Slavkova, 2007a: 76). This is therefore informative 
as it raised awareness among missionaries of the Roma, and informed them on how 
to tailor their work and reach them. 
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It was also in 1939 when Alexander Toshev, one of the church-goers of the Gyp-
sy Baptist Church in Golintsi and a student of the German class offered there, was 
sent to Germany to receive education in theology. Later, he began to play a key role 
in the works of the Roma church and moves from the village Golintsi to the east of 
the country – the Black Sea town Varna (Slavkova, 2007a: 88).

Why has the Protestant mission been successful?

It is a good quest to understand why has the embracing of Protestant Christianity, 
particularly Evangelical and Pentecostal and other denominations been so pervasive 
among Roma. According to Marushiakova and Popov (1999) the acceptance of and 
conversion in a new religion can happen in Roma communities which are in need of 
revival of their identities or at times of uncertainty in their own group (Marushiak-
ova and Popov, 1993). The acceptance of a new belief, such as those propagated by 
Protestant missionaries, would be conversely not embraced in Romani groups with 
a preserved form of intergroup community along with their preserved elements and 
functions, then they have no need for a change or a transformation of their religion. 
When the Roma group loses its main characteristics or finds itself marginalized, 
then there is the need to fill in the void and revive it via the integration of new means 
which would give it a new image and character (Marushiakova and Popov, 1993; 
Marushiakova and Popov, 1999). At its very birth, however, Protestantism was re-
ceived in 19th century Bulgaria not so much as a new faith but more as a vehicle for 
higher culture. The reason which prompted Bulgarians to become Protestant was 
the hope that in that way they would settle their children to study in better schools 
(Stoyanov, 1964: 56).

To list the factors which proved to be instrumental for the early embrace of 
Roma to the Protestant faith in the studied interwar period would be impossible, 
however, they could be inferred. Undoubtedly, the whole Bulgarian population, 
non-Roma and Roma alike, felt the consequences of the Great War, the gener-
al economic crisis as a consequence of it, power struggles, a number of coups, 
and revoults. These must have been major challanges that must have shaken the 
identities of Roma and provided a fruitful soil for the success of the Protestant 
messages. What certainly informs our understanding about the wider popularity of 
Protestantism among Roma in Bulgaria is that their denominations are more flex-



BETWEEN THE WORLDS: PEOPLE, SPACES AND RITUALS

376 376 

ible, compared to Catholicism and Orthodox Christianity, the pastor has a certain 
degree of power and that he could decide where and how to conduct the service. 
Also, coupled with the fact that places of worship could be set up practically in 
any place, its internal organization does not follow any particular canonical re-
quirement, and the fact that the pastor can determine rituals and the teachings, all 
these make Evangelicalism more appealing and accessible for the Roma. Another 
of the key elements which makes Protestantism widely popular is the preaching 
and translation of the Biblical texts into the spoken and mother tongues of the 
peoples. The conversion process is also successful due to the fact that its approach 
is implicit, not aggressive but also beneficial for the people.

There are other factors, which have been also as relevant for the relative ‘suc-
cess’ of the early Evangelical missions among Roma. Atanasov (2008) lists several 
and they include the failure of the Orthodoxy to include the Roma but the em-
brace they receive instead from the Evangelical Church, the physical location of the 
churches (i.e. the Roma neighborhoods, rather than far from them), the simplicity 
of the messages (i.e. they are delivered plainly, purely and free from sophisticated 
theology), the integration of music and other forms of expression of the emotions 
of the churchgoers in the churches, healings, miracles and positive testimonies. The 
relevant economic factors are also instrumental; for example, the ‘new’ teaching 
professed that there is no need and rather it was ‘unreligious’ to spend on elaborate 
and ‘unnecessary non-Christian’ celebrations but also the educational factors such 
as training and support of Roma communities from their religious benefactors also 
proved to be of great benefit. There has been another prospect that missionaries pro-
fessed – that all are united in their faith and common belief and that the religion is 
inclusive and welcoming. Thus, the Roma religious community now had the chance 
to create a new, revived Roma ethnic identity but this time free from the negative 
aspects often prescribed to the community by the major societies.

The creation of myths and legends; the importance of language

The creation and existence of myths or legends are instrumental for the creation of 
nations. One of the key elements in the discourse of nation-building or group iden-
tity is the existence of myths, beliefs and self-image (Smith et al., 1998: 24–59). 
Myths today are widely perceived as ‘true’ as they touch on the sacred and because 
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they highlight the importance of an event (Slavkova, 2007a: 78–85). Myths may 
have various social and political purposes, they are often simplified or dramatized 
while important historical details often do not exist and there is usually no evidence 
to back their veracities. In any case, they bear great importance and if in this case if 
they are spiritual, they may result in feelings of being ‘chosen’ or favoured by God. 
Most Christian churches, and including the Protestant ones, explain the emergence 
and spreading of their faith by interference from the Divine. This would suggest 
that progress and growth are emphasized while problems, difficulties and periods of 
decline silenced (Marsh and Thurjell, 2014: 11).

There are two instances in the studied period which propagate the story of how 
Roma in village Golintsi discovered the Gospel and the word of God. It is a legend 
about the ‘Stolen Gospel’ which appears in magazine ‘Evangelist’ (Dimitrov, 1924: 
6, cited in Slavkova, 2007a: 77). According to it, the Roma, Bogdan Markov from 
village Golintsi, who works for a local Bulgarian neighbor, steals the Gospel from 
his house and because he is illiterate, he gives it to Petar Punchev. As a result, both 
are transformed by its power, start believing in it and they begin to spread the Word 
to other Roma in the village in Romani language (as it teaches that the word of God 
could be spread in any language). Reportedly, there is a living legend in today’s 
neighborhood Mladenovo in the town of Lom which narrates that Bogdan Selimov 
has stolen the Gospel of John and has given it to the brothers Todor and Georgi Er-
inkini (or Erinini) (Slavkova, 2007a: 77–78).

In a later article by Trifon Dimitrov, in the newspaper Svetilnik from 1927, we 
once again read an article about ‘The Stolen Gospel’. It does not mention names or 
places, but the article is influential with the way it exposes the power of the Gospel 
and its ability power. The Gospel is presented to have the power to transform the read-
er into a truly better person and offers them another chance and a better life. The article 
also explains how the Roma who has stolen the Gospel begins to read it and spread it 
through the help of another Roma friend in the village and thanks to their work, it is 
not only that they have been forgiven for their sins but also they have managed to win 
the hearts of 20 more Bulgarians and 40 Roma. The Gospel has a Heavenly power and 
can affect and transform ‘even those who steal it or obtain it through illegal matters’ 
(Dimitrov, 1927: 2). It concludes that the Gospel is the only that has ‘such a wonderful 
power to re-educate and safe even those most desperate and hardened sinner’ (Dimi-
trov, 1927: 2) as it knows the sincere intentions the people.
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Besides ‘the Stolen Gospel’, there is a second legend which is still alive today, 
even though the reality seems quite different. This time it is about Georgi Stefanov’s 
‘call’ to become a priest, study and spread the word of God. Georgi Stefanov, the 
legend goes, has had a strange dream in which an angel tells him to travel far as this 
has been God’s will. Stefanov’s decision to execute that order has been very hard 
because of his attachment to his wife and children but nevertheless, he perseveres 
and in the morning he goes to the train station not only without money and a ticket 
but also without a clue where he would be going. Alas, in the last moment a stranger 
comes and gives Georgi their ticket and that is how he arrived in Austria to be 
welcomed by good people and that is how he came to learn the Bible in St. Andre 
(Slavkova, 2007a: 84–85).

The creation and existence of such myths have proved to be instrumental for 
the spreading of the nascent religious Roma community in Golintsi and Lom. They 
result in a simplified answer to the purpose and origins of a community, which even 
though flawed, is perceived as credible. 

As hopefully already become clear, the use of Romani language is another key 
element for the success of the Baptist Evangelical Church among the Roma and 
the ‘segmentation’ of another Roma group identity and consciousness. As we saw 
already earlier, through the works of priests, like Bulgarian Petar Minkov, who 
mastered Romanes, they managed to be truly effective in their missionary work, 
preaching and spreading the Gospel. This process was positively complemented 
through the publishing of articles in Romanes such as the section in newspaper 
Svetilnik in 1927, Romano Alav, Romane Sviato Gili in 1929, Romane Sviati Gilia 
in 1933, and Romane Gilia e Devleske in 1936. All these result not only in offer-
ing a personal message to the Roma, members and non-members of the church 
alike, and a personalized Christianity, but also it creates a tradition. For example, 
in the publications in Romanes that are available today, i.e. newspaper Svetilnik 
(1927) and Romane Gilia e Devleske (1936) we learn about values and beliefs in 
the afterlife that contrast to the syncretic religiosity we outlined earlier which has 
been primarily oriented towards life on earth. Thus, if some Roma communities 
perform certain rites and rituals to protect themselves from the wrath of God and 
gain his blessings, such as material and sentimental things, on this earth and in this 
life, we now read the message of the Evangelical Church which teaches that it is 
not gold, land and loved one we should strive for but the love of Jesus Christ who 
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has promised much greater things and riches in the afterlife (Redaktsiyata, 1927). 
Thus, through the spread and popularity of such teachings and the transformations 
they bear, we can see the emergence, or ‘segmentation’ (Marushiakova and Popov, 
2004: 147) of the Roma group.

Besides the scant publications that are left available today, there are a number of 
others published in the Romani language between 1912 and 1933 while some other 
publications miss year of publication. Among the above mentioned works, there are 
a number issued by the Scripture Gift Mission in London which are no longer avail-
able online: Barre pridobivke (The Big Benefits) (no year), Duvare bianipe (Double 
Birth) (1933), O Del vakyarda (God Said) (1933), O drom uhtavdo (The Way up) 
(1938), Savo peresarla Bibliya (What does the Bible say) (no year), Spasitel ashtal 
bezahanen (Savior from Sins) (no year), Spasitelo svetosko (Savior of the World) 
(no year), Shtar bezsporne fakte (Four undoubted facts) (no year).

Last but not least, the early Evangelical missions among the Roma in Bulgaria 
are perceived as enhancing their ethnicity and transforming them into better Roma, 
as opposed to eradicating them. Acton, even though referring to Pentecostalism, 
puts it well, ‘What is distinctive about Romani Pentecostalism? Precisely that it has 
become distinctively Romani’ (Acton, 2014: 23).

Slavkova also argues the Protestant faith does not pose a threat to their Roma 
‘essence’ and identity but rather it enhances them to become better Roma. They do 
not to cease their relationship with the non-believing Roma but rather they perceive 
them different (Slavkova, 2014: 69). Furthermore, they perceive themselves as pure 
and even better Roma (than all those non-Protestant Roma and non-Roma alike) 
because they have repented and they are free from the corruption of the world. 
Roma Protestant adherents to not lose their Romanipe or ‘Gypsyness’ but rather 
they preserved it and enhance it (Slavkova, 2007b: 230; Slavkova, 2014: 71; Slavk-
ova, 2017: 321). Thus, even though through their baptising or beginning of new 
lives, Roma do not necessarily cease to exist Roma but rather they begin to form 
yet another group. This time it is one of ‘believing’ Roma which would eventually 
spread so greatly throughout Bulgarian Roma as a whole and the world so that it 
would form yet another strand of their perception of Romanipe.
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Conclusion

‘Gypsies’ have been historically considered as different or an ill-understood ‘Other’ 
who have different morals and behavior. Available research shows they were not 
embraced by the society at large nor the Church especially between 15th and 18th 
centuries. Both Church and State seemed to have been working together in their 
endeavors to assimilate their Gypsies, put an end of their wandering life-styles, re-
form them, or mould them into new citizens. The Catholic Church was no different 
in their practices and there are examples of excluded Roma from their services in 
Western Europe, forcing Roma children into the religion (as changing the mind-set 
of adults would be a futile task) but also of Roma being forced to go to adhere to the 
Church in order to reform. Protestantism at is very birth did not differ much from 
medieval Catholicism and the seminal figure Martin Luther criticized their social 
and moral behavior in 1543. Seeing that laws and harsh methods for ‘rectifying the 
Gypsies’ have been ineffective at large, Evangelists endeavored to reform the Roma 
of Europe from the end of 18th and the beginning of the 19th centuries. Initially they 
called them and later they tried to educate them in the values of their religion, even 
though their approach has been harsh as they have been determined to mainly de-
stroy their wandering lifestyles of the Roma. Their tactics in Britain to sedentarise 
and reform their Gypsies proved to be somehow successful as they offered econom-
ic and legal incentives.

The Ottoman Empire of the mid-16th century treated their Chingene as an en-
tire ethnic group rather than differentiate between ‘believers’ or ‘non-believers’. At 
different times of the Empire, they were not allowed to practice their professions 
and they were not enrolled at certain professions while their status as citizens in the 
Ottoman Empire has been low – evident from the fact that Roma children used to be 
traded and sent in order to serve the Ottoman authorities. 

Тhis work tried to concentrate, present and analyze the situation of the Bulgari-
an Roma in the period between WWI and WWII. It tried to explore the major events 
which unfolded and influenced Roma communities in that time and these seem to be 
centred on the works of religious organizations and missionaries. The role of Protes-
tant religious organizations in Bulgaria is central not only for the Bulgarian nation 
but the Roma, too. It has been through the help of the western missionaries and the 
British and Foreign Bible Society in 1871 when Bulgarians were first able to read 
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the Bible which also put an end of an old dispute regarding the dialect which ought 
to be used. Besides the missionary work that Protestant organizations are interested 
in doing, initially their work has been of humanitarian and charitable character such 
as building of hospitals, orphanages, providing of training and education and skills 
to all. 

The work and influence of western missionaries on the Roma communities in 
that period has been significant. Through their work, in a relatively short period of 
time of around 40 years, Roma communities, especially in the south-western part 
of Bulgaria, were able to create a new identity or consciousness which could be 
compared to the creation of a ‘nation’. For example, not only there were religious 
leaders, a complete Roma Church in Golintsi, the freedom to receive and preach 
the Word of the Divine in their own language but also lasting legends and myths 
have been created that exist even till today. Furthermore, the Roma community has 
been in the center of interest and point of contention of the Evangelical Mission in 
Bulgaria. Thus, a couple of years after the death of Petar Punchev in 1924, the com-
munity has been strongly divided about the future of the Roma Church in Golintsi. A 
big part of the Roma churchgoers saw their future free from the non-Gypsy Baptist 
Church in Lom while others wanted to be united. As could have been expected, the 
problem was resolved in favour of those with greater power and influence and even-
tually the Roma Church remained a branch of the one in Lom (Tsiganska evangelska 
baptiyska tsarkva, 1926).

All these factors and processes show the Interwar period has been quite dynamic 
for Roma and Bulgarians alike. In Bulgarian history, in that period, we have wit-
nessed three military coups and this also influenced to a great extend the future of 
Roma communities. Just as religious and community organizations began to gain 
momentum with their work and support they could receive, their work was soon 
curtailed towards with the beginning of WWII and ultimately in 1944 with advent of 
the communist regime in Bulgaria.125 Nevertheless, the significance of this historical 
period stems from the fact that it paved the way to the later establishment and devel-
opment of a new Roma community, this time defined largely by their Evangelical 
faith.

125 It should be noted that even though the existence of such church organizations was significantly 
challenged by the Communist regime, many of them continued to exist illegally in private homes.
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ISLAMOPHOBIA AS A SOCIAL PHENOMENON  
IN THE WESTERN SOCIETIES

Hayri Emin

Abstract: This article examines the concept of ‘Islamophobia’ as a social phenomenon in 
the Western countries by an analytical qualitative research on number of academic studies, 
reports and statements. The aim of the study is to show that Islamophobia is not a new 
concept but it has already been identified at the beginning of the last century, and today it 
continues to develop and to fill with new content, and by doing so adopts another dimension 
and becomes a social phenomenon in Western societies, that demonizes Islam and is ex-
pressed in a negative attitude and stereotyping. It also attempts to bring about the historical 
development of the phenomenon with examples of Orientalist views in the past and today’s 
perception of Islam. The rise of Islamophobia in Western societies has been catalyzed, es-
pecially after 11/9. There has been an increase in attacks on Muslims, their religious and 
community centers, and in recent years in many countries a number of measures have been 
taken aimed at reducing them. In media public discourse and political speeches, Muslims are 
depicted as ‘extremists and pose a threat to non-Muslim societies’. These representations of-
ten adversely affect the daily interactions of Muslims in non-Muslim societies and they have 
a negative impact on their everyday life and questions the future of young people in those 
societies, where they feel uncomfortable. Nevertheless, debates in international platforms on 
the correctness of the definition of Islamophobia continue. Considering the importance of 
this, the following study attempts a comprehensive analysis of this issue with a brief histor-
ical review and contemporary perceptions of Islamophobia.
Keywords: Islam, Islamophobia, orientalism, Westеrn society

Introduction

The phenomenon of Islamophobia in the Western world is one of the most up-to-
date issues that concern not only those Muslims who live in non-Muslim countries, 
but contemporary societies in general. Islamophobia has a long history, and a num-
ber of theories and doctrines play an important role for its formation.

Islam is the second largest religion in the world today126, but still it seems that 
many of the societies (especially in the Western context) are not aware of this re-

126 According to Pew Research Center (2015) Muslims were second largest group in the world, with 
1.8 billion people, or 24% of the global population. Available at: http://www.pewresearch.org/ (ac-
cessed 25 August 2018).
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ligion well enough. They are still skeptical of Islam and Muslims having in mind 
the misinterpretation and analysis of various Orientalist and active propaganda of 
the media and the film industry. The prospect used mainly by scientists and poli-
ticians to explain the negative image of Muslims in the Western world is based on 
the assumption of clashing civilizations and the necessary enemy, adding to that 
the concept of political Islam. Edward Said writes that the media, cadet and corpo-
rate experts define Islam as a synonym for terrorism and religious hysteria (1997). 
Looking closely at the connection between Islam and the West, it is clear that the 
historical background to this concept is the continuing conflict between Islam and 
Christianity. However, the points of interaction in the development of these two 
religions exist, but the dominant interactions were based on conflicts and mutual 
distrust.

Since the September 11th attacks, there has been a resurgence of Islamophobic 
attitudes in the world and this has become a new condition for the relationship be-
tween the West and Islam. Today, Islam in the West is perceived as something evil 
and violent, threatening the peace and security of societies and future generations. 
So, the lack of a proper understanding of Islam leads to opposition as a matter of 
Islamophobia. The offensive attacks against Islam and Muslims have been marked 
by the term. They are being attacked by certain racist and extremist nationalist for-
mations, as well as by some politicians and academic circles.

The phenomenon of Islamophobia is based on the rejection of the historical, 
theological and intellectual views of Islam. Today, it is a social phenomenon and 
is a persecution or discrimination against Muslims because of their religion and 
identity. The aim of the article is to explore Islamophobia in the non-Muslim world 
and the correctness of the term, which so far has no legal value, and in many cases, 
it is not perceived as a violation of human rights. The article can also be taken as a 
continuation of a socio-scientific discussion about the existence of Islamophobia, 
and the extent to which Islam is really a threat to the non-Muslim world. Also, the 
purpose of the text is not to develop a one-sided debate with religious stanzas, but to 
continue the academic discourse on Orientalism. The issue is also provoked by the 
growing statistics of intolerant attitude towards Muslims quoted in the statistical re-
ports of many international organizations and scientific studies, especially in recent 
years when Muslims and non-Muslims are more encountered due to the wars in the 
Middle East and the migrant crisis.
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Historical background of Islamophobia

One of the meanings of Islam is ‘peace’. Most people cannot nest that image in their 
mind though. One of the main reasons to identify the Muslim world with violence 
in recent years, apart from the unrest and civil wars in Muslim countries, colonial 
history, interventions from major powers, and economic and political development, 
is the exaggeration of their negative image in Western media. However, that attitude 
has its historical roots, which go back to the Crusades and to the conquest of Anda-
lucía by Muslims, naval victories and the long history checkered relations between 
the Ottoman Empire and the West (Shadid and Koningsveld, 2002). But over the 
centuries of mutually getting to know each other and the coexistence between Chris-
tians and Muslims the popularity of Islamophobia faded down. Therefore, with a 
historical perspective it is concluded that repeated wars of Muslims and the West up 
to the 20th century had an impact on the notorious image of Islam.

It is known that later at the beginning of the 20th century the term appeared in the 
French press, but the meaning was different from what is today. On the other hand, 
Fernando Bravo Lopez argues that Dinet and ibn Sliman’s use of the term was as 
a criticism of overly hostile attitudes to Islam by a Belgian orientalist, Henri Lam-
mens, whose project they saw as a pseudo-scientific crusade in the hope of bringing 
Islam down once and for all. He also notes that an early definition of Islamophobia 
appears in the thesis of Alain Quellien, a French colonial bureaucrat: ‘For some, the 
Muslim is the natural and irreconcilable enemy of the Christian and the European; 
Islam is the negation of civilization, and barbarism, bad faith and cruelty are the best 
one can expect from the Mohammedans’ (Mustapha, 2014: 107−108). This defini-
tion developed through the intervening years and its translation into English signif-
icantly altered the original concept for use by a new host language. The develop-
ment of the English term ‘Islamophobia’ was refined by academics and practitioners 
throughout the 1980s and 1990s. According to the Oxford English Dictionary the 
first recorded use of the term in English was in 1923 in an article in The Journal 
of Theological Studies and means ‘Intense dislike or fear of Islam, especially as a 
political force, hostility or prejudice towards Muslims’ (Oxford English Dictionary, 
2005). The Berkeley University’s Islamophobia Research & Documentation Pro-
ject suggested the working definition: ‘Islamophobia is a contrived fear or prejudice 
fomented by the existing Eurocentric and Orientalist global power structure (De-
constructing Islamophobia, 2008).
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According to Ed. Said, the Orientalism dates from the period of European En-
lightenment and colonization of the Arab World. His book Orientalism provides 
a rationalization of Western colonialism based on historical self-consciousness in 
which the West constructs the East as extremely different, and therefore needs the 
crimson of the West. In this sense the Orientalism exaggerates and distorts differ-
ences of Arabs and Arabic culture as compared to that of Western and involves 
seeing this culture as backward, uncivilized, and dangerous. The Orientalism con-
siders Islamophobia as it is evinced in Orientalism to be a trend in a more general 
anti-Semitic Western tradition. In other words, Orientalism can be used to reveal the 
simplicity behind anti-Islam arguments which overlook complexity and expose the 
issues of simplistic, right-wing rhetoric in the West (Said, 1978). 

Many documents in the West from the late 19th and early 20th centuries the news-
papers, paintings, photographs etc. depict the East as an exotic and mysterious place 
with deserts and harems, which have continued to live in people’s minds today. 
Malek Alloula, in his book The Colonial Harem, writes that the exotic, backward 
and strange customs of the Algerians actually reveal more about the French colonial 
perspective than about Algerian life in the early 1900s (1986). However, this cannot 
be defined as scientific studies but rather ideas articulated in a way that generalized 
concepts, trends and evaluations constructed by Western Orientalist way of think-
ing. Orientalist academics reduced the entirety of the Orient down to negative stere-
otypes of Arab people in that they did not have the capability to be as civilized as the 
West and that Islam is something to be recognized as a holistic entity we should fear. 

The Orientalist discourse on Islam, Islamic migration and Muslim communities 
in Europe requires attention regarding the simplicity of public debate regarding Is-
lam. The contemporary challenge of Orientalism is vast considering the narrative 
from mass media, populist movements, public opinion and especially the right-wing 
tendencies in framing debates. Islam is still essentialized through the views of the 
Orientalists who describe the Arab and Islamic world as uneducated, backward, 
non-civilized and hostile. Today, we are witnessing that the concept of Islam is 
formulated in that way. This envisioning of Islam through Western debates shapes 
social attitudes, cultural perceptions and political ideology. But this is not the only 
point of support of today’s Western societies. To this point of view, it can be added 
the historical view that Islam and Christianity are two opposite worlds and that Is-
lam poses a threat to Western Christian Civilization.
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Islam and violence

When it comes to religion, Islam and Muslims are often associated with war, vio-
lence and barbarism in the Western societies. Indeed, in recent decades, most wars, 
armed conflict and violence have taken place in Muslim world. But the follow-
ing questions arise: Whether religion is the source of violence and hatred and why 
the holy scriptures are being considered in the context of violence? So, in a philo-
sophical sense, Does religion a priori contains violence? or Here the violence is a 
posteriorly and empirically utterance? These are questions that concern many who 
view religion with some skepticism. Because, if we look back in history it may be 
remarked that religion is the cause of many wars. But let us look at the Holy Qur’an 
and what the Prophet Muhammad says about war and violence and how they are 
treated by Islamic religion. That is to say, how many verses in the Qur’an and the 
Sunnah of the Prophet are sources of violence? Is violence a priority in Islam, or 
it is mercy? This may give us some ideas and answers whether Islam encourages 
violence, whether Muslims are hostile to non-Muslims or whether some Muslims 
are terrorists because they profess Islam? It is explicitly mentioned in the Holy 
Qur’an that there is no compulsion in religion: 

There shall be no compulsion in (acceptance of) the religion. The right course has 
become clear from the wrong. So, whoever disbelieves in Taghut and believes in 
Allah has grasped the most trustworthy handhold with no break in it. And Allah is 
Hearing and Knowing (Holy Qur’an, Al-Baqarah: 256). 

Similarly, the Qur’an prohibits killing with the following text: 

…whoever kills a soul unless for a soul or for corruption (done) in the land – it 
is as if he had slain mankind entirely. And whoever saves one – it is as if he had 
saved mankind entirely. And our messengers had certainly come to them with 
clear proofs. Then indeed many of them, (even) after that, throughout the land, 
were transgressors (Holy Qur’an, El-Maide: 32).

If we have to briefly explain Islam’s attitude to war and peace, we can say that the 
main purpose of the Qur’an and the Messenger Muhammed is to build the public 
order, according to the basic Islamic human values   and virtues. And Islam views 
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murder as a crime and a major sin. An objective and even very incoherent study can 
show that Islam obliges a just and moral warfare only when necessary, without be-
ing addressed to the lives of women, children, adults, injured, etc. This can be seen 
in texts from the Holy Qur’an and from the Prophet’s hadiths. For example, Prophet 
Muhammad classified those that Muslims are not allowed to fight and they included 
women, children, old people, crippled, blind, handicapped, one whose right hand 
is cut off, lunatic, monks in monasteries, wanderer in mountains who is not mixed 
with people, people who are secluded in a house or a church worshipping in a locked 
door etc. And God commands: ‘So if they remove themselves from you and do not 
fight you and offer you peace, then Allah has not made for you a cause (for fighting) 
against them’ (Holy Qur’an, An Nisa: 90). God said repetitively in the Qur’an, ‘Do 
not transgress’ which means that Muslims are only allowed to fight those who fight 
against them without transgressing through fighting others who are not part of the 
combat. The Prophet Muhammad, with his behavior and words, forbids violence 
and encourages love and respect among men. The Prophet said: ‘Don’t wish to meet 
the enemy but if you meet them, be patient’ (Hadith: Muslim, b. 19). 

There is also a distorted image of Islam and its understanding of jihad. Today 
in the Western world the word ‘jihad’ is associated with barbarity and fanaticism. 
Jihad is among the most misunderstood, yet widely referenced, Islamic concepts in 
contemporary discourse, and has become a synonym of ‘holy’ war. This term has 
appeared and spread widely in the Western news media following the September 
11th, 2001 terrorist attacks and gained additional attention recently through its use 
by terrorist groups. But the true meaning of this term associated with the Islamic 
world is still not well understood in the West and people believe that ‘jihad’ is to 
be a constant war on non-Muslims. ‘Jihad’ is an Arabic word which literally means 
‘striving’ or ‘struggling’, especially with a praiseworthy aim, or to work for a no-
ble cause with determination; it does not mean ‘holy war’ (war in Arabic is harb 
and holy is muqaddasa) (Knapp, 2003). It can have many shades of meaning in 
an Islamic context, such as struggle against one’s evil inclinations, an exertion to 
convert unbelievers, or efforts toward the moral betterment of society, though it is 
most frequently associated with war (Esposito, 2014). The term is also classified 
into inner (‘greater’) jihad, which involves a struggle against one’s own base im-
pulses, and external (‘lesser’) jihad, which is further subdivided into jihad of the 
pen/tongue (debate or persuasion) and jihad of the sword. In Sufi and pious circles, 
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spiritual and moral jihad has been traditionally emphasized under the name of great-
er jihad (Peters, 2005).

The word ‘jihad’ appears frequently in the Holy Qur’an with the connotation 
of ‘striving in the path of God’. The term is not mentioned as a synonym for war, 
but as a struggle in the way of God against evil in man and injustice (Holy Qur’an). 
The term has accrued both violent and non-violent meanings. When violence is 
implicated in the meaning, it is always with the indication that it has a defensive 
purpose. For instance, when it comes to aggression on the family, home, homeland 
and freedom of conscience and religion, it also means ‘taking a jihad against the 
perpetrators’. The doctrine of jihad reaffirms the fact that Islam is a religion that is 
close to its predecessors and closely related with their morality and tolerance.

Goodwill and benefaction are the highest degree in the hierarchy of Islamic 
religious values. It is the most accurate indicator of the real value and the eleva-
tion of faith, which includes over seventy degrees. Where the highest degree is the 
love of God, and the lowest is the purging of the path of dirt and stones. Actually, 
the theoretical foundation that nourishes terror and violation has no place in the 
teaching of the Holy Books of all monotheistic religions. For instance, almost in all 
texts in the Qur’an mercy is in the foreground and violence and murder are strictly 
stigmatized. The attitude of Islam towards war and violence requires to conduct 
the necessary methodological analysis for understanding and interpretation of these 
religious texts, without allowing methodological errors like detachment from the 
context implementation of fragmented or literal approach or performing biased as-
sessments. It is also important to bear in mind how the relevant religious texts have 
been perceived in the past, what is the reason for their revelation and how they are 
interpreted today. In Islam, war is primarily a means of achieving peace, unity, pro-
tecting rights and freedoms and eliminating injustices. Therefore, this comprehen-
sion gives the right and obligation to fight with the enemy. Today, the international 
conventions also give other countries the right to interfere in the name of protecting 
human values   and fundamental rights. Looking from this point of view, it will be 
seen that Islam is not a religion of violence.

An unbiased objective study of all aspects will show that violence in the Muslim 
world is not a cause but a consequence. The issue of Islam‘s relationship with violence 
should not be seen only in the context of the events that have occurred since the begin-
ning of the prophetic mission of the Prophet Muhammed. Above all, one has to take 
into account the social-cultural environment in which the word of God was revealed 



PART IV  ●  RELIGIOUS SOCIETIES, SPIRITUAL SPACES AND HOLY PLACES  

393393

and how public relations have been implemented in the pre-Islamic period. It should 
be borne in mind that the Holy Qur’an has been revealed for 23 years and many of the 
texts are related to certain events and occurred at that time, in order to make it easier for 
the Prophet and Muslims to take the right decisions. This is especially true of the texts 
that were revealed out during war or when the Muslims were subjected to violence.

In the history of the world, wars have never ceased to exist. It is widely acknowl-
edged that the basic cause of war is the greed of the human being. Furthermore, the 
root of the violence is a number of psychological, sociological, economic, ethical 
and other reasons, and these factors affect individuals and societies. Therefore, it is 
necessary to investigate and analyze the causes of violence.

It is also important to mention that since the 18th century, the Islamic world has 
become the target of the colonizers and their missionaries who spread the ideas of 
modern trends and ideologies. The Islamic world loses its positions and begins its de-
cline. At the same time, it remains under the influence of Modernism, Nationalism and 
Socialism, as well as new interpretations of Islam as ‘Islamism’. Under the influence 
of these ideologies, Islam abandons its multi-religious and multicultural traditions, 
adopts the methods of national states with the formation of a nation and a kind of 
nationalism. Today, negative notions of Islam and Muslims do not ensue from Islamic 
religion, but largely due to the influence of the prospects of the Modern Age.

When we examine the greatest wars in the history of mankind, we see that while 
the Crusades are an example of the use of religion for political purposes, the Second 
World War is an example of using racist sentiment for political purposes. Similarly, 
the terrorist acts of 9/11, 2001 can be said to be an example of the use of the war 
between cultures and civilizations for political dividends. Thus, almost all acts of 
violence and terrorist acts are aimed at achieving political dividends, but not reli-
gious ones. If we take a look at history, we will further see that the ‘stopping the 
barbarians’ was the pretext of the Crusades.

Today, with the same comfortable motives, certain groups incite hatred and vi-
olence against Muslims. Unfortunately, the popular perception of Islam in the West 
is that it is a religion of violence and barbarism. The media constantly portray Mus-
lims as violent (Esposito, 1999). The negative image of Islam was confirmed by the 
9/11 attacks. This has given ground to influential circles to represent Islam in violent 
light. Often in scientific and journalistic texts, terms such as ‘Islamic violence’, ‘Is-
lamic terrorism’, ‘Islamic fundamentalism’, ‘radical Islam’, ‘moderate Islam’ and 
etc. have been introduced and put into use.
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In his work The Crisis of Islam: Holly Wa rand Unholy Terror, Bernard Lewis 
writes: ‘Much of the Muslims are not fundamentalists, but the majority of the funda-
mentalists are not terrorists, but most of today‘s terrorists are Muslims and they are 
proud to identify themselves as such’ (2004). This is a kind of association of Islam 
with terrorism. Terrorism is a violence, regardless of its perpetrators, so the terror is 
correlative to the person who has perpetrated the act, but not to the religion.

The phenomenon of Islamophobia

According to the publication ‘Social Work and Minorities: European Perspective’, 
Islamophobia is a new form of racism in Europe and as much a form of racism as 
anti-Semitism, a term more commonly encountered in Europe as a synonym for 
racism, xenophobia and intolerance (Williams, Soydan and Johnson, 1998). On the 
other hand, today, for some scholars, the problem of ‘Islamophobia’ was provoked 
by the publication of orientalist views of writers such as Bernard Lewis and Samuel 
Huntington. In 1996, in his book The Clash of Civilizations, S. Huntington hypothe-
sise and prompt the idea that Islam posed a threat to the West. The view that Islam is 
a religion of violence and that is isolates others, and is not compatible with democ-
racy has also contributed to this (Huntington, 1996). 

The term entered into common usage with the publication of the Runnymede 
Trust Commission on British Muslims and Islamophobia’s report in 1997 ‘Islamo-
phobia: a challenge for us all’, ‘open’ and ‘closed’ views of Islam are contrasted as 
the following eight ‘closed’ views are equated with Islamophobia: 

Islam is seen as a monolithic bloc, static and unresponsive to change; it is seen as 
separate and “other”. It does not have values in common with other cultures, is not 
affected by them and does not influence them; it is seen as inferior to the West. It 
is seen as barbaric, irrational, primitive, and sexist; it is seen as violent, aggres-
sive, threatening, supportive of terrorism, and engaged in a clash of civilizations; 
it is seen as a political ideology, used for political or military advantage; criticisms 
made of “the West” by Muslims are rejected out of hand; hostility towards Islam 
is used to justify discriminatory practices towards Muslims and exclusion of Mus-
lims from mainstream society; anti-Muslim hostility is seen as natural and normal 
(The Runnymede Trust, 1997). 
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The ‘open’ views on Islam which although founded on respect for Islam, permit 
legitimate disagreement and critique. According to Tansin Benn and Haifaa Jawad, 
in the Runnymede Trust’s report is noted that anti-Muslim discourse is increasingly 
seen as respectable, providing examples on how hostility towards Islam and Mus-
lims is accepted as normal, even among those who may actively challenge other 
prevalent forms of discrimination (Benn and Jawad, 2003).

Namely, Islamophobia does not date back just to September 11th, 2001 as a 
result of a spontaneous reaction. But it is a social phenomenon of deep historical 
roots which has turned more popular nowadays, even before the occurrence of a 
serious terrorist act, due to the cooperation among lots of research agencies, se-
curity experts, academicians and politicians and it has taken its place and found 
support within the society through the impact of the media. Many western media 
publications have a historically orientalist approach full of stereotypes. According 
to John E. Richardson in his study, 85% of mainstream newspaper articles treated 
Muslims as a homogeneous mass who were imagined as a threat to British society 
(2009). A 2012 study published in International Journal of Intercultural Relations in 
Norway indicates that Muslims across different European countries experience the 
highest degree of Islamophobia in the media (Kunst, Sam and Ulleberg, 2012). The 
media plays an important social role in our community with the ability to influence 
people. It often reflects and creates the culture as its messages promote not only 
products, but moods, attitudes, and a sense of what is and is not important. Benn and 
Jawad write that hostility towards Islam and Muslims are ‘closely linked to media 
portrayals of Islam as barbaric, irrational, primitive and sexist’ (Benn and Jawad, 
2002: 178). Elizabeth Poole in the Encyclopedia of Race and Ethnic Studies, cites 
a case study examining a sample of articles in the British press from between 1994 
and 2004, which concluded that Muslim viewpoints were underrepresented and that 
issues involving Muslims usually depicted them in a negative light. Such portrayals, 
according to Poole, include the depiction of Islam and Muslims as a threat to West-
ern security and values (2003).

Gallup polls in 2011 found that globally, many Muslims report not feeling re-
spected by those in the West. Significant percentages of several Western countries 
share this sentiment, saying that the West does not respect Muslim societies. A sur-
vey indicates that 60% of Muslim Americans say that Americans in general are 
prejudiced toward Muslim Americans (Gallup Survey, 2011). 
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In his book The Islamophobia Industry, Nathan Lean refers to the group of Isla-
mophobes as ‘a right-wing cadre of intellectuals, bloggers, politicians and religious 
leaders’, who had been working behind the scenes to demonize Islam. Their rela-
tive success at the time was due to the fact that ‘fear sells’ (Lean, 2012: 117−121). 
Strong and focused stigmatization of the Western media has its causes. 

In his article ‘Opinion – Normalizing Islamophobia’, Salman Sayyid points out 
three main factors for this. The first one is that the end of the Cold War meant not 
only the demise of the Soviet alternative to Western hegemony, but it also destroyed 
the idea of the ‘Third World’. The existence of the Third World provided an in-
frastructure of resistance which spanned continents and included men and women 
not only from former colonized countries but also, to a limited degree, some of the 
marginalized and dispossessed in the developed world. In this regard, the conver-
gence of anti-colonial struggles with anti-racist struggles, was crucial. The critique 
of Orientalism gained whatever traction it had because it appeared in the context of 
these networks and associations which formed the Third World. He also pointed out 
that Western elites have not emotionally adapted to the post-Western world. This is 
why so many of them have rushed to embrace policies that seek colonial solutions to 
what are postcolonial predicaments. The crisis of social cohesion in the West has be-
come explicable by reference to the existence of a Muslim presence which prevents 
the full closure of these societies around core liberal values. The failure of liberal 
values is externalized to the surface of Muslims rather then something intrinsic to 
liberalism itself. The third factor that the author has drawn attention to is the crisis 
of Islamism itself. Islamism has been successful in asserting itself throughout the 
Islamosphere, it has broken the secularist-nationalist hegemony. However, it has not 
been able to provide an alternative pathway to establishing a stable infrastructure 
which could replace the loss of the Third World network. Evidence of this comes 
from the way so many media enterprises owned by Muslims are no less involved 
in the peddling of Islamophobia. Islamophobia is not something that only exists 
among non-Muslims, it is also found among Muslims. Islamism has had to operate 
through civil society as, with a handful of exceptions, state structures have remained 
hostile to it and have been active in efforts to depoliticize the issues. So, they enve-
lope them into an agenda of moralization, and as a consequence, Islamist capacity 
for analytical and strategical reflections is stunted. The result of these three factors 
(the demise of networks and infrastructures of resistance occasioned by the loss 
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of the Third World, the crisis of Western identity in the wake of the coming of the 
post-Western, and the attempts to de-politicize Islamism) have meant that Muslims 
are more visible, but also less able to exercise any coordinated control over how 
they are being narrated. Dominant currents within Western societies are denying 
Muslims the possibility of being actively engaged in articulating their own identity 
and therefore are also denying the possibility for Muslims to generate other possible 
futures. Islamophobia is not just the fear and loathing of Muslims but denial of their 
ability to project themselves into the future (Sayyid, 2016).

The events after 9/11 just gave a new impetus to the development of the phe-
nomenon. Today, Islam is increasingly regarded by some in the West as a source 
of intolerance, extremism and terrorism, one whose adherents are out to destroy 
Western values (Esposito and Kalin, 2011: VII). Widespread view among the schol-
ars is that Islamophobia has been conceptualized as prejudices that corroborate the 
historical links between Islam, the Middle East, terrorism, violence, misogyny and 
anti-modernity. British Social Attitudes Survey in 2010 found that the British pub-
lic, ‘is far more likely to hold negative views of Muslims than of any other religious 
group’ (British Social Attitude Survey, 2010). As well as the fear of Islam, based on 
perceptions of its military, political and cultural strength in the Middle Ages contrib-
uted and led to the demonization of Muslims and the Prophet Muhammad.

The debate on the term ‘Islamophobia’

In recent years there has been considerable debate over the nature and appropriate-
ness of the term, as well whether such a social phenomenon exists. The debate con-
cerning the relevance of the word ‘Islamophobia’ is combined with epistemological 
disagreement over the conceptual basis of the word. The lack of the term in legal 
literature allows political and academic circles to exploit Islamic themes in their 
rhetoric without worrying about violating human rights.

In the Runnymede Trust’s report, Islamophobia was defined as ‘an outlook or 
world-view involving an unfounded dread and dislike of Muslims, which results in 
practices of exclusion and discrimination’. The concept of the phenomenon as for-
mulated in this report is criticized by Fred Halliday, offering a new term. He writes 
that the target of hostility in the modern era is not Islam and its tenets as much as it 
is Muslims, suggesting that a more accurate term would be ‘Anti-Muslimism’ (Hal-
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liday, 2002). Salman Sayyid and Abdoolkarim Vakil reject the idea of Islamophobia 
as being the product of closed and open views of Islam as alleged in the report of 
Runneymede Trust, and focused on Islamophobia as performative which problem-
atized Muslim agency and identity (2010). Some scholars consider Islamophobia 
to be a form of xenophobia and racism. According to Tariq Modood, the most im-
portant such form of cultural racism today is anti-Muslim racism, sometimes called 
‘Islamophobia’ (2005). Nathan Lean also has such an opinion in ‘The Islamophobia 
Industry’ (2012). The European Islamophobia Report (EIR) defines Islamophobia as 
‘anti-Muslim racism’. While not every criticism of Muslims or Islam is necessarily 
Islamophobic (Bayrakli and Hafez, 2016).

Some researchers find similarities between Islamophobia and anti-Semitism. 
The Head of the Media Responsibility Institute (IMV), Sabine Schiffer, and the 
researcher, Constantin Wagner, define Islamophobia as anti-Muslim racism and out-
line additional similarities and differences between Islamophobia and antisemitism. 
The differences consist of the nature of the perceived threats to the Christian West 
(Schiffer and Wagner, 2011). 

Matti Bunzl argues that there are important differences between Islamophobia 
and antisemitism. While antisemitism was a phenomenon closely connected to Eu-
ropean nation-building process, the Islamophobia is a concern of European civiliza-
tion as its focal point (Bunzl, 2007).

In his work ‘Islamophobia’, Chris Allen saying that it lacks a clear definition 
and arguing for the systematic collation and analysis of statistical data concerning 
anti-Muslim hate crime. Notwithstanding these admissions, the author asserts that 
‘Islamophobia’ is a widespread problem (Allen, 2010).

From the outset, when this term is used to identify a human right violation, there 
are objections and disapproval for the fact that religion is at the forefront and this is 
contrary to human rights and that the focus should be on the individual and having 
secular approach. Also, the addition of ‘phobia’ is associated with a type of mental 
disorder that some human rights specialists have proposed to be ‘anti-Muslim’ rac-
ism. Another suggestion is ‘intolerance and discrimination against Muslims’, which 
is also used in the official documents of many international and intergovernmental 
organizations.

For example, terms like ‘racism’, ‘xenophobia’, `anti-Semitism` may have the 
same problems. In this sense, it would be wrong to use these terms too, since there 
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is only one race, namely the human one that scientifically looks. It is important to 
note that the misunderstanding of the very nature and the dynamics of racism and 
xenophobia, which are unfolding according to historical and social conditions, lie at 
the heart of the misunderstanding. The debate led by this way around the correctness 
of the term, can lead to meaningless disputes. It is therefore important to explore 
and relate to its historical development. Before defining a social phenomenon, it’s 
the historical development and its relationship with other similar phenomena is very 
important to be studied. The development of ‘islamophobia’ is based on artificially 
created fears, mistrust and creating an enemy in the face of Muslims and Islam. 
When the alternative terms are offered, this historical moment is missed. Other 
terms would not have that value and meaning that ‘Islamophobia’ has. The etymo-
logical meaning of the term ‘Islamophobia’ is also justified. Yet, there are attempts 
to minimize the danger of Islamophobia and to put forward different definitions that 
make it look a more innocent phenomenon. These attempts are risky and all that 
aims to diminish Islamophobia to just a simple intolerant attitude and expression of 
a forced tolerance towards Muslims. 

Today, it is part of the everyday life of Muslims, especially those who live in a 
non-Muslims society. In recent decades, attacks against mosques, speeches of poli-
ticians about the ban on Muslim women’s, clothing, minarets, halal food, circumci-
sion, discrimination, etc. have been done. Hate crimes such as arson and physical vi-
olence have been attempted or have occurred in many Western counties. There have 
also been reports of hate crimes targeting Muslims. These statistics can also be seen 
in the periodic reports of international organizations such as the OIC, the OSCE / 
ODIHR, the FRA, the ECRI, survey agencies’ statistics, as well as European Islam-
ophobia Report (EIR), which analyzes the trends in the spread of Islamophobia and 
covers all the European countries.

The refugee crisis due to the wars in the Middle East has made a lot of Western 
politicians and governments take measures for security that, in some cases, limit or 
violate the rights of Muslims. Population growth of Muslims in Western societies 
and Muslim immigration, as well as the formation of distinct communities within 
Western societies are also important factors that have contributed to the spread of 
Islamophobia. Experts on terrorism, directly or indirectly, keep on trying to present 
Muslims as a potential threat to non-Muslim communities. More, extreme right-
winged organizations and certain circles for exerting pressure often use anti-Muslim 
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rhetoric and do actions because of prejudice and fear of Islam and Muslims. Ex-
treme nationalists, far-right and right-wing populist political parties and organiza-
tions like SIOE (Stop Islamization of Europe), PEGIDA etc., as well as politicians 
have also been accused of fueling fear and hatred towards Muslims. A 2016 report 
by CAIR and University of California, Berkeley’s Center for Race and Gender said 
that groups promoting islamophobia in the US had access to 206 million USD be-
tween 2008 and 2013. The author of the report said that ‘The hate that these groups 
are funding and inciting is having real consequences like attacks on mosques all 
over the country and new laws discriminating Muslims in America (Kazem, 2016). 
However, the debates on whether Islamophobia exists or whether the term is appro-
priate continue. According to many experts, Islamophobia has been mainly used as 
a tool to exert pressure and legitimize various policies and actions against Muslims 
and to quench any opposition against those policies. It is quite true that this tool has 
been effectively used.

The observations over the past 10–15 years show that the participation of Mus-
lims in anti-war oppositions, pacifist movements and organizations on human rights 
has considerably decreased. Experts conclude that people of Muslim origin do not 
take part in such movements and organizations, especially those related to the wars 
in the Middle East, because they are concerned that the others might think that they 
are supporters of radical and extremist groups. At the same time, the number of 
Muslims who had been involved in debates has been increasing – especially the de-
bates where they try to prove how moderate, peace-loving and good Muslims they 
are, all that is channelled in various forums, projects and organizations.

Islamophobia as a whole is an ideology of hatred against Muslims and is an 
ungrounded fear, mistrust towards Islam and Muslims that lies on prejudice and 
hate substantiated with discrimination, racism and xenophobia. It is a violation 
of human rights and assault against the human dignity of Muslims. In recent 
years, a number of international organizations and NGOs have used the term ‘Is-
lamophobia’ in their reports and conferences, and some of them publish periodic 
reports on the Islamophobia. The Organization for Islamic Co-operation in 2012, 
found an ‘institutionalization and legitimization of the phenomenon of Islamo-
phobia’ in the West over the previous five years (Arab News, 2012). A number of 
academics, diplomats and politicians also find the right term and emphasize the 
importance of using it in this way. Kofi Annan asserted at a 2004 conference en-
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titled ’Confronting Islamophobia’ that the word ‘Islamophobia’ had to be coined 
in order to ‘take account of increasingly widespread bigotry’ (UN Secretary Gen-
eral, 2004).

Muslims themselves also have some fault for the phenomenon called ‘Islamo-
phobia’. It seems that they have been going through the crises of their image and 
have failed in representing the true face of their religion. If the concepts of peace, 
freedom, democracy and mainly education in the Holy Qur’an were interpreted cor-
rectly, even by Muslims themselves, then the things might have been a bit different. 
We should not forget that people get an idea about their environment and about 
people through appearance (external look). In that case, the mission of Muslims 
should be to get to know their own religion thoroughly and to improve their image 
and behavior so that they can tell their stories to the others.

Conclusion

Today, millions of Muslims live in the West permanently, and in recent years their 
numbers have increased every day. This fact is related to armed conflicts and 
economic conditions in Muslim countries, especially in the Middle East. These 
developments reinforce anti-Muslim and anti-Islamic prejudices in the West, 
leading to the spread of Islamophobia. There is a widespread negative stereotype 
at all levels of society and the media. Islamophobia impedes the development of a 
just society characterized by social inclusion and cultural diversity. On the other 
hand, there are countries where Muslims are not migrants but are part of local 
societies and cultures of the West, such as in the Balkan countries and Russia. 
But these Muslim societies are also affected by Islamophobia, despite centuries of 
coexistence. This shows the power of Islamophobic waves and the tools through 
which they propagate.

The effect of the different characteristics of Islamophobia is that Muslims 
feel they do not belong to the Western world. Muslims living in the West are 
perceived as the ‘enemy’ living within these societies, which leads to a certain 
marginalization, isolation and creation of the image of Otherness that may have 
a negative impact on the younger generations. As a result, these young people 
may feel alienated and reject democratic and multicultural values of the West, 
most of them developing a strong sense of Muslim identity and strict adherence to 
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traditional Islamic teachings. It is therefore in the interests of everyone to eliminate 
Islamophobia and extremism with decisive strategies as well as qualitative and 
quantitative analyzes, paying due attention to the political, economic, social and 
cultural causes of these phenomena. That is why government policies are needed. 
It is also necessary that academic circles and the media assume their responsible 
role to reflect unprejudiced and fairly Islam and Muslims by abandoning sensations 
and clichés.

One of the most important reasons for the rupture between Muslims and 
non-Muslims today is ignorance of one another, although Muslims have long been 
part of the West. Islam has proved to be too foreign and unknown to Western so-
cieties in recent years, and they experience prejudices and mistrust of Muslims. 
Political and social dynamics over the last decades, exaggerated and embellished 
by the media and intellectuals, made people think they first became acquainted with 
Islam and Muslims. But for all this, the Muslims themselves are somehow respon-
sible too. It can be said that they are experiencing the crisis for their image and have 
failed to represent the true face of their religion. If it is perceived correctly, even by 
the Muslims themselves, the concept of peace, freedom, democracy and, above all, 
education in the Holy Qur‘an, situation could be slightly different. It should not be 
forgotten that people form an opinion about   the world and the people outwardly. 
Therefore, even if it is about representing the best religion in the world, if they can 
not represent it in the proper manner, people will be deprived of faith and trust. 
Today, religious and community leaders are incapable of being guiding stars for 
societies, and to correctly set the criteria for the relationship between people and the 
moral values   of the Sacred Book. Political, religious and community leaders must 
constantly emphasize the importance of respect for one another and peace in the 
universe. But the good thing is that many religious leaders and various organizations 
attach great importance to inter-civilization and inter-religious dialogue to promote 
the mutual respect for all religions.
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BETWEEN WORLDS – MAGIC IN IMMIGRATION  
(BULGARIAN CASES FROM THE UK)

Mila Maeva

Abstract: Immigration to the United Kingdom has been one of the most important issues 
driving the debate over whether or not the UK should remain a member of the European 
Union. Britain’s exit from the EU, or ‘Brexit’, was decided in a June 23rd, 2016, referendum, 
with some seeing an exit as way to slow immigration into the UK. The aim of my study is 
to discuss the Bulgarian immigrant`s new life there and especially the magical and healing 
practices. The attention is on the continuation of different magical experiences after set-
tlement in the UK such as lead casting, carrying amulets or magical stones and apotropaic 
objects against evil eyes. The paper is based on narratives in the Internet forums and it 
focuses on magical practices as a part of the whole process of adaptation and integration to 
the new society. Numerous online discussions devoted to spells, occult practices, astrology, 
numerology, and so on, as well as the announcements in the Bulgarian media, once again 
verify that magical and healing experiences and supernatural beliefs exist despite the impact 
of globalized world wide web. The Internet competences have not reduced the magical faith, 
but even reinforce them.
Keywords: Bulgarians in the UK, magic, occult and healing practices, migration, mobility

Introduction

The study of the paranormal is an integral aspect of anthropology and ethnology; 
the mainstream anthropological studies on magic and witchcraft are concerned 
more with the social relations of such beliefs than with their experiential aspects 
(Lee, 1987: 67). While the topic is ultimately related to researchers as Edward Tylor 
(1874), James Frazer (1922), Marcel Mauss (1902–1903), Bronislaw Malinowski 
(1948), Claud Levi-Strauss (1962), Victor Turner (1969), Mery Douglas (1970), Ed-
ward E. Evans-Pritchard (1976), etc., the problem of transfer and change in magical 
and healing practices in the context of human mobility has been poorly studied. This 
also applies to mobility and migration in today‘s globalized world. Reviewing rele-
vant bibliography, we see studies dedicated to magical and healing practices among 
settlers in foreign countries are likewise few, and primarily concern witchcraft and 
its practice among migrants from Africa and Asia who have settled in Europe at the 
beginning of the 21st centuty (Callan, 2007; Rytter, 2010; Sach, 1983, etc.).
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Context

Bulgarian immigrants in the United Kingdom, and especially in England, where I 
did a long-term fieldwork, have become a visible community in the host country 
in the last nine years. The movement of Bulgarians to that destination started right 
after the fall of the totalitarian regime in 1989 and developed with varying intensity 
until 2007. The number of Bulgarians has grown dramatically after the removal of 
visa requirements and the accession of Bulgaria to the European Union in 2007. 
Thus, despite the global financial crisis in recent years, England has become the so-
called ‘British dream’ (Goodhart, 2014) for many Bulgarians, a desirable place for 
emigration. The British National Insurance Institute gives the only comparatively 
exact number of Bulgarians residing in the United Kingdom; according to its statis-
tics, between January 2002 and Sempember 2016, 269,174 adult Bulgarian citizens 
received a national insurance number (NINo) allowing them to work and live there 
(Maeva, 2017). 127 In the last two years, the number of Bulgarians has increased; it 
was greater by over 77,000 in 2018. 128 Thus, the unofficial statistics indicates they 
number around 350,000 in the UK. Bulgarians are at the top of the list of EU nation-
alities who have received NINo during the last five years. The social, educational, 
and age statuses of the immigrants are quite diverse. The profile of Bulgarian immi-
grant there is of young, single and higher educated people. 129 

Methodology

Migration studies usually focus on the role of religion in the different stages of 
the process of movement from one country to another, including decision-making, 
preparation, travel, arrival, as well as on the role of religious communities in the 

127 National insurance number allocations to adult overseas nationals to December 2015. Available at:  
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/national-insurance-number-allocations-to-adult-over-
seas-nationals-to-december-2015 (published 25 February 2016, accessed 1 March 2016); National in-
surance number allocations to adult overseas nationals entering the UK since January 2002 for NINo 
registrations to September 2016. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/national-in-
surance-number-allocations-to-adult-overseas-nationals-to-september-2016 (accessed 5 November 
2017).
128 National Insurance number allocations to adult overseas nationals to June 2018. Available at: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/national-insurance-number-allocations-to-adult-over-
seas-nationals-to-june-2018 (accessed 7 September 2018).
129 For more information about Bulgarian migration to the United Kingdom, see Genova 2016a, 
2016b; Ivancheva 2007; Maeva 2011a, 2011b, 2011c, 2012, 2015, 2017a, 2017b, 2018; Manolova, 
2017; Markova 2007, 2008; Panova 2015; Vukov et al., 2017.

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/national-insurance-number-allocations-to-adult-overseas-nationals-to-december-2015
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/national-insurance-number-allocations-to-adult-overseas-nationals-to-september-2016
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/national-insurance-number-allocations-to-adult-overseas-nationals-to-june-2018
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settlement process, the development of transnational confessional ties, integration 
and adaptation to the host society. The scholars focus on the financial resources sent 
back home, the relationship with the home country, the preservation of culture, the 
cultural heritage and national traditions abroad, and so on. The purpose of the pres-
ent study is different. It focuses on a description and analysis of magical practices 
current among Bulgarians living in the UK. The study concerns the transfer and use 
of magical experiences after settling in the new country.

This article is part of a comprehensive study on Bulgarians, based on an ethno-
graphic field survey using qualitative methods that include direct interviewing, life 
story (autobigraphic) methods and narrative analyzes, conducted from 2001 to 2015 
in the UK and Bulgaria. I have used narratives from Bulgarian immigrant web sites 
and Internet forums. The study was conducted among three groups of people: 1) im-
migrants to England who are still living there, 2) Bulgarians permanently settled in 
the UK but who have returned to Bulgaria for short periods of time and 3) migrant`s 
relatives and friends (interesting for our study inasmuch as the emigration of indi-
viduals was motivated and supported by ʽothersʼ). The study is based on personal 
observations and meetings with immigrants that took place during the eight years 
from 2007 to 2015. The fieldwork material was collected as a result of a series of 
studies conducted in England (2007–2013) and in Bulgaria (2007–2015). 

Since the aim of the research is a general study of Bulgarian immigrants in the 
UK, the subject of magic and healing practices was touched upon in a small degree 
and material on this aspect seldom appeared in interviews. That is why this article 
is largely based on narratives from Internet Bulgarian forums of first-generation 
immigrants who have settled there since 1990.130 Numerous references to magical 
spells, occult practices, astrology, numerology, and so on, as well as announcements 
in the Bulgarian media, confirm that magical practices and supernatural beliefs per-
sist despite the impact of global trends. The introduction of modern technologies, 
far from diminishing faith in mystical beliefs, has rather strengthened them (Callan, 
2007: 333). 131 

The study was conducted from the viewpoint of the users of magical and heal-
ing practices, not from that of the healers and fortune tellers themselves. A further 

130 On Internet and Bulgarians in Great Britain see Maeva, 2011b. 
131 S. Greenwood (2000) analyzes the magic, magical subculture and paganism in London. 
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study in that direction would enrich fieldwork materials and would give a different 
perspective on the topic.

A further clarification is that, since the basis of the study consists primarily 
of narratives signed using pseudonyms, it is impossible to determine the ethnic, 
religious or social affiliation of the participants. The narratives are in the Bulgarian 
language, which is why they are written in the text as Bulgarian narratives.

Meaning and systematization of magical and healing practices among 
Bulgarians in England

In general, magic is perceived as a path to exert influence and achieve transformation 
(Arnaudov, 1971: 11). It is a set of actions and rituals based on the primitive belief in 
man‘s capability to influence humans, animals and natural phenomena, supernatural 
powers and the supernatural world at large, using specific means (spells, herbs, and 
acts). As a public phenomenon, magic presupposes a collective belief in the existence 
of supernatural powers and traditionally established magical practice. Magic rituals 
first originate from spontaneous practical actions, but become magic when they break 
away from practice and are related to the notions of the supernatural, i.e., when they 
become part of religion (Kolev, 1987: 31). Magic rituals aim at the establishment of 
social relations in the community, depending on the individual needs of its members. 
They include rituals that change a given state of things in different aspects of the hu-
man psyche, physiology and social status (Todorova-Pirgova, 2015: 28). Magic prac-
tices are part of the evocative means for channeling and mastering strong emotions 
such as hate, fear, affection or grief (Turner, 1969: 42–43).

In view of their narratives, the Bulgarians under study do not seem to have an 
exact notion of magic. Some of the interlocutors described magic in very general 
terms, mainly associating it with some evil power or negative energy that affects 
the individual and his/her family. According to one interlocutor, ʽI do not find the 
word “magic” to be right in the context in which it is used, simply because there are 
different kinds of energy interventions, some of which you yourself create by your 
thoughts without realizing it. There are also variants in which one can be “self-en-
chanted”, i.e., put energy blockages as a result of some emotional trauma, which can 
also continue in later life and influence and even determineʼ.132

132 http://bit.ly/2UEG5bx (accessed 31 August 2018).
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In general, magical practices can be divided into positive (white magic) and nega-
tive (black magic) (Popov, 1994: 2005). Depending on the their purposes, they can 
be further divided into:

1. Magical spells aimed at achieving good;
2. Magical spells aimed at achieving evil;
3. Magical spells that protect from other spells;
4. Magical spells serving as a ʽretaliationʼ for other spells (Todorova-Pirgova, 

2015: 29).
Depending on the way they are performed, the magical practices in Bulgarian 

culture are homeopathic (impenetrable, analogous) or contact-based (contagious, 
tangent) (Kolev, 1987: 31).

In this study, I will systematise the healing and magical practices among Bulgar-
ians in the UK from the perpective of ritual act as follows:

1. Practices against the evil eye;
2. Lead casting;
3. Fortune-telling based on reading coffee, cards, beans, etc.;
4. Practices related to money, work, love, etc;
5. The use of stones;
6. The wearing of amulets.
In view of the collected material, the systematization of the phenomena is based 

on the chronological division of traditional practices (lead casting, practices against 
the evil eye) and contemporary forms of treatment and prediction of the future (such 
as by means of Tarot cards); on the occurrence or absence of contact between the 
expert and the patient / client: meeting face to face with the person who heals, makes 
or breaks the magic spell, or through Internet communication using programs and 
applications such as Skype, Viber, phone, etc. 

On Internet forums, users clearly distinguish between the definitions and prac-
tices of white and black magic. Generally, white magic spells focus on health, suc-
cess, money, love, etc. Black magical spells are related to illnesses, losses, sepa-
rations from people, death, etc. With regard to magical influence, immigrants also 
describe psychological states related to life in the new country, to the difficulties 
of adaptation and integration there, such as depression and strong fear. Frequently 
recurring negative experiences are viewed by immigrants mainly as being the result 
of magic or the evil eye.
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Practices against the evil eye

Practices against the evil eye occupy a central place in the magical views of Bul-
garians in the UK. Fixed long ago as an element of Bulgarian culture (Goev, 1992: 
7), belief in the power of the evil eye persists in immigration. According to Anghel 
Goev, casting evil eye is a broad set of beliefs, concepts, and ritual practices that re-
flect the notion that the individual, his/her environment, and every human being can 
be misinterpreted (Goev, 1992: 10–15). Living beings, inanimate objects, actions, 
states and phenomena can also be targets of the evil eye (Goev, 1992: 24).

The effects of the evil eye are described as a general physical ill-being, which 
may include headaches, malaise, seizures, limbs, vertigo, paralysis, fatigue, or var-
ious diseases of other kinds (Popov, 1994: 382). According to St. L. Kostov, it is 
the witch’s perception of envy and debauchery that causes the effects of the evil eye 
(Goev, 1992: 13).

In the immigrants’ discussions, the action of the evil eye is a relatively mild ma-
levolent magic (Goev, 1992: 67). It is considered to come from people with bad eyes 
(blue or green). It is perceived as consciously or unconsciously directed negative 
energy, going from one individual to another, which causes physical ailments. The 
evil eye particularly affects children, resulting in symptoms like blushing, weeping 
or a vague discomfort.133 

The malignant nature of the evil eye demands protection. For this purpose, fore-
most is a protective system of resources and options for protection (Goev, 1992: 14-
24). Traditional means against the evil eye are amulets and apotropaic means, such 
as a name, a word or an object that has the magical power to repel evil forces, de-
mons and diseases. Such objects include red thread, garlic, metal coins, blue beads, 
etc. (Popov, 1994: 14, 382). The second system of protection comprises means of 
treating or eliminating the negative consequences (Goev, 1992: 24).

Among the immigrants in the UK, one of the most important apotropaic subjects 
is the martenitsa, meant to protect the person wearing it against evil forces (Goev, 
2016). The custom of tying martenitsi to one body or clothes is related to Grandma 
Martha Day (Baba Marta – March 1st). Bulgarians bring martenitsi from Bulgaria, 
receive them from relatives, buy them from Bulgarian shops or make them them-
selves. They often present them as gifts to their British friends. The immigrants 

133 http://bit.ly/2Gg3yfY (accessed 1 September 2018).
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consider the respective holiday to be ‘a purely Bulgarian oneʼ and proudly practice 
it. This tradition is maintained both informally and formally – in Bulgarian schools 
and other institutions and organizations. Martenitsi were once woven out of red 
woolen thread. In the words of one of the Bulgarian respondents, the martenitsa has 
a powerful magic force that chases away evil and diseases: 

Finally, a red-white twisted thread is tied to the wrists of children – to make them 
healthy and cheerful. For girls and young women, the custom is to tie martenitsa 
necklaces. Small additions are attached too. For example, a blue bead. Or beau-
tiful mussels, coins, red-white or colorful tassels made of woolen threads, and 
perhaps a clove of garlic – the traditional remedy against diseases and demonic 
powers.134

According to Bulgarian interlocutors, a widespread variant of martenitsa, one that 
possesses apotropiac power, is the red thread carried to protect against evil forces. 
While the red thread tradition was originally connected with individuals in a limi-
nal state, such as newborns, pregnant women, new mothers, etc., now immigrants 
tie red threads to their wrists regardless of gender, age or status. Even healthy men 
wear them as a protection against the evil eye ( Goev, 2016: 220). The meaning and 
the subjects of the tradition has changed among people in immigration. According 
to one of the interlocutors, it is believed that everyone, regardless of gender, age or 
status, is under threat of the evil eye because Bulgarians are in a new country and 
they are outside the protective sphere of their native powers.

Other apotropaic objects worn by some immigrants as protection against the evil 
eye are blue stones135 and safety needles:

... a safety needle fastened somewhere on the underside of clothing also protects. I 
know it from personal experience, because I am the target of evil eyes very often. 
It is a very unpleasant experience. 136

Apart from seeking means of protection against it, the immigrants take specific 
actions to eliminate the evil eye. The most widespread such practice is eyewashing 
and quenching matches in water (a variant of carbon blacks) (gasene na vagleni): 

134 http://bit.ly/2zY3pbt (accessed 1 September 2018).
135 For more information on stones, see Goev, 2016: 233.
136 http://www.bghelp.co.uk/forums/ (accessed 1 September 2018).
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Punching is used and every eyelash scraping in water is the color of the eyes. The 
person’s face is washed with this water, and he sips from it three times... this prac-
tice is called “carbon black” and is very similar to that given to me by my grand-
mothers and has nothing to do with witchcraft, but simply folklore or ritualʼ.137

Fortune-telling using coffee, beans or Tarot cards 

In the Internet forums, users share their experience with fortune-telling using coffee, 
sugar, beans and Tarot cards (Pic. 1). 138 Some users practice on their own, others 
turn to experts. According to one user: 

There are people who just look at the coffee sludge and can tell you if you will 
buy a car, when you will marry and even know your (zodiac) sign. In fact, making 
predictions with coffee is not at all a difficult task. Anyone can learn to read the 
figures providing he has imagination. And wants to leave the field of fantasy and 
have fun.139

Practices for gaining luck, money, a job, love, etc. 

Magic practices are perceived by immigrants as a way to improve, or damage, the 
social status of individuals (see Kasabova, 1998: 240). That is why some of the 
most common techniques are for attracting good luck. Some practices to attract luck 
involve the use of salt. ‘Put salt in a bowl on the table, leave it for a few days and 
then pour it into running water. It is related to clearing evil, spells and banishing evil 
people from your home.ʼ140 Another practice is to relocate furniture in the house: 

To attract luck, it is good to shuffle 27 items in your home. Before that, it‘s good 
to throw away or give away things you have not used in the past six months. The 
point of this is that it opens a space for the new. The universe does not suffer a 
void. When you get rid of something, a new thing comes in its place. I will be glad 
to share your observations and knowledge on the topic.141

137 http://www.bghelp.co.uk/forums/ (accessed 1 September 2018).
138 http://tarotanalyses.blogspot.bg/index.html (accessed 1 September 2018).
139 http://bit.ly/2LbVRWQ (accessed 30 August 2018).
140 http://bit.ly/2QrpTvH (accessed 30 August 2018).
141 http://bit.ly/2RWrlD8 (accessed 30 August 2018).
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Magical use of stones

One of the interlocutors shared that she had used stones against magic, for health or 
for fortune telling: 

The stones, and especially the semi-precious ones, have long attracted me. In 
difficult times, somehow, I turn to them. I want to share a few cases I have wit-
nessed, directly or indirectly. I was in Sofia with a stonemason who told me about 
a woman who had come shivering and saying there was magic. She told him to 
wear a quartz bracelet. The moment he put it on, the bracelet burst... Next cases. 
It happened before my very eyes. An old, simple-minded and disregarded woman 
came. She stared at the stones with uncanny curiosity. She shared that she had had 
high blood pressure all her life. Someone gave here three stones (Unfortunately, 
I cannot say what kind. She did not know) and since then the blood pressure be-
came normal (120/80). I could see in her eyes it was true..142

Important decisions, such as buying a car or an apartment, are also taken on the ba-
sis of predictions through stones. 143 According to one respondent, it is advisable to 
carry black turmeric to protect oneself against negativism and the so-called ‘energy 
vampiresʼ.

Wearing amulets

Talismans and amulets are also quite popular among the immigrants. They are 
small protective objects made of various materials and depicting different images 
(Stoynev, 1994: 10). According to the users, metal apotropaic objects repulse and 
expel evil forces (Goev, 2016: 227). They are worn for health, luck, success, wis-
dom, and so on.144 

Typically, amulets are sold in Bulgarian stores145 and are associated with various 
images such as those of horses, eagles, wolves, etc.146 Especially popular are metal 
amulets meant to bring health, luck, love, protection, strength, etc. They refer to 

142 http://bit.ly/2SKyXsi (accessed 30 October 2018).
143 http://bit.ly/2SKyXsi (accessed 30 October 2018).
144 I. Todorova-Pirgova (2015: 464-467) talks about amulets against fear, headache, illness, fear, etc.
145 About Bulgarian stores in the UK, see Maeva, 2017.
146 A. Goev (2016: 227–232) describes metal apotropaic objects depicting animals.
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certain legends, primarily related to the Proto-Bulgarians and Thracians and based 
on archeological artifacts. 147 Among them are symbols defined as Scythian, Hindu, 
Iranian or Chinese. For example, the amulet meant to attract success is related to 
Proto-Bulgarian traditions. It is described as follows:

I came to see the man for whom a horse like this is ready to die. I‘m happy to 
come back – a man like you deserves a horse like this one. There are many stories 
about Khan Asparuh148 and his faithful horse. One of them relates that when they 
(the Bulgarians) crossed the Danube he stood up in front of his numerous army 
and told them that they had successfully overcome this challenge only thanks to 
their horses (Pic. 2).149

 
Some of the amulets have modern forms related to Yoga practices. Advertisements in 
the popular Bulgarian newspaper Budilnik (alarm-clock) offer personal Yantras with 
numbers and stones, suited to a person’s zodiac sign, meant to attract energy (Pic. 2). 
According to some explanations, a Yantra is neither magic nor a technique to invoke 
magic. Rather, in technical terms, a Yantra is an instrument, apparatus, talisman or 
mystical diagram that encapsulates energetic vibrations. In some Vedic translations, a 
Yantra is described as a ‘machine.’ Great yogis and ancient writings praise the power 
of Yantras as effective and convenient tools for self-realization (Pic. 3). 150

The magic helper

The presence of a magical assistant or an alternative religious expert also existes 
there. The mediator establishes contact between the human sphere and the sphere 
defined in Christianity as divine and considered such by the mediator and by various 
sized social groups and/or communities. Mediators generally operate outside the in-
stitution holding a monopoly on mediation, i.e., the Church (Valchinova, 2006: 17).

According to some of the respondents, the only sure assistant against spells is 
God/Allah. Some stated that in case of discomfort, it is best to say the Lord’s Prayer 
or read the Bible/the Qur‘an.

147 http://bit.ly/2RWFOyG (accessed 30 October 2018).
148 Khan Asparuh was the founder of the First Bulgarian State at the end of the 7th century.
149 http://bit.ly/2Ek10L1 (accessed 20 November 2018).
150 http://numberadvantage.com/order-your-personal-yantra-2/ (accessed 31 October 2018).
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Other immigrants continue to rely on alternative experts even after settling in 
the UK. One user looked for a bayachka (healer) in London to do lead casting (leene 
na olovo/leene na kurshum) for a child after a car accident.151 Certain healers and 
fortune-tellers are obviously popular, judging by ads in Bulgarian immigrant media 
and web sites. One ad states, ‘I have been a fortune-teller for 20 years. I give help 
for separated couples, family feuds, do business prognosis, cure alcoholism, help 
in finding jobs.ʼ Numerous advertisments in Bulgarian media display the distinct 
cultural model of combining healing with fortune-telling (see Benovska-Sabkova, 
1993: 5). A new transnational model in our virtual and globalized age is to use the 
services of healers and fortune-tellers, located in Bulgaria, via the Internet. That is 
why some of the ads explicitly emphasize that healing powers can be transmitted 
online at a distance (Pic. 4).

According to other respondents, the expert must be a representative of a reli-
gion or faith other than that of the customer, and the most certain means to stop a 
magic spell is to go to an imam (hodzha) or at least a Muslim. Turkish and Gypsy 
spells are considered to be stronger than Bulgarian ones (Dimov and Peycheva, 
1993: 38; Georgieva, 2003). Among Bulgarian immigrants in Britain, one of the 
best known practitioners of magic is Ercan. He is said to be ‘Master No. 1’, ‘Is 
there a magic spell on you? For answers to your questions, turn only to me – Er-
can. I unite separated couples, do magic for luck, money and good business.ʼ He 
is an expert at detecting and removing spells, removing family curses, unlocking 
luck, and changing and cleansing Karma. Ercan also casts extremely powerful 
spells to attract love, money, good luck, jobs, desire, health, misfortune, defects, 
retribution, etc.

 Despite the presence of traditional healers and fortune-tellers in the host coun-
try, Bulgarian immigrants shared that they must be cautious and therefore seek the 
opinion of other customers. The blessings of the famous clairvoyant Vanga, for ex-
ample, play an important role (Valchinova, 2006) (Pic. 5).

Another interesting practice is related to search for healers through modern 
means of communication. One can find a list of experts in black and white magic 
on the Internet. 

 

151 http://bit.ly/2UDTu3o (accessed 30 August 2018).
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Individual solutions regarding magic spells

Many immigrants, however, said they were managed to cast spells by themselves. In 
addition to washing one’s face against the evil eye, users in Internet forums shared 
their personal experience in magic rituals. They tried to resolve problems by making 
or breaking spells. According to an interlocutor, ʽOne should put an egg in a jar full 
of water and place the jar under the bed. If there is any negative energy or influence, 
the egg will get boiled ...ʼ152

Another user, who is a member of an esoteric group in an immigrant forum, 
claims he can cleanse Karmy by melting wax (leene na vosak): 

I want to tell you my own experience how I melt wax myself: I bought church 
candles, melted them down and put my picture under the bowl with water. I did it 
three times in total. The cast (wax) was a man‘s face for a grandfather first. And 
casting resembling snakes and other things was streaked underneath. So the sec-
ond waxing was a grandmother with a headscarf. The third one showed a woman 
with long hair. With each casting, the casting itself was cleared. And there were 
strange knots and turns on the underside.
But now what are these faces of people, someone comes from something – magic, 
malice or others? I do not know.
I will be very interested to interpret and analyze the theme, respectively, the mir-
acle called waxing.
P. C. I realized that melting lead is a rather weak ritual – just for momentary fear, 
while melting wax directly changes human destiny, providing there is no exag-
geration naturally.153

The spread of information on the global network leads to the individualization of 
magic and the distortion of the traditional role of the mediator between worlds. 
Numerous examples in this respect indicate that an individual can assume the role 
of an alternative religious expert, as the monopoly on knowledge is broken by the 
Internet. It is now believed that fortune-telling, healing or magic is a practice that 
anyone can do (Dimov, 1994).

Other topics, such as UFOs, the Kabbalah distance course, and Reiki courses, 
are also discussed in immigrant forums.

152 http://bit.ly/2UEG5bx (accessed 30 August 2018).
153 http://bit.ly/2VLfTwk (accessed 30 August 2018).
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Conclusion

I would not assert that these magic techniques are very popular among Bulgarian 
migrants, but in the course of the interviews, and especially on Internet forums, I 
found they were being practiced, albeit by a small share of people. Online discus-
sions indicate people’s interest in occult phenomena and paranormal phenomena, 
astrology, numerology, contact with higher spiritual powers, etc. (Ganeva-Raiche-
va, 1993). These practices are directly related to the social, economic and cultural 
situation in the host country, and reflect the needs of migrants; hence, they are very 
dynamic and changeable (see Kotseva, 2018: 90). They cross borders and undergo 
transformations in the host country. The magical practices of Bulgarian immigrants 
in the UK are a mixture of folklore demonology, Bulgarian domesticism and East-
ern mysticism (Dimov and Peycheva, 1993: 33) In general, this is ʽmodern magicʼ, 
as described by Ventsislav Dimov and Lozanka Peycheva, i.e., a synthesis of mod-
ern science and occult magic (Dimov and Peycheva, 1993: 44).

Magic practices perform important practical functions. First of all, magical and 
healing practices are becoming part of the economy of immigrants. To overcome 
problematic situations, people resort to traditional, and not very traditional, practices 
(Tsaneva, 2009). This has become a strategy for coping with the shrinking economic 
and demographic potential in the second half of the 20th century (Kotseva, 2018: 62) 
and that tendency has continied until nowadays even in immigration. It is used to find 
solutions to situations – such as life in the new society and intercultural enviroment – 
where the individual‘s life loses its normal balance (Kotseva, 2018: 71).

The spells are geared to the earthly – magic is motivated by social action. Ma-
levolent spells serve as an explanation for all the negative phenomena affecting 
the economic and social interests of the group. Magic is typically attached to basic 
social norms (Kassabova, 1998: 229).

Bulgarians turn to magical practices when they feel emotional stress and they use 
it as a way to create their own ‘comfort zoneʼ in the receiving country (Glick Schiller, 
2014; Maeva 2017). For immigrants, magic also becomes a transnational practice that 
can be carried along through modern means of communication. When living outside 
the big cities, some immigrants resort to performing healing rituals themselves. Al-
though many Bulgarians use the services of mediators, some are confident they can 
perform magic themselves. Thus, magic practices are no longer exclusively the work 
of mediators. They are accessible to all who possess knowledge about them.
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Pic. 1. Fortune-telling in coffee, sugar and Tarot cards, BG Ben, 13th June 2015, Vol. 13, p. 37.

Pic. 2. Horse amulet (Source: http://bit.ly/2Cluoye)
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Pic. 3. Personal Yantra, 
BG Ben, 13th June 2015, 
Vol. 13, p. 37.

Pic. 4. Advertisement of 
a fortune-teller, BG Ben, 
9th October 2010, Vol. 18, 
p. 10.

Pic. 5. Advertisement 
of a fortune-teller and 
healer in London blessed 
by Vanga, Budilnik, Vol. 
19, 13th –19th May 2010, 
p. 21.
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INTEGRATION BY ‘FENCING’:  
THE CASE OF REFUGEES IN BULGARIA

Albena Nakova and Yelis Erolova

Abstract: Over the last five years many foreigners originating from Syria, Afghanistan, 
Iraq, Pakistan sought asylum in Bulgaria, but the country remained a transit or final desti-
nation for their long-term settlement than final one. The article analyzes the contemporary 
specificities of the national normative frames and policies in the field of asylum, and the 
social attitudes towards asylum seekers/refugees as well. The issue of reception is viewed 
as a point of intersection of policies and legislation, these being the most important factors 
impacting on the integration of foreigners in the host country. The attitudes of the Bulgarian 
society towards the asylum seekers/refugees depends on the interactions or lack of interac-
tions between the local residents and newly arrived Middle Easterners as Bulgarian self-per-
ception of traditional hospitality has blurred into a myth or hospitality but only to a certain 
point. The authors introduce new empirical data obtained from studies that use research 
methods and techniques specific to sociology and ethnology. 
Keywords: integration, asylum seekers, refugees, international protection
 

Introduction 

The issue of foreigners seeking international protection has again been placed high 
on the contemporary social and political agenda. The civil war that began in Syria in 
2011 resulted in a constant flow of refugees both to nearby countries, such as Leb-
anon, Turkey, Jordan, and to various European destinations. These refugee streams 
reached Bulgaria in the second half of 2013, thereby challenging the country to 
‘prove’ its European commitment, and obliging the local society to demonstrate 
tolerance and hospitality towards people of ‘other’ religions. The open-door policy 
officially declared by Germany at the end of 2014154 gave strong impetus to the in-
creased migrant stream coming from the Middle East; moreover, people from other 
regions, such as Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran, are also increasingly choosing to go 

154 In her New Year speech, German Chancellor Angela Merkel appealed to Germans to welcome 
people fleeing from conflict and war, see Reuters, 31 December 2014, Welcome Refugees and Re-
ject Racism, Merkel Says After Rallies. Available at: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-germa-
ny-merkel-idUSKBN0K90GL20141231 (accessed 12 December 2017).
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to Europe. The open-door policy, however, did not receive massive social support 
in Germany or in other countries of the European Union. The so-called ‘Visegrad 
Four’ (Hungary, Poland, Czech Republic and Slovakia) declared themselves against 
it and upheld a contrary approach. In this context, Bulgaria’s standpoint seems in-
termediate and inconsistent; so, does the country’s national policy on integration of 
the relatively small number of persons seeking and receiving asylum here; thus, the 
Bulgarian approach has been metaphorically described as integration by ‘invisible 
fences’. These circumstances have motivated the present analytical study.155 

Methodology 

In the past and today, scholarly interest in the refugee problem has developed with-
in the field of ethnic studies, which became popular in the 1990s; after 2000, it 
has grown likewise in research on immigration in Bulgaria (Dimitrov and Mizov, 
2016; Erolova, 2017: 359−378; Haydinyak, 2011; Krasteva, 2005; 2006; Krasteva 
et al., 2010; Kostov, Ognyanova and Banchev, 2018; Mancheva and Troeva, 2011: 
17−68, 177−216; Nakova, 2017: 127−142; Nakova, 2018: 110−118; Nancheva, 
2016: 549−567; Tashev, 2018; etc.). Studies on migration movements are being 
conducted by historians, economists, sociologists, ethnologists, folklorists, anthro-
pologists, political scientists, and jurists in various scientific and educational insti-
tutions at national or regional level. These institutions include Sofia University ‘St. 
Kliment Ohridski’, the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, New Bulgarian University 
(Center for European Refugees, Migration and Ethnic Studies (CERMES), NGOs, 
including the International Centre for the Study of Minorities and Cultural Interac-
tion (IMIR). After 2007, academic works have tended to separate within different 
autonomous theoretical-methodological frameworks related to various aspects: leg-
islation, ethnicity, identity, attitudes, etc. In addition to this, surveys are periodical-
ly being conducted by various sociological agencies studying the attitudes of the 
Bulgarian population regarding the reception and integration of refugees. In and of 
themselves, these results should be interpreted after taking into consideration the 

155 This study uses the results of individual and collective research conducted in the framework of the 
projects: ‘Measures to Overcome the Demographic Crisis in the Republic of Bulgaria’, implemented 
by IPHS-BAS, 2017–2018 and ‘Refugees in the Representations of Bulgarians: Fears, Understanding 
and Empathy’, implemented by ISSK-BAS, supported by the National Science Fund at Ministry of 
Education and Science, Republic of Bulgaria, 2018–2020.
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specific context, time, location and characteristics of the interviewed persons (gen-
der, education, religion, migratory experience, etc.). 

The study proposed here builds upon past research in the field of ‘refugee stud-
ies’, combining and analyzing results obtained through a mix of various research 
methods and techniques, such as: desk research on various types of sources, includ-
ing scientific literature, normative documents (legislation, decrees, strategies, plans, 
programs, decisions, etc.), reports and analyzes by institutions, media publications 
covering the period 1992–2017; focus group discussions, organized on the basis 
of the criteria for selection of the locality in which the discussion is held, which 
include: the ethnic composition of the population (the choice of regions with ethni-
cally mixed population or predominantly ethnically homogenous regions populated 
mainly by people of Bulgarian ethnic origin); the population’s immediate contact 
with refugees (choice of regions in which there are, or are not, refugees so that the 
local population has or has not known and been in contact with refugees); type of 
settlement (cities or villages). In accordance with these criteria, six focus group dis-
cussions were held in the towns of Harmanli and Nova Zagora (south-eastern Bul-
garia), in the city of Veliko Tarnovo and village of Hotnitsa (North Central Bulgar-
ia), and in the village of Krushevo (south-western Bulgaria) among various social 
groups: representatives of local government, business, school teachers, university 
teachers, retired persons, members of NGOs and volunteers working with refugees. 
In order to support the results of the focus group discussions, two case studies were 
made in the town of Gotse Delchev (south-western Bulgaria) and in the city of 
Yambol (south-eastern Bulgaria). In the framework of the two case studies, a total 
of 151 respondents were surveyed through the semi-structured interviews method 
(98 in Yambol and 53 in Gotse Delchev), after being selected on a quota basis (for 
gender, age, education). 

 The terms used in this study are based on definitions adopted by the national 
legislation relevant to seekers of international protection. The moment in which 
foreigners cross the border, legally or not, with the intention of seeking asylum 
(refugee status or humanitarian protection), they are defined as ‘persons seeking 
international protection’. After being granted this status, they may be designated as 
‘persons under international protection’. The term ‘refugee’, as widely used in soci-
ety, includes not only people who have received refugee or humanitarian protection 
status but also those whose applications are under consideration by the authorities. 
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In recent years, the term has acquired a negative meaning, being associated with the 
term ‘illegal economic immigrants’, which for its part encompasses not only immi-
grants who have illegally crossed the border but also those who do not have the re-
quired documents for residence in the country. Both categories of people are present 
in the migrant stream into Bulgaria, but those seeking international protection differ 
from the others in their motives to leave their home countries and by the fact that 
they are deprived of the legal protection of their governments. Their motivation for 
permanent settlement in the host country is also different; apart from their personal 
inclinations to settle or migrate, it also depends on the local conditions of reception 
and integration and on the specific laws and social-economic and cultural context 
in the host country. 

The research focus of the present study will be aimed at separate aspects of 
the reception and integration of refugees in Bulgaria, aspects where the purposeful 
state policies and legislative measures and the attitudes of the local communities 
intersect. 

Specificities of the reception of asylum seekers in Bulgaria in a political 
and legislative context 

After 1989, the Bulgarian policy for asylum and refugees was reformulated in ac-
cordance with the pro-Western course adopted by the country, and the national leg-
islation was harmonized with the principles of international law. With the ratifica-
tion by the Bulgarian Parliament in 1992–1993 of the 1951 UN Convention relating 
to the Status of Refugees (Geneva Convention) and the 1967 Protocol relating to 
the Status of Refugees (the New York Protocol), the state committed to accepting 
foreigners seeking asylum without putting any geographical or temporal limitations 
on the persons in question. Since 1995, when Bulgaria applied for membership in 
the European Union, the country began to follow the common European policy in 
the field of asylum and refugees and, respectively, began to bring national laws 
in harmony with European legislation; after 2007, when the country acceded to 
the EU, it was obliged to obey this legislation. The basic principles of the Geneva 
Convention and the New York Protocol comprise the requirements to grant refugee 
status to people who are persecuted in the country of their usual residence, includ-
ing people without citizenship, and norms regarding the rights and obligations of 
refugees in the country granting asylum and their protection from forced expulsion 
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(non-refoulement). These principles were incorporated into the Bulgarian normative 
basis, more specifically, in the Decree No. 208 / 4 October 1994 for Granting and 
Regulating the Status of Refugees, adopted by the Council of Ministers (Darzhaven 
vestnik, 1994, 84), the Law on Refugees of 1999 (Darzhaven vestnik, 1999, 53) 
and the currently in effect Law on Asylum and Refugees of 2002, last amended and 
supplemented in 2016 (Darzhaven vestnik, 2016, 103). 

As an EU member state since 2007, Bulgaria is part of the Common European 
Asylum System (CEAS), which is a key element in the management of migration 
processes in the EU. The main aim of the system is to develop common standards 
for equal treatment of persons seeking asylum in the EU; in connection with this, the 
EU developed and adopted a number of normative instruments including: the Lis-
bon Treaty (signed in 2007, in effect since 2009), the European Pact on Immigration 
and Asylum (EPIA) (13440/08), the Dublin Regulation I, II и III (the regulation cur-
rently applied is Dublin III, Regulation EU 604/2013), the system EURODAC (EU 
Regulation No. 407/2002), DubliNet (EU Regulation No. 1560/2003), ЕUROSUR 
(EU Regulation No. 1052/2013) etc. Overall, the Bulgarian Parliament has success-
fully transposed the European directives into Bulgarian legislation, and the constant 
amendments being made to the Law on Asylum and Refugee of 2002 indicate that 
legislators are striving to follow the current decisions in European legislation in the 
framework of CEAS. 

The State Agency for Refugees (SAR) was first created in 1992 as the National 
Office for Territorial Asylum and Refugees at the Council of Ministers under Decree 
No. 207/23 October 1992 of the Council of Ministers (Darzhaven vestnik, 1992, 
90). In the course of its restructurings, it has always been the main body respon-
sible for implementation of national legislation (laws and decrees) on asylum and 
refugees. It is assisted in its activities by state organs such as the Ministry of the 
Interior, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the State Agency for National Security, the 
Ministry of Labor and Social Policy, the Ministry of Education and Science, and by 
various NGOs. The Chairman of SAR may grant, or refuse, international protection, 
respectively refugee status or subsidiary protection. The Agency includes centers 
for registration and accommodation of refugees waiting for their applications to be 
processed, and in rare cases, for foreigners who have already been granted refugee/
subsidiary protection status. According to SAR data, in the period from 1st January 
1993 to 31st December 2017, a total of 83, 001 persons applied for international 
protection in Bulgaria. Of them, a total of 24, 426 were granted it, of which 13, 
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160 were given refugee status, and 11, 266, subsidiary protection status; procedures 
were terminated for 44, 093 applications, and 12, 719 were refused. In the years 
2013, 2014, 2015, and 2016, there was an increase in the number of applications for 
asylum. In these years, a total of 58, 034 persons applied for asylum, and 27, 176 
proceedings were terminated (SAR, Information for asylum seekers and decisions 
taken from 1st January 1993 to 31st July 2018). The leading countries of origin of 
the foreigners, based on number of submitted applications, are Afghanistan, Syria, 
Iraq, Pakistan; these are countries in which the protection of basic human rights and 
the possibility for legal protection are a topic of discussion in the reports of vari-
ous international human rights organizations, such as Human Rights Watch (2017), 
International Committee of the Red Cross (2015), etc. In a comparative aspect, in 
2016, in the EU countries a total of 1, 258, 850 foreigners applied for international 
protection as in Bulgaria, their number was 19, 420 (Eurostat, Asylum and first time 
asylum applicants by citizenship, age and sex. Annual aggregated data), and in Tur-
key, the newly registered residents lacking legal documents are 174, 466.156 

It should be pointed out that, although to date SAR is able to house approx-
imately 5,190 persons in its accommodation centers, a few years previously, the 
capacity was considerably lower, while the number of housed persons was higher. 
And although efforts in this direction show increased institutional strength, accord-
ing to our observations in the framework of field studies in the reception centers and 
according to present and former officials of SAR and partner organizations, there 
is still a need for more translators at the various stages of proceedings for granting 
asylum within the set deadlines (the availability of translators is an important con-
dition for success of the reception process and the adaptation of the newly arrived 
migrants).

With the growth of the refugee inflow after 2013, the views on balancing the 
collective interest of the EU and the specific needs of the member states has been 
facing serious challenges; it is debatable whether the current and newly adopted 
normative mechanisms are meeting these challenges. A number of European and na-
tional decisions have been adopted regarding transfer/resettlement; return/readmis-
sion; reintegration; collaboration with the countries of origin. The most important 

156 Directorate General of Migration Management, Ministry of Interior, Republic of Turkey. The 
Number of Irregular Migrants Those Who Have Been Captured by Years. 
Available at: http://www.goc.gov.tr/icerik6/irregular-migration_915_1024_4746_icerik (accessed 13 
March 2018).
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of these instruments, but also a very debated and questioned one, is the still applied 
Dublin Regulation for establishing the criteria and mechanisms for determining the 
Member State responsible for examining an asylum application lodged in one of the 
Member States by a third-country national or by persons without citizenship. In fact, 
the application of this regulation implies that the first European state entered by the 
asylum seeker is responsible for examining the application for international protec-
tion lodged. Under this regulation, people whose applications are being processed 
do not have the right to leave the states in which they have applied for asylum; if 
they do so, as often happens, and migrate to another European destination, they may 
be returned to the country where the first proceedings for international protection 
were begun. In this connection, in 2017, Bulgaria received 7, 842 incoming requests 
by other EU member states such as Germany, France and Austria for taking back 
(readmission) and for taking charge of asylum seekers. A total of 446 transfers were 
made (DAB, 2017: 5).

In response to the increased refugee stream in recent years, the official Bulgar-
ian policy, following the European one, and guided by the desire to maintain the 
democratic values of human rights and liberties, continues the line of reception 
and humane treatment of refugees in accordance with the Geneva Convention. This 
political course, however, is implemented rather formally, as shown by reports of 
international organizations like UNHCR (2014), Human Rights Watch (2014), OX-
FAM (2015), Amnesty International (2018), testifying to inhumane treatment of 
asylum seekers by the Bulgarian authorities, and as made evident by public state-
ments of high-ranking officials in the country. For instance, Nikolay Chirpanliev, the 
chairman of SAR in the period 2013–2014, made a number of negative statements 
in 2014, which were publicized in the Bulgarian and foreign media. He said, ‘Ref-
ugees are like the Roma, they are segregated and do not want to learn Bulgarian...’; 
‘The rich refugees want to go to Switzerland, Germany, Sweden and other European 
countries, and the ones remaining here are only the Kurds, who are much worse off 
than our Gypsies’ (Dnevnik, 2014); ‘It is well known that Arabs have a tendency to 
lie. This is part of their ethnic group. That‘s simply how they live’ (Yankov, 2014), 
etc. In the following years, the tendency of negative speech against asylum seekers 
was continued by the representatives of the Patriotic Front, a party that is part of 
the ruling coalition. During the focus group discussions conducted in Harmanli, the 
representatives of local government and business also shared their observations in 
this respect: 
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Among the first arrived immigrants there were people of exceptional quality... 
engineers, doctors, wonderful people... Later, some people started saying these 
(refugees) would slaughter us and hang us. The refugees became the worst of peo-
ple. Everybody was against them. And they fled. They went to Germany. Merkel 
invited them... We all gloated that they would ruin Germany, and now Germany is 
number one. It may have surpassed the US in development. Now look at the rotten 
refugees, at whose expense many people were conducting their PR (male, focus 
group participant in Harmanli). 

The effect of such negative speech has largely shaped the negative public image of 
the refugees. Despite the normative basis, developed in accordance with the Eu-
ropean laws, and despite the country’s relatively large degree of institutional pre-
paredness to accept international asylum seekers, the lack of political will and the 
negative public speech have proven to be important factors of the formation of pub-
lic views that the refugee streams are ‘immigration pressure’ and that the refugees 
are ‘economic immigrants’; such views do not take into account that the asylum 
seekers in our country and in Europe actually come from regions of war-provoked 
insecurity. 

The normative framework of integration of refugees in Bulgaria 

According to Art. 53 Para 1. of the Law on Asylum and Refugees currently in effect, 
the State Agency for Refugees has the authority: 

to organize the reception and temporary settlement of foreigners who have sub-
mitted requests for international protection, provide assistance for their adapta-
tion to the Bulgarian conditions in cooperation with the Bulgarian Red Cross 
and other non-governmental organizations, and to organize Bulgarian language 
courses jointly with the Ministry of Education and Science (Law on asylum and 
refugees of 2002).   

In the SAR annual activity report for 2017, the term ‘(social, cultural) adaptation’ is 
used five times without any explanation as to what it means. The mentioned train-
ings under different programs organized by SAR are targeted mainly at the agen-
cy’s officials, but not the persons seeking or having granted international protection 
(DAB pri MS, Doklad za deynostta na Darzhavnata agentsiya za bezhantsite pri 
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Ministerski savet za 2017 g.). The results of the focus groups conducted in January 
2018 and of the two case studies in 2017 indicate that trainings in Bulgarian are 
conducted primarily by NGOs, who also implement social activities mostly for the 
children living in refugee camps. But there is no regulation or control with regard 
to the qualification of the volunteers and NGO workers performing these activities. 
Despite the existing Guidebook on Cultural and Educational Adaptation, published 
in 2015157 (which is a rather amateurish publication), neither the NGOs nor SAR 
give systematic courses, training, or lectures providing cultural and social orienta-
tion for foreigners. 

In addition to the National Program for Integration of Refugees in the Repub-
lic of Bulgaria (2011–2013), which ended unsuccessfully158, the government’s ap-
proach to the integration of refugees and persons receiving international protection 
also include the subsequent National Strategy for Integration of Foreigners, Grant-
ed International Protection in the Republic of Bulgaria (2014–2020) and National 
Strategy in the Field of Migration, Asylum and Integration (2015–2020), which are 
wishful in nature rather than a really applied. Although this document largely re-
peats the directions for integration defined by UNHCR, such as ‘legal integration’, 
‘social-economic integration’, ‘social-cultural integration’ (UNHCR, 2013: 12), the 
state does not in fact organize and apply measures to this effect. The main instru-
ment for integration of persons granted international protection proves to be the 
‘Agreement for Integration with Local Governments’ (National Strategy for Inte-
gration of Foreigners, Granted International Protection in the Republic of Bulgaria, 
2014–2020: 14) and National Strategy in the Field of Migration, Asylum and In-
tegration, 2015–2020: 31). For the purpose of regulating the order of the conclu-
sion of integration agreements with the local government, the Council of Ministers 
adopted in 2016, later revoked, and once again adopted in 2017, the Decree No. 
144 / 19 July 2017 for Establishing the Conditions and Procedures for Concluding, 
Implementing and Ending the Agreement for Integration of Foreigners with Granted 
Asylum or International Protection (Darzhaven vestnik, 2017, 60). However, not a 
single agreement was concluded under this Decree until June 2018. It has proven 

157 The guidebook was prepared in the framework of the ‘Second Home’ project, implemented by the 
civic association ‘Right to Choose’ with the financial support of the Program for Support of Nongov-
ernmental Organizations in Bulgaria under the Financial Mechanism of the European Economic Area. 
158 256 foreigners were included in the program, of whom 163 dropped out before completing it. The 
expenditures were 329,000 BGN (Nikolova and Chernicherska, 2016: 21).
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ineffective and does not provide cohesion between the local government, the state 
institutions, and the refugees for the latter’s successful integration in Bulgarian so-
ciety. Our research (focus groups and case studies) has found that the Decree is not 
familiar to the representatives of the local municipal administration or the municipal 
councils, even in municipalities where people have applied for, or have granted, 
international protection. Nor is it familiar to the persons seeking or having received 
international protection. The field studies results clearly indicate that the persons 
whose applications for protection are being processed are not familiar with their 
rights, obligations and responsibilities or with the integration procedures, despite 
the efforts made to inform them during their residence in the Centers for temporary 
detention of foreigners under the Migration Directorate of the Ministry of Interior 
or in the SAR Centers for Accommodation, and before they leave these centers and 
register at external addresses. 

As regards education, which is one of the lines of social integration of refugees, 
we may count as an achievement the implementation of the Decision No. 373 / 5 
July 2017 for the Creation of a Mechanism for Joint Work of the Institutions for 
Encompassing and Keeping in the Education System Children and Pupils of Man-
datory Pre-school and School Age’, adopted by the Council of Ministers in 2017159 
and Decree No. 3 / 6th April 2017 on the Conditions and Procedure for Admission 
and Training of Individuals Seeking and Having Received International Protection, 
issued by the Minister of Education and Science (Darzhaven vestnik, 2017, 32). As 
a result of the joint work between SAR and Ministry of Education and Science, over 
100 children were included in the Bulgarian school system during the school year 
2017/2018.160 Some of the pupils dropped out in the course of training: according 
to data of the Bulgarian Red Cross, 23 pupils were enrolled in Harmanli in 2017, 
but only 18 continued in the following year. Yet efforts to include children in the 
school system continued in the 2018/2019 school year, when the newly enrolled 
pupils were 14. There is some discrepancy between the data on the number of pu-
pils announced in the media, contained in the SAR report, and the data of NGOs 
working in camps. Nevertheless, it should be said that the institutions are showing 

159 Available at: http://www.aref.government.bg/index.php/bg/normativni-dokumenti/postanovlenia 
(accessed 10 September 2018).
160 MON, 17.10.2017, Zamestnik-ministar Sacheva: MON publikuva proekti na uchebni programi 
po balgarski ezik kato chuzhd (Deputy Minister Sacheva: MES Publishes Projects of Study Programs 
in Bulgarian as a Foreign Language). (Online). Available at: https://www.mon.bg/bg/news/2787 (ac-
cessed 2 November 2017).
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willingness to really implement the government decisions. In any case, the effec-
tiveness of these measures for educational integration of children of asylum seekers 
is somewhat debatable due to the following: 

- the different entry educational levels of refugee children enrolled in schools and 
their respective ability to master the material being taught. In this connection, a 
teacher from the Nova Zagora district pointed out during a focus group discussion: 

There is a decree now, they bring children to us, but they don’t know a word of 
Bulgarian and that is why we enroll them in first grade. Starting from this year, 
we will enroll them for the first time in the upper grades as well. But because they 
don’t have any documents, we don’t know if they have gone to school, up to what 
grade they have attended, what they know. Now we sent 7-8 children to the first 
grade. As the child does not speak the language and does not comprehend, what 
can it do? In fact, they join in the education process only when they are playing or 
drawing (male, participant in focus group in Nova Zagora). 

- premature dropping out of enrolled students from school due to remigration of the 
family or due to moving from SAR open centers to closed centers of the Ministry of 
Interior in case of final refusal of international protection (as in the case of a school 
girl from Afghanistan residing in the refugee camp in Harmanli, who, after attend-
ing a Bulgarian school for one year, was transferred together with her family to a 
closed-type center for temporary detention of foreigners in the city of Lyubimets 
after the family was refused refugee status). 

Not least in importance regarding the integration of asylum-seekers in our coun-
try is a decision adopted by the Council of Ministers on 21 September 2017, entitled 
‘Decision on Determining the Zones of Movement of Persons Seeking Asylum and 
Accommodated in the Territorial Divisions of the State Agency for Refugees’.161 At 
this stage, it is difficult to assess the decision’s effectiveness in all aspects, as it has 
been in effect only for the past year, and the number of protection-seekers accom-
modated in SAR centers has been relatively small so far. However, most probably, 
unless mechanisms for its more flexible application are soon implemented, it would 

161 Available at: http://government.bg/special/bg/prestsentar/zasedaniya-na-ms/dneven-red-na-zase-
danieto-na-ministerskiya-savet-na-21-09-2017-g (accessed 10 September 2018).

http://government.bg/special/bg/prestsentar/zasedaniya-na-ms/dneven-red-na-zasedanieto-na-ministerskiya-savet-na-21-09-2017-g
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create difficulties for the labor integration of persons for whom the region of accom-
modation is different from the region where they have been able to find employment. 
In the focus group discussions, cases were brought up of persons accommodated in 
the refugee camp in Harmanli, who have the right, and opportunity, to work in Sofia 
but cannot change their place of accommodation and are hence obliged to travel 
every week to Sofia (with permission) and thus are practically separated from their 
families for long periods of time. 

In connection with the normative framework for integration of people seeking 
and granted international protection, it is important to note that the government 
measures on integration, whether they be effective or merely wishful, are aimed pre-
dominantly at persons seeking international protection and living in SAR centers, 
and less at people who have already been granted this status and intend to remain in 
Bulgaria. Also, these measures must not be carried out automatically, without taking 
into account a number of factors, such as the local specificities of the labor market, 
public attitudes, the profile and expectations of the refugees, and the cooperation 
between SAR, the Ministry of Labor and Social Policy, the local authorities, NGOs 
and local business structures. At this stage, the official policy of Bulgaria lacks a 
general view of the refugees as a factor beneficial to the social-economic devel-
opment of the country; this lack is probably an obstacle to the implementation of 
an effective integration program, even if it be supported by existing strategies and 
normative documents. 

Attitudes in Bulgarian society towards asylum-seekers/refugees

After 2013, a number of national and international organizations, such as Alfa Re-
search, the Institute for Economy and International Relations, the Friedrich Ebert 
Foundation, UNHCR, etc., have conducted various studies on the attitudes of the 
Bulgarian population towards the reception and integration of refugees. The sum-
marized results of the studies that have been publicized refer to national samples of 
about 1,000 − 1,200 people. We should have in mind, however, that direct contacts 
and communication between the local population and the newcomers have occurred 
mostly in regions where the SAR accommodation centers are situated: Sofia, Har-
manli and the village of Banya, Nova Zagora district. In these regions, especially 
Sofia, we clearly distinguish the two opposed attitudes of Bulgarians towards asy-



437437

PART V  ●  HOME IN MOTION

lum-seekers – rejection and fear vs. understanding and empathy. As for the rest of 
the Bulgarian population, the image of the refugee and the attitude towards him is 
constructed indirectly, mostly under the influence of the mass media. The negative 
media speech and the lack of direct contact with the ‘new others’ in our country 
are the main causes of a series of social protests in places like the village of Tel-
ish, Pleven district, village of Rozovo, Kazanlak district, village of Kalishte, Pernik 
district, the city of Elin Pelin, etc. The comparison between the mechanisms of 
‘indirect’ and ‘direct’ formation of public attitudes towards refugees and the effect 
of these mechanisms on the existing attitudes are an insufficiently studied problem. 
Hence, our attention has been directed towards the two types of regions in the coun-
try – those in which people seeking international protection are actually present and 
those where there are no such people. Our research, which includes six focus group 
discussions and two case studies, does not have the ambition to establish general, 
universally valid models of attitudes and representations insofar as the information 
from the two case studies has not been collected from representative samples of the 
respective populations. Nevertheless, it allows deducing models that reproduce the 
structural characteristics of the attitudes and representations typical for the surveyed 
populations (in two types of regions: with and without direct contact with refugees). 
Such knowledge is valuable inasmuch as it penetrates into the object of study (i.e., 
the representations and attitudes regarding refugees) in order to show through what 
terms and concepts refugees are thought of, to suggest ways of problematizing vari-
ous aspects of the image of refugees, and to lead us to various perspectives for future 
quantitative studies on representative samples. In this article, we will present some 
of the results of the conducted studies; the full data will be discussed in a larger 
scientific text. 

The results of the two case studies in the cities of Gotse Delchev and Yambol 
show that, although they are near to settlements like village of Banya, Yambol dis-
trict, and village of Krushevo, municipality of Garmen, as well as to other regions 
where asylum seekers/refugees reside, the interviewed local population has hardly 
had any direct contact with them. All 100% of the interviewed residents of Gotse 
Delchev and 94.3% of the interviewed persons in Yambol are not acquainted with 
any refugees and have had no personal contacts with them. Accordingly, as regards 
the source of information about the refugees, 100% of the interviewed persons of 
Gotse Delchev have obtained it from the media: television, radio, newspapers, the 
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Internet. Among the residents of Yambol there is a greater variety of sources of in-
formation, but the main one is again the media, for 90.9% of the respondents; 5.4% 
is the share of people who have also drawn information from each of the following 
sources: friends, co-workers, and the SAR. All this indicates that these citizen’s no-
tions about refugees have been formed primarily by the media, and have thus been 
considerably influenced by the mode of media coverage of the ‘refugee’ topic in our 
country. 

When considering the representations that the interviewed persons share re-
garding the refugees, we find it notable that in Yambol more than one third of the 
respondents (39.1%) have no representation of the refugees, which probably means 
these persons have no interest in the ‘refugee’ topic, although they have constant 
access to sources of information such as television and the Internet. As for the rest 
of the respondents, the image they have of the refugees is very general and highly 
ambiguous. The largest share of interviewed persons (17.4%) describe the refugees 
as ‘people forced to leave their native places for political or economic reasons’, and 
include under this general category: ‘people fleeing from war and insecurity in their 
own countries’, ‘people seeking a better life’, ‘young, able-bodied men seeking bet-
ter work and a better living environment’, ‘political emigrants’, ‘economic emi-
grants’, ‘people in need’. The next largest category of respondents (10.1%), talking 
about their representation of the refugees, emphasizes that they are different from 
us: ‘very other, very different from us’; ‘foreigners’; ‘different from us in mentality, 
habits, way of eating’; ‘people with different convictions’; ‘people of another reli-
gion, Muslims’. An equally large share of people (10.1%), however, try to feel the 
refugees closer and to make them more familiar by including in their image certain 
characteristics that make them more similar to themselves and to familiar people. 
‘People like us’, ‘they are very similar to our Turks and Gypsies’. The representa-
tions of these two groups of respondents are indicative of the ambiguous nature 
of the collective image of refugees that the citizens of Yambol displayed. What 
contributes above all to this ambiguity is the presence of coupled contrary char-
acteristics, most often presented as ‘two kinds of people – good and bad’: 9.7% of 
the respondents describe the refugees in this way, which is then developed in more 
concrete characteristics: ‘people seeking peace and calm and those who have bad 
intentions’, ‘hard-working people who can integrate and those who do not want to 
work and want to be cared for’, ‘survivors and adventurers’. Slightly smaller shares 
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of respondents expressed in one form or another entirely negative representations of 
refugees: ‘people with no education and culture’ (7.8%); ‘people who cannot adapt 
and rely only on welfare or work in the grey sector’ (6.3%); ‘people who cross our 
border illegally’ (6.3%); ‘people who are from the criminal contingent and must not 
be allowed into the EU’ (5.4%). Another specificity in the image of the refugees 
indicated by the interviewed persons is the presence in the image/representation of 
the refugees of certain attitudes and distances with regard to them: ‘people whom I 
empathize with’ (7.8%); ‘people towards whom I have a negative attitude’ (7.8%); 
‘we feel it is normal that they exist, but we don’t want them in Bulgaria’ (5.4%).162 

The image of the refugees presented by the interviewed residents of Gotse 
Delchev is even more general and undifferentiated. The largest share (55.5%) of 
respondents harbor a similarly ambiguous representation of refugees as ‘good and 
bad people’ (22.2%), a notion that appears in variants like ‘some of them are fleeing 
from the wars and a hard life, while others are members of terrorist cells’ (33.3%). 
Part of the respondents stick to an entirely negative representation of refugees: ‘the 
refugees are paid, and the refugee wave is created artificially’ (10 %). Similar to 
the image shared by the interviewed residents of Yambol, the collective image of 
refugees indicated by the respondents from Gotse Delchev contains a two-sided 
attitude towards refugees: ‘people who should be helped’ (12.1%) and ‘people to-
wards whom we have a negative attitude’ (11.1%). Echoing this very general and 
undifferentiated image is the fact that 30% of the interviewed residents of of Gotse 
Delchev have not formed any representation at all of the refugees. 

The results of the focus group discussions conducted in northern Bulgaria, Ve-
liko Tarnovo district (specifically in the city of Veliko Tarnovo and the village of 
Hotnitsa), which is an area with predominantly Bulgarian ethnic population, and 
where there are no refugees (at the time of the field study), illustrate a similar model 
of formation of representations of refugees as that observed in Gotse Delchev and 
Yambol, cities where the local population likewise has had no direct contact with 
them. With small exceptions, the participants in the two focus group discussions 
in Veliko Tarnovo and the village of Hotnitsa stated they had had no contacts with 
refugees and the main source of their information, upon which their representations 

162 The sum total of percentages for separate characteristics by which respondents express their rep-
resentation of refugees is more than 100, as each respondent indicated more than one characteristic of 
refugees. 
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were based, were the ‘media’ and ‘the news’; ‘I get my information only from TV’ 
(female, focus group participant in Veliko Tarnovo). 

The representations of refugees, shaped under the influence of ‘TV’ among the 
focus groups participants in Veliko Tarnovo vary from ‘a threat to national security’, 
to ‘economic migrants’ and ‘a social burden’ to ‘carriers of large cultural differ-
ences’ and ‘a threat to our culture’. ‘A large part of them try to impose their ways 
and customs despite ours, they do not comply with ours… In this respect, we must 
preserve ourselves and not allow such a possibility’ (male, focus group participant 
in Veliko Tarnovo).

The population of the village of Hotnitsa, Veliko Tarnovo district, similar-
ly shapes its representations of refugees through the media. The residents of this 
village express particularly great unwillingness to have any contact with refugees. 
Why so, considering that the people frankly admit they have no personal impres-
sions of refugees and have never met any: ‘In our district there are no refugees, we 
do not know any, have never seen refugees, only what we hear’ (female, 58 years 
old, focus group participant, Hotnitsa). The following statements clearly show the 
impact of the media upon the representations of the local people: ‘The people are 
against, because of these media and everything they show on TV. The people are 
afraid’ (female, 28 years old, focus group participant, Hotnitsa); ‘The media are 
the problem, they show us how refugees break things, it is almost as if they will 
massacre us all. In fact, everything they present on the media is exaggerated and we 
should not believe them’ (female, 27 years old, focus group participant, Hotnitsa).

Not only the fear created by media information is important for the rejective 
attitude towards refugees. It is also true that the media information has succeeded in 
forming in people certain representations that legitimate and justify their rejection. 
The representations in question are related to the existence of cultural differences, 
differences between the way of life and the culture of Bulgarians and of the refu-
gees that determine the impossibility of coexistence: ‘In my opinion, they live in a 
completely different way, different from Bulgarians… They have a different under-
standing of things, which is unacceptable to us. They are of a different faith, from a 
different continent’ (female, 28 years old, focus group participant, Hotnitsa).

It is notable here that even the awareness as to the situation in which the refugees 
find themselves does not change the negative attitudes towards them: ‘In general, 
the people are not to blame. They are fleeing from wars, they have left their homes, 
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and I don’t think this was their wish. I don’t believe anyone would leave his whole 
life behind and would decide to run if he was not forced to, but people here are 
afraid of them’ (female, 28 years old, focus group participant, Hotnitsa). The fear 
stirred up by the media is so prevalent in the attitude of the local residents towards 
the refugees, that when asked how many refugees they believe there are in Bulgaria 
at the moment, the answer is: ‘They are many... certainly thousands. Perhaps 50,000 
in my opinion’ (female, focus group participant, Hotnitsa). This exaggeration indi-
cates very great fear:

People are afraid because these are Muslims, Islamists. There is much talk now 
about Islamic State, and they are coming from countries where it has influence 
and bring some accretions with them. And the common opinion is that almost all 
of them are such. When people see them, they think they will throw a bomb from 
some bag in a public space (female, focus group participant, Hotnitsa).

Thus, despite the lack of real contacts with refugees, a strongly negative attitude 
towards them is created under the influence of the media. 

The focus group discussion in another village, Krushevo, near the town of Got-
se Delchev, displays exactly the opposite model of formation of representations 
regarding the refugees. Here, the experience of direct contacts with refugees has 
enabled people to get to know them and build representations about them in the 
course of direct social contact, and this determines greater tolerance towards them, 
despite the remaining awareness of the distance that divides refugees from the local 
population. Krushevo is a village where a few refugee families used to live – about 
15 people, of whom one young man has remained. He has fitted in very well in the 
life of the village and has won the sympathy and support of all the local residents. 
Thus, the villagers have had direct impressions of the refugees through contacts 
with them: ‘They made a very good impression on us... They are good people... we 
liked them’ (male, focus group participant, Krushevo).

The case of village of Krushevo shows that representations formed through di-
rect contact and communication are so enduring that even negative media speech 
cannot influence them: ‘On the television, when they talk about the refugees, they 
say they are bad, but the ones here were good’ (female, focus group participant, 
Krushevo); ‘Ours are not like those on television’ (female, focus group partici-
pant, Krushevo). In other words, the ways in which representations of the refugees 



442 442 

BETWEEN THE WORLDS: PEOPLE, SPACES AND RITUALS

are formed have a direct impact on the attitudes of the surveyed people towards 
them. 

As it has become clear the declared attitude towards refugees is contained in the 
image that the respondents have of them. But here is how the interviewed persons 
in Yambol and Gotse Delchev respond to the direct question ‘What is your attitude 
towards the refugees?’ The answers are arranged on a scale from 1 to 10, where 1 
is ‘very negative attitude’ and 10 is ‘very positive attitude’. The general regularity 
that can be deduced for the surveyed people in both cities is that the share of those 
declaring a positive attitude is lowest. In Yambol, the highest share is of people 
declaring a negative attitude towards refugees – 42.7% (answers from 1 to 4 on the 
scale). The share of those with a neutral attitude (answer 5 on the scale) is 30.9%. 
The share of those who have shown a positive attitude towards refugees (answers 6 
to 10 on the scale) is lowest, 23.5%. In Gotse Delchev, the highest share is that of 
people declaring a neutral attitude towards refugees (answer 5 on the scale) – these 
are a little more than half of all surveyed individuals, 55.5%. The share of those 
declaring a negative attitude (answers 1 to 4 on the scale) is 33.3%, while those with 
a positive attitude is only 11.1% (and these are in the range of answer 6, the lowest 
degree of positive and closest to the neutral points on the scale). In view of these 
findings, the interviewees in Gotse Delchev prove to be people with a prevalently 
neutral and even indifferent attitude towards refugees, a conclusion that is supported 
by the highly general and schematic image/representations the respondents have of 
refugees. Unlike the people in Gotse Delchev, the results for the respondents from 
Yambol show that their attitude is predominantly negative, evident in the fact that 
nearly half of them have indicated answers in the negative range of the scale. 

How does the attitude towards refugees affect the opinions of the surveyed per-
sons as to the question ‘Should Bulgaria accept refugees?’. Here we only have data 
from the city of Yambol, for the question was not asked of the surveyed persons in 
Gotse Delchev. In line with the prevalently negative attitude towards refugees ex-
pressed by the respondents in Yambol, the largest share of them states the opinion 
that Bulgaria must not accept refugees – 58.4%. The share of those who declare a 
positive attitude towards refugees (23.5%) corresponds to the share of those who 
have declared they want Bulgaria to accept refugees – 27.9%. One tenth of the 
respondents (10.3%) have no opinion on the matter, and a very small share (3.3%) 
believe this is a question of state policy and does not depend on the opinions and 
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attitudes of people; this view is under the threshold of statistical significance and 
is therefore negligible. We should add that even the approximate one fourth of re-
spondents who have a positive attitude towards the reception of refugees in Bulgaria 
do not hold this position unconditionally. The ‘yes’ responses are accompanied by 
a series of conditions: ‘limited, according to the economic capacity of the country’; 
‘only people with regular documents’; ‘only for a certain period of time and under 
strong control on the part of the authorities’; ‘after a thorough check and with sub-
sequent surveillance’; ‘under certain circumstances’; ‘only for those who are really 
in need of protection’; ‘only from neighboring countries and of Eastern Orthodox 
religion’; ‘only people with qualification’; ‘only educated and cultured people who 
are not trying to impose their religious traditions’, etc. 

The focus group results also show that the positive attitudes towards the recep-
tion of refugees in Bulgaria are accompanied by a number of conditions: ‘There 
must be some sieve... we cannot accept all of them’ (male, focus group participant, 
Harmanli); ‘I propose that the sieving be done in the following way: not to allow 
refugees in the large city zones and to isolate them in small villages until it becomes 
clear what kind of people they are’ (male, focus group participant, Veliko Tarnovo). 

The opinions of the interviewed persons about the state policy regarding recep-
tion of refugees are related to the willingness of respondents to have refugees settle 
permanently in their city or village. ‘Do you consent to refugees settling perma-
nently in the settlement where you live?’ – the interviewed residents of Yambol and 
Gotse Delchev have similar opinions on this question. For Yambol: 23.5% answered 
‘yes’, 72.2% answered ‘no’, 3.3% answered ‘don’t know’ and 1% answered ‘this 
depends not on the opinions of people but on state policy’ (the last two answers 
are under the threshold of statistical significance and are negligible). For Gotse 
Delchev: 70.6% of the surveyed people do not consent that refugees settle perma-
nently in their city, only 17.6% consent, while 11.8% hesitate to answer the question 
and state that their consent depends on the concrete circumstances. In analyzing 
the attitudes regarding permanent settlement of refugees, it should be noted that 
the research in the two cities set special quotas for studying the attitude of the local 
municipal administration and businesspersons towards refugees. The findings are 
that 100% of the interviewed businesspersons in Yambol do not support permanent 
settlement of refugees in their city and would not assist them in settling; the opin-
ions of the surveyed persons from the local municipal administration are divided 
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thus: 62.5% would not assist refugees to settle permanently in the city, 25% would 
assist them, and 12.5% do not know. These answers roughly duplicate the general 
attitudes of the interviewed people from the local population on this issue. The sit-
uation is similar in Gotse Delchev, where 100% of the interviewed businesspersons 
do not support the permanent settlement of refugees in their city and would not 
assist them. As for the local municipal administration, again 100% do not support 
the permanent settlement of refugees in Gotse Delchev and would not assist them; 
here the local administration is even more strongly against permanent settlement of 
refugees than is municipal administration in Yambol. The categorical unwillingness 
of the local administration in both cities to assist in the permanent settlement of 
refugees explains the lack of concluded agreements under the ‘Decree for Estab-
lishing the Conditions and Procedures for Concluding, Implementing and Ending 
the Agreement for Integration of Foreigners with Granted Asylum or International 
Protection’. It also illustrates another problem – the impossibility to implement the 
state policy for integration of refugees in the context of local self-government, giv-
en that the responsible authorities in the local government are not familiar with the 
relevant laws and do not have the will to apply them.

In this connection, the interviews in Gotse Delchev and Yambol (including 
those conducted with the local administration and local business) show that the 
interviewed persons are not at all familiar with the legislation currently in effect 
regarding refugees. In answer to the question ‘Are you familiar with the rights and 
duties of refugees under Bulgarian legislation?’, 100% of the interviewed residents 
of Gotse Delchev and 89.7% of those of Yambol replied in the negative. A very 
small share of the respondents in Yambol (5.4%) declared they were familiar with 
the rights and duties of refugees; yet their ‘knowledge’ consists not in true familiari-
ty with the legislation but rather reflects the influence, upon the interviewees, of the 
refugee myths prevalent in society, such as, ‘the money spent by the state for one 
refugee are 4-5 times bigger than the pension of a Bulgarian pensioner’. 

Coming back to the attitudes regarding permanent settlement of refugees in our 
country, the focus group discussions results confirm the conclusions drawn from 
the surveys in Yambol and Gotse Delchev, showing that in regions where no refu-
gees are present, the negative attitudes to their settlement in the respective villages 
and cities are prevalent: ‘In Tarnovo, there will never be a refugee camp... If it’s a 
matter of a few individual refugees or families with children, we will accept them, 
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because they will be dissolved in the big city... A few separate individuals. But if 
something big is made, as in Harmanli, there would be an explosion here... So, this 
can’t happen here, there’s no way it could happen in our lands’ (male, focus group 
participant, Veliko Tarnovo); ‘A few separate individuals we would accept, but a 
great number, no’ (female, focus group participant, Hotnitsa). ‘What raises concern 
about the refugees is, like with our Roma, when they come in a big group’ (male, 
focus group participant, Nova Zagora). 

However, in places where the local population has had contact with refugees, 
it has a positive attitude to their permanent settlement in the country − ‘There are 
empty houses, let them buy a house and live here’ (female, focus group participant 
in village of Krushevo); ‘As long as they want to work like us in the fields, why 
shouldn’t they settle’ (female, focus group participant, Krushevo).

The attitudes towards permanent settlement of refugees in our country predeter-
mine the attitudes towards integration of refugees in Bulgaria. In this connection, 
in answer to the direct question, ‘Are you in favour of the integration of refugees in 
Bulgaria?’, the surveyed people in Yambol are divided in the following way: 24.7% 
support integration, 59.7% do not support it, 6.3% support it somewhat, 8.2% don’t 
know, and 1% feels that this is a state policy and does not depend on the opinion 
of people (a share that is again under the threshold of statistical significance and is 
negligible). The situation in Gotse Delchev is generally similar to that in Yambol, 
where 64.7% of the surveyed people are not in favor of integration of refugees in 
Bulgarian society, 17.6% support it, and likewise 17.6% support it somewhat. The 
motives of those who are firmly against integration can be put under two categories, 
‘because most of them do not want to integrate’ and ‘because our government puts a 
priority on Gypsies and refugees and forgets about the Bulgarians’. But even those 
who fully or partially support the integration of refugees, similarly to those who 
approve of the reception of refugees in Bulgaria, set a number of conditions, such 
as: ‘I support it, on condition that the refugees themselves want to live and work in 
Bulgaria’, ‘only the educated ones’, ‘only families with small children’, ‘only the 
political emigrants, not the vanguard of Islamic state’, etc. 

As for the opinion of local businesspersons and the local municipal adminis-
tration, in Yambol it almost fully coincides with their opinion on the permanent 
settlement of refugees in the city – 62.5% of the surveyed persons from the local 
administration are against not only the permanent settlement of refugees in their city 
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but also the integration of refugees in Bulgaria; 12.5% support integration; and like-
wise, 12.5% support it somewhat; 12.5% cannot decide. The representatives of local 
business are entirely against the integration of refugees in Bulgaria, adding that they 
are not ‘definitely’ against, and that it would ‘depend on a number of factors’. 100% of 
the interviewed businesspersons and local municipal administration representatives in 
Gotse Delchev do not support integration of refugees in Bulgaria. This result indicates 
there is a serious problem for the implementation of state policy for integration of ref-
ugees, given that precisely the local government and municipal administration, which 
is basically responsible for implementing state policy locally, is negatively inclined 
towards integration of refugees. 

The case studies of Gotse Delchev and Yambol enable deducing some interesting 
dependencies related to attitudes towards refugees. In Gotse Delchev, there is a high 
degree of consistency in the attitudes towards refugees. Of those who answered that 
they agreed with the integration of refugees in Bulgaria, 100% declared a positive 
attitude towards refugees (their answers are in the positive range of the scale of at-
titude towards refugees) and likewise 100% expressed consent that refugees should 
settle permanently in their city (answers ‘agree’ and ‘agree somewhat’). Here we see a 
consistency in the attitude towards refugees. Of those who answered the question ‘Do 
you support integration of refugees in Bulgaria?’ in the negative, 100% had a negative 
attitude towards refugees (their answers are situated in the negative part of the attitude 
scale); also, most of them (75%) were against refugees settling permanently in their 
city. Again, we see consistency in the attitudes. But we have an interesting 25% who 
do not support the integration of refugees but consent to refugees settling permanent-
ly in their city. Remarkably, these are precisely the respondents who have the most 
strongly negative attitude towards refugees (answer 1 on the scale of attitude). What 
is the explanation of this discrepancy? The answer probably lies in the motives these 
people declare for their willingness to accept and support the settlement of refugees 
in their city: in their own words, ‘if they work and don’t create problems’, ‘if they are 
working families’. The key word here is ‘work’. Most probably, the surveyed persons 
see the refugees as a possible solution to the labor shortage problem in the city, as a 
way to increase the labor potential of their settlement, despite their generally negative 
attitude towards refugees and their integration in Bulgarian society. Unfortunately, as 
it has become clear, the members of the local government do not look upon the refu-
gees in this way.
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The case of Yambol is quite different. Remarkably, 69.2% of the interviewed per-
sons there, who have indicated that they support the integration of refugees in Bulgar-
ia, have positively answered the question ‘Do you consent that refugees settle perma-
nently in the settlement where you live?’. Another 30.8%, however, who supported the 
integration of refugees in Bulgaria had a negative opinion regarding the settlement of 
refugees in their city. They supported the integration of refugees in general in Bulgari-
an society, but did not want them to settle in their own city. This attitude is very similar 
to the attitude demonstrated sometimes towards the Roma in Bulgaria, ‘I accept them 
in principle, but I want them to stay far away from me’; ‘We accept them in general, 
because this is the socially desirable conduct, the norm for tolerant behavior in soci-
ety; but we do not accept close proximity with them’. This also strongly corresponds 
to a characteristic in the image of the refugees expressed by the interviewed residents 
of Yambol, ‘We feel it is normal that they exist, but we don’t want them in Bulgaria’. 
It is also remarkable that in the city of Yambol, the share of people unwilling to have 
the refugees settle in the city (72.2%) is considerably higher than the share of people 
who express a negative attitude towards refugees (42.7%). The explanation to this is 
related to certain features of the social interrelations in cases when an ethnic factor is 
involved: with the enlargement of the frame of coexistence, the willingness to estab-
lish contact increases and the distances decrease, and vice versa (Nakova, 2010: 195). 
In other words, with the transition of coexistence with people of a different ethnicity 
from the small boundaries of a neighborhood to the larger boundaries of a city and to 
the still boundaries of a country, the distances become reduced and the willingness to 
accept coexistence increases.

Focus group discussions have shown the presence both of positive and of neg-
ative attitudes to the integration of refugees in Bulgaria, as well as the causes of 
these attitudes: ‘I empathize with these people, I have nothing against our accepting 
them. But... it will take time for them to integrate into our society. And in some 
cases, frankly speaking, when I hear that this is only a temporary stop for them and 
they want to go further west, I feel more or less relieved’ (female, focus group par-
ticipant, Veliko Tarnovo); ‘I see that there really are some families that send their 
children to school, make effort to integrate into the environment. The children really 
fit in perfectly in the environment here, they have friends’ (male, focus group par-
ticipant, Harmanli); ‘Here, in our country, their integration can be faster and easier 
than, let’s say, their integration in Western Europe. The reason is that we are closer 
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to their Eastern culture’ (female, focus group participant, Veliko Tarnovo). In fact, 
one commentary by a focus groups participant in Veliko Tarnovo largely summa-
rizes the contradictory attitude towards refugees, an attitude both of distance and of 
empathy, combined with the concern for the social comfort of the local population. 

Yes, I empathize with them, I have nothing against our helping them, but however 
you look at it, we are too small a nation. It is also important that we are living in 
the center of Bulgaria... And as we know, those who live in the center of an ethnic 
territory are more or less pampered, simply because they are surrounded only by 
their own people. Maybe that is why we want to help, but we also want things to 
be peaceful in the city (female, focus group participant, Veliko Tarnovo).

As a summary of the results of our study, we may say they are not surprising and large-
ly correspond to the results of the national sample study conducted by the UNHCR in 
2017. The findings of the latter can generally be reduced to: ‘the media are the main 
source of information for Bulgarians and the chief factor of the formation of opinion’; 
‘in 2017, 93.2% of Bulgarians shared that they had never communicated with a refu-
gee’; ‘Bulgarians perceive anyone coming into the country from a country outside the 
European Union as an illegal migrant, without clearly seeing the difference between 
migrants and asylum-seekers’; ‘54.6% of Bulgarians believe that the refugees cannot 
integrate due to the cultural and religious differences between them and the local com-
munities in the country’ (UNHCR, 2018). Our research in different regions, however, 
gives a more detailed picture and provides an opportunity for deeper analysis and 
better explanation of the existing attitudes. In regions where the local people have no 
contact with refugees, the negative attitudes, and even lack of interest in the topic, 
prove stronger, which is also an indicator of social distance, previously registered by 
another scientific study (Erolova, 2017: 372−374).

Conclusion 

Today, Bulgaria is only a temporary stop for many asylum seekers/refugees on their 
way to Western Europe. Their ‘transit intention’ is maintained not only by prelimi-
nary motivation for re-settlement but also by the lack of adequate integration meas-
ures and the public attitudes in the host society. Although the normative basis is 
at hand, that regulates the reception and integration of foreigners in Bulgaria, and 
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although political commitment has been declared in the national and European con-
text, the way these objectives are applied indicates a formal approach rather than 
a real will to obtain results. The practice of negative public speech and excessive 
publicizing, in the media, of the problem of the so-called ‘migration pressure’ are 
among the basic factors leading to the formation of the local communities’ attitudes, 
which creates additional difficulties for the integration of foreigners seeking and re-
ceiving international protection in our country. The traditional hospitality of Bulgar-
ians and their tolerance for people of other ethnicity and religion have also changed, 
as evidenced by the results of our research. In regions where contacts have occurred 
between the locals and the newly arrived, the attitude of Bulgarians follows the tra-
ditional pattern – hospitality but only to a certain point. In regions where refugees 
are not present, hospitality has become no more than a myth. 

Hence, if we want to view refugees as a factor of social-economic development 
of the country, we should reformulate the understanding of their reception and in-
tegration as a multifaceted process in which many sides participate, including the 
state administration, the NGOs, the local communities, and the asylum-seekers/ref-
ugees themselves. We should view this process in many aspects, involving access to 
education, health care, housing and social security, social-cultural adaptation, and 
interaction between different cultures. 
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(IN)TANGIBLE MEANINGS OF TANGIBLE BELONGINGS 
WITHIN MIXED FAMILIES’ LIFE

Desislava Pileva

Abstract: Living abroad for decades, becoming part of an outer society, building family away 
from your own kin and country – all these are living-in-circumstances for migrants. In such sit-
uation, they take every opportunity of going back home, if possible, since it is not only distance 
that (may) keep them away from their place of origin, but also political/military circumstances 
and financial reasons. These back-and-forth trips allow them to introduce their spouses and 
children to their native culture at a close glance. Taking back along some items which embody 
(in)tangible cultural meaning, turns out to be a common practice among the mixed families. 
In this case of couples between Bulgarians and immigrant from the Middle East and North 
Africa, living in Bulgaria, the families’ eagerness is to maintain the sense of affiliation to the 
non-Bulgarian ethno-cultural heritage. This conveyance, including belongings of sentimental 
and functional matter, is a peculiar manner of binding together the immigrant’s past (cultural 
heritage) with his and his family’s present (everyday life ‘here’).
Keywords: mixed families, migration, objects, home, ethno-cultural belonging

Home ‘as something that can be taken anywhere
in the form of embodied gestures, routine practices,

social habits, and small daily rituals’
(Berger, 1984, cited by Molz, 2008: 333).

Approach and aim

‘Home is rather a kind of place, which acquires its meaning through practices; and 
as such, it forms part of the everyday process of the creation of the self’, states 
Petridou (2001: 88), paraphrasing Mary Douglas. In this respect, the home bears 
its occupants’ marks, their individuality and the results of the interaction between 
them. Home contents may influence one’s (re)actions in certain circumstances. Si-
multaneously, the self and family identification and presentation before others may 
be performed through home objects. In cases of nuclear families, the home is a 
place, created by the practical and aesthetic preferences and perceptions of the part-
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ners, both individually and as a couple. Some of them are instigated by the desire for 
preserving/reproducing physical and socio-cultural practices, typical of the past of 
each of them, incorporated within a common household. The home is also a mental 
space, constructed by combinations of notions of ‘private’ and ‘familial’; of mem-
ories for loved ones and the childhood; of strives for preserving and maintaining 
mental (and material) bonds with the parents’ houses. Thus, this (at least partially) 
reflects the environment in which children grow up, where they build their prefer-
ences, aspirations and memories, by recognizing some of their parents’ visions and 
values as their own. Therefore, the home space congregates all of its occupants’ 
characters and needs, and it is the scene for numerous daily family and individual 
activities to take place. The keeping of belongings, signifiers of emotional values 
and ethno-cultural meanings, forms part of the process of transforming a house into 
a home, into a unique place/space for each family. Being symbolically charged, such 
items are usually attributed to social function, ‘social relationships and practices… 
need to be materially grounded in order to gain temporal and spatial endurance’ 
(Pels, Hetherington and Vandenberghe, 2002: 11). They, as Assmann (2011: 24–25) 
states, also constitute the ‘material world’ of the self, which ‘supports and contrib-
utes to’ its identity. In the context of migration to a foreign country followed by the 
formation of mixed couples with local partners, the objects from the migrants’ na-
tive country (serve to) present the ‘spirit’ of the ‘other’ homeland occupying certain 
places, more or less visible, within the household. 

This paper focuses on such items contextualized within ethno-culturally and na-
tionally mixed families between Bulgarians and immigrants descending from eight 
countries from the Middle East and North Africa – Afghanistan, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, 
Lebanon, Syria (including two Syrians of Palestinian background), Tunisia, and 
Yemen. All of these are situated in Bulgaria, with the exception of one of them who 
is currently living in the United Kingdom, due to financial reasons. The immigrants 
are Muslims, while most of the Bulgarians are Orthodox Christians, except for three 
wives who are also Muslims. The foreign partners came to the country in two dif-
ferent periods of time – during the 1970s and the 1980s, and the first two decades of 
the 21st century. The motivation behind these movements was complex. For the first 
group it is due to the opportinuty to receive higher education under bilateral treaties 
(Pileva, 2017: 47–62). Whereas the representatives of the second group were led by 
several factors – again to receive higher education (this time on their own expense), 
to escape war in their homelands, or to marry a local. 
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Despite the reasons for arrival/settlement, the period of arriving and the coun-
try of origin, the strive for preserving (in)direct relationship with the ethno-cultur-
al roots and the relatives abroad is ubiquitous. However, this does not necessarily 
mean inevitable segregation and (self-)isolation of the migrant (Markov, 2015: 60). 
On the contrary, following the migration and adaptation within the new place of 
residence, the foreigners have developed multi-layered identities, connecting them 
socio-culturally with the two countries (Glick-Schiller, Basch and Blanc-Szanton, 
1992: 11), and also with at least two places (the birth town/home and the living-in-
town/home) (Conradson and Mckay, 2007; Wise, 2011). For this purpose, immi-
grants take up various actions in which they also involve their spouses and children 
(or they involve themselves). One of the established methods for that matter is the 
conveyance of a great variety of items from the home place to the country of resi-
dence. Some of them were part of the migrants’ personal/familial space while liv-
ing ‘there’, others represent or were used to fulfill peculiar activities. As Fryckman 
and Humbracht (2013: 64) claim, the usage of objects and enactment of material 
practices in different social, but also cultural, spaces prove their (and their own-
ers’) transnational existence. The fact that belongings of sentimental and pragmatic 
nature from the ‘other’ homeland and the birth place are present ‘here’, represents 
a peculiar manner of binding together the immigrant’s past (cultural heritage) with 
his and his nuclear family’s present (everyday life in Bulgaria). This way some of 
the items reflect the material world of the migrant not just ‘then and there’, but also 
‘now and here’. The Bulgarian spouse and the offspring of mixed descent, as well, 
get introduced to the belongings, having the opportunity to use and display some of 
them. To illustrate my argument, I have chosen several of these objects, focusing on 
their role in maintaining (in)tangible connection with the immigrants’ birth home 
and ethno-cultural belonging.

The essence of the research concentrates on items’ meaning and applications, on 
the one hand preserved and on the other – additionally ascribed by the owners after 
being brought in the new conutry, and also on the extent to which they have been in-
volved in families’ everyday activities. Along with that, it is also interesting to note 
if the interlocutors choose to outline particular belongings during the interviews and 
if so – which exactly. This information alone indicates their need to possess and use 
specific objects within their mixed households, thus substituting or complementing 
items more ‘typical’ of ‘here’. Deriving from families’ social status and financial 
situation, as well as from partners’ ethnic and religious background, no distinction 
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could be made when it comes to the type and quantity of the belongings. As it will 
be shown further in this text, practicality, emotionality and physical possibilities are 
determinative for the choices. The latter circumstance depends on several variables. 
First, it is the way of transportation – these are only personal visits when fami-
lies have the opportunity to take the necessary goods on their departure (by car or 
plane), or when relatives from ‘there’ travel to ‘here’ and bring some of the belong-
ings. The second one largely determines the travel options. It is about the presence 
of obstacles of political and military character, such as threats for migrants’ (and 
their families’) life and freedom.

The gathered information will be grouped with regard to several factors. The 
paper’s main structure is formed by the belongings of (predominantly) practical 
or emotional usage. This division is made also having in mind that some of the 
items can refer to both categories, but the chosen approach is influenced by their 
fundamental importance according to the interlocutors. To that there is also addi-
tional data which comprises manners of acquisition and visibility within the home 
environment. 

Objects of (not just) practical usage

These kinds of objects represent the biggest share of all belongings brought from the 
‘other’ country. Therefore, the ways they have been incorporated into the families’ 
daily life are to be considered a ‘bridge’ between two cultures. Тheir functionality 
(the one they used to have and the other they have acquired by use) is the main 
focus of the first segment of the paper. On the one hand, they compose an eth-
no-cultural piece from the immigrants’ homeland, placed and applied outside their 
usual habitat. On the other, they and their application help to build and maintain a 
connection with the partner/parent’s native culture. The more palpably these items 
are involved into the household activities, the more they blend into the belongings 
from the country of residence for the family members. The statement given by one 
of the interlocutors, ‘actually, I am pretty used to some of the stuff (from her fa-
ther’s homeland)’ (daughter to a Bulgarian mother and a Syrian father /b. 1993/), 
is indicative of their frequent usage and/or visible presence in everyday life, which 
eventually turns them into an inseparable part of the home environment (Fryckman 
and Humbracht, 2013: 48; Warnier, 2001: 21). Simultaneously, the easiness of tell-
ing the two apart, registered by other interviewees, could be seen as a confirmation 



458 458 

BETWEEN THE WORLDS: PEOPLE, SPACES AND RITUALS

of their visible co-existence within the mixed families’ homes, reflecting internally 
and externally the partners’ bicultural co-habitation.

Some of the objects (the first sub-type), practically used in the household, carry 
the specific sense of the ‘other’ homeland. Frequently they even contribute so that 
the domestic appearance reflects the bi-cultural nature of the family’s home. Despite 
the fact that Persian carpets are present in many Bulgarian houses, regardless of the 
owners’ descent, for Iranian immigrants they are means to state their own ethnic or-
igin by bringing them from the home country. For the Bulgarian partners they are an 
essential manner for cultural identification of their families’ mixed character. These 
carpets exemplify the transformation of trivial items into exceptional belongings, to 
the extend that owning even a single one can contribute to the construction of the 
household’s individuality and identity. Namely by the means of objects from ‘there’ 
some families turn their homes into a peculiar ‘temple’ of their own emotional at-
tachment to the immigrants’ native culture. For instance, over the years, the partners 
in one of the Bulgarian-Syrian families and their offspring have brought along a 
great variety of home goods, incorporating them into their everyday life ‘here’:

We have all kinds of things like – (…) napkin boxes (…) / for the first time I saw 
these back in 1986 and I was fascinated, theirs are very nice, yellow with blue, 
even such with figures (…) / pillow-cases, table-cloths, bed-spreads (…) table 
wears, kitchen utensils (female, married to a Syrian male, 1985, and their daugh-
ter /b. 1990/).

This nuclear family aims to augment their home so it resembles the aesthetic pat-
terns seen and lived ‘there’. These items become an integral part of the life ‘here’, 
and by their daily or special occasions appliance, the continuity of practices adopted 
from the ‘other’ household is guaranteed (Fryckman and Humbracht, 2013: 47). 
This is one of the strong and detailed examples of the transformation of ‘ordinary’ 
belongings (which in other cases would probably be taken for granted) into some-
thing exceptional, the focal point of the house (Woodward, 2001: 134). When it 
comes to their functionality, all of the objects can be replaced with others – new-
er, cheaper, or with better quality, but their personal meaningfulness and stories of 
acquisition are irreplaceable. Therefore, these items are durably and permanently 
included into both the household and the functioning of the family.
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In this respect, a story of a teapot also finds its place in the current segment. 
As a whole, the meaning of its usage in one of the families is strongly connected 
to the daily consumption of tea. This yearly-long tradition, inherent to the ‘other’ 
kin, takes place after dinner and involves only the migrant father and his adult son. 
When living abroad, the continuation of a practice from the native home has its 
meaning of recreation of a certain emotionality and ritual, ‘Every night we heat up 
the kettle, which also (like the tea in it) is brought from Syria (…) there is a strainer 
in it, so it is very convenient’ (daughter to a Bulgarian mother and a Syrian father 
/b. 1990/). On the one hand, the description emphasizes both the functionality of the 
utensil and its origin, which gives it the meaning not just of a kitchen item, but of a 
tool through which a familial/cultural tradition and a familiar taste are being repro-
duced. The intensity of the ‘every evening’ process turns the teapot into one of the 
most commonly used utensils in the house.163 On the other hand, the very fact that 
the tea is specially brought to them from Syria (even nowadays, from time to time) 
contributes to the perception of the practice as both – satisfying the need of a spe-
cific taste and a continuation and preservation of a family tradition, connecting the 
couple and their children to the relatives ‘there’. Hence, this practice distinguishes 
the mixed family as bearers of the ‘other’ cultural heritage.

Several of the goods brought/sent from the immigrants’ home country in the 
last two-three decades of the 20th and the beginning of the 21st century, impress with 
their accessibility on the Bulgarian market now and then (the second sub-type). 
However, cotton products for instance, as pajamas, towels, clothes and scarves were 
preferred by couples for their own use and as gifts for friends and relatives because 
of their alleged ‘higher quality’. Everyday clothing (pullovers and costume fabrics) 
were also among the parcels, which (mostly) immigrants from Syria and Lebanon 
used to receive from their parents back home. This practice was widely spread dur-
ing their students’ years in the 1970s and the 1980s. At that time Bulgaria was part 
of the Eastern Block and the trading goods of any kind were limited to local pro-
duce and such imported from the Soviet Union and other countries adjacent to it. 
The placement of Western products (and even some Bulgarian) was restricted to the 
so-called Corecom (abbreviation from Comptoir de représentation et de commerce, 
French). They were not easily accessible for the regular population, since foreign 

163 Fryckman and Humbracht (2013: 49–51) present two similar examples of migrants’ adherence to 
kitchen utensils (a non-electronic espresso making devise and a teapot for Turkish tea). Both seen by 
the owners as an inseparable part of the household, with which they fulfill everyday practices.
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currency (which was hard to get at that time) was needed. As one of the interviewees 
describes the period, ‘some of the things were hard to find in Bulgaria then, others 
were not present on the market at all’ (male, Lebanese, married to a Bulgarian wom-
an, 1989). This was contrary to the trading situation in Syria and Lebanon then, 
where Western commodities were widely available. 

The third sub-type of this category consists of the so-called souvenirs that could 
be found in every household – small pictures with typical landscapes, statuettes, 
decorative plates and glasses of minerals, auxiliary tables with mother-of-pearls, 
and etc. Usually they are placed in visible areas, mainly in the living room. First, 
this is the space in which family members spend most of their free time together 
and/or alone while at home, which allows the owners to enjoy the objects repeat-
edly. Thus, these items’ decorative purpose turns into a constant reminder of the 
multi-layered cultural affiliation of the family, especially when placed next to simi-
lar belongings from ‘here’. At the same time, their permanent presence in the home 
space unites them visually with the rest of the household surroundings, which could 
be a proof of the family’s bicultural self-acceptance. Secondly, the living room is a 
‘stage for selective contacts with the outside world’ (Riggins, 1994: 101) and when 
this is the space where guests are usually received, the displayed souvenirs appear to 
be a tangible proof of presence of the non-Bulgarian culture. Through them couples 
and the offspring non-verbally claim their mixed origin before the home visitors 
(Woodward, 2001).

Perfumes and jewellery could also be related to this group of objects of practical 
usage. The latter vary from bracelets with minerals from Afghanistan, to golden 
ornaments from Iran. For some of the Bulgarian women the expensive pieces are 
part of the dowry, given to them by their in-laws, ‘four gems (…) two necklaces of 
natural pearls, golden ear-rings, a golden ring’ (female, married to an Egyptian man, 
2011). Perfumery mainly from Egypt, but also from Yemen, Syria and Afghanistan, 
considered to be extremely durable, are preferred for daily usage by the immigrants’ 
wives and daughters. Namely, perfumes and trinkets are frequently perceived by the 
recipients as the most prominent representatives of the respective culture, allow-
ing the gift-givers to provide their loved ones with a piece of the ‘other’ country’s 
‘spirit’, ‘Egyptian souvenirs, you know, pharaoh stuff’ (male, Egyptian, married to a 
Bulgarian female, 2013). Through gifts Bulgarian partners memorialize their travels 
to ‘there’, and the non-Bulgarian partners proudly claim their ethno-cultural belong-
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ings. The gift-giving allows the givers to take their family multi-layered cultural 
background outside of their private space, their own home, and to share with others 
their uniqueness as a couple and as a family. 

Objects (mainly) provoking emotions

Since for emotional responses positive or negative sanctions are required (Turn-
er, 2009: 345), emotions could be visually stimulated by items, practices, scenes, 
smells, colours, sounds, and etc. This may lead to more or less socially visible reac-
tions. Considering that the topic of the current paper focuses on material examples, 
such provocateurs appear to be certain objects, originating from immigrants’ per-
sonal and/or family private space prior to migration. After the change of the habitat 
(and marriage with a local) those items also become a part of the same individual’s 
personal and/or family space. Such belongings preserve memories and instigate 
thoughts about the birthplace and relatives, along with the mental comfort they pro-
vide to their owners. They are also inherent to both partners, however, their meaning 
of a connection to the childhood and the life ‘before’ intensifies in a migratory situ-
ation. Therefore, in the next segment, the attention will be brought to objects from 
‘there’, due to the fact the non-Bulgarians are the migrants. 

Numerous items with significant emotional and spiritual meaning find their 
place in the participants’ homes. Some of them could be regarded as symbols of 
migrants’ national descent, but also as signs of longing for the homeland (1). Some 
(non-)members of the extended family and the diaspora accept other belongings 
primarily with their religious meaning, while at the same time, for the immigrants 
(and their partners/children) they exemplify their ethno-cultural background, with-
out stressing that much on the religious one (2). The third kind of belongings used 
to have practical functions ‘there’, but today ‘here’ they solely provoke migrants’ 
innermost emotions for past times and loved ones (3).

The first sub-type is not only the least mentioned, but also forms the fewest of all 
owned items. Among them are traditional clothes typical for the non-Bulgarian part-
ner/parent’s homeland. They are frequently seen as reminiscent to the native culture 
and even the past, back when close relatives wore them. Immigrants, however, are 
not the only ones in the mixed family who accept these clothes as bright bearers of 
the ‘other’ ethno-cultural heritage. The Bulgarian spouses and their offspring also 
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express their sympathy for the specific significance of these kind of possessions. 
Some of the wives acquire the clothing while being ‘there’ on a visit and others 
receive them as gifts from their husbands and foreign family kin. For instance, for 
one of the Bulgarian wives the traditional darah dress is a sort of remnant of the 
couple’s life in Yemen. Two decades after their final settlement in Bulgaria, the mi-
grant husband had the opportunity to travel for the first (and so far the last) time to 
his country of origin, and from there he brought garments to his wife and grown-up 
daughter, as gifts from his sisters. Thus the respondent finds himself in three roles. 
Firstly, as a husband and a father, who fulfills his loved ones’ wishes to possess a 
certain outfit. Secondly, as a brother, who shows respect to his sisters, living away, 
accepting the gifts on his wife and daughter’s behalf and delivering them to the re-
cipients. Thirdly, as a migrant, who takes along one of the objects which instigates 
the strongest emotions of homesickness. 

Despite the fact that this clothing varies in appearance, the garments provide 
women’s everyday physical comfort due to their light cotton fabrics and wide cuts, 
‘My favorite is the galebia (…) it’s a straight gown which is not taken at the waist, 
with short or longer sleeves, with embroidery, it is made of fine cotton.’ (female, 
married to a Syrian man, 1987). Thanks to that they are mainly used in the private 
domestic space being generally known only to the family members and close rel-
atives. They also are preferred as gifts, ‘all of my female friends have acquired it, 
they were so happy with its comfort that I was ordered to bring them more’. In these 
cases, the traditional dresses, being worn (not so) frequently by the recipients, ful-
fill their practical functionality. Simultaneously, incorporating them into non-mixed 
family environment provokes positive thoughts about a foreign culture.

The examples above illustrate mostly the ethno-cultural side of the families’ 
affiliation to the ‘other’ homeland, and stand rather peripherally as claimers of im-
migrants’ national belonging. Compared to the so-called ‘souvenirs’, the traditional 
clothes are mostly delicately present in the families’ domestic environment within 
their private space. Notwithstanding, in some cases they are also used out in the pub-
lic, fulfilling their representative function, and being strong marks of their owners 
(mixed) national origin. On the one hand, they are used as means of entertainment, 
‘I was on a mask ball once and then I wore my mother’s home garment (galebia)’ 
(daughter to a Bulgarian mother and a Syrian father / b. 1990/). This example places 
the traditional for the ‘other’ homeland women’s clothes in the context of the local 
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trends of modern fashion. It is similar to the positioning of the Bulgarian traditional 
clothing nowadays. In this respect, for the younger generations of mixed descent 
there is (almost) no difference in the ‘exoticness’ of both. Each of the national tra-
ditional costumes are representatives of the ethno-cultural affiliation of each of the 
parents, which makes them such and for the children. In most of the studied cases 
the offspring does not wear such clothing in its everyday life, especially outside in 
public, neither ‘here’, nor ‘there’. In three of the mixed families, with an Afghani, 
a Tunisian and an Egyptian partner/parent, costumes from the ‘other’ country were 
given to the small children as a way of presenting a tangible element of the non-Bul-
garian culture at early age. While in the second and the third families the clothing 
remained within the home environment, the first one chose their daughter to wear 
the Punjabi within the immigrant community at official embassy events:

Mixed children – yeah, they like to dress with traditional clothing on festivities, 
which is nice, I like it, (my daughter) has a picture dressed like that among other 
kids like her (of mixed descent) (female, married to an Afghani male, 1994).

In this case the traditional costume worn out in public, with both parents’ sanc-
tions, has several meanings. It reflects the father’s ethno-cultural Pashtun belonging, 
along with claiming the mixed origin of the child itself. At the same time, the public 
space the child showed up dressed traditionally to was not unfamiliar to the family, 
and vice versa. By wearing the clothing the offspring was joined to the rest ‘like it’ 
‘mixed children’, it was initiated within the Afghani diaspora in Bulgaria, recog-
nized as one of their own.

In another story, a flute, being one of the few items this immigrant took with 
himself when forcibly left Syria five years ago, bears two functions. The visible one, 
active outside the home space, is as a musical instrument used for entertainment 
during ethnic feasts of the Palestinian diaspora in Bulgaria. Then it not only states 
his national origin, bonding him with his fellow-citizens, but also (re-)connects him 
with his ethno-cultural roots. Along with that the flute is a strongly emotional and 
personal item within his very private space in migration, reachable only for the fam-
ily members. As his wife describes it, ‘when he does not feel good, when he is sad, 
he plays it’ (female, married to a Syrian Palestinian man, 2015). This illustrates the 
usage of some belongings as means of emotional and mental comfort for the owner, 
representing his strong bond to the past and the life at the birthplace that he left 
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behind. It also loads it with the role of a peculiar ‘bridge’ between ‘here and now’ 
and ‘there and then’. 

As the last representative of this sub-type it is worth mentioning objects like 
national flags, tapestries with embossed or stoned maps of the ‘other’ country and 
inscriptions in Arabic, Persian and Pashto languages, which are visibly displayed 
around the house. ‘In our living room there is the Afghani flag, it has been there for-
ever’ (daughter to a Bulgarian mother and an Afghani father /b. 1994/). Their place-
ment on accessible for non-members of the mixed family places, turns them into 
strong signifiers of migrants’ national belonging and ethno-cultural (even religious) 
background. Nevertheless, during the conversations just a few of the interlocutors 
presented the national flag for example, as a means of personal/family expression of 
national sentiment or definite civic position on certain political issues. Overall, the 
items in this group are among the few that could be referenced to as possessions, 
symbolizing collective memory, representing the status of immigrants as a part of 
the relevant diaspora (Turan, 2010). The narratives, however, did not stress this 
function of theirs, they were presented mainly as bearers of memories and as a ma-
terialization of migrants’ ethnic and national (self-)identification.

The second sub-type is to be presented through some of the personal belong-
ings of two of the families. There is a basic similarity between them and along with 
that – a significant difference. The resemblance is based on the individual and fam-
ily perception of the items, whose initial function and symbolism are religious. The 
difference lies in the way they are displayed within the domestic environment. The 
Bulgarian-Afghani couple chose to manifestly place the two religious Books in their 
living room so that everyone can see them. This could be interpreted as an explicit 
declaration of each of the partners’ religious and cultural background co-existing 
within the household (though both define themselves as not particularly religious):

At home we have the Bible and the Quran (…) after we got married, Iranian 
friends of his gave him a Quran in Arabic (…) I bought the Bible as a student, a 
big and luxurious edition (…) So, we have displayed them one on top of the other, 
first lies the Quran because it is bigger, then there is the Bible and the Quran again 
(…) and then a smaller Bible. Sometimes someone comes to visit and says, “Oh, 
the Bible is on top of the Quran, it shouldn’t be that way!”, and I say, “Yes, but 
on top is the Quran again, and the Bible again…” (laughter) you can’t really say 
which one is on top (female, married to an Afghani male, 1994).
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Obtaining of the two has their own social story, since they were purchased/acquired 
under definite secular circumstances, thus, they also carry memories of the acquisi-
tion situation and/or the gift-givers. Despite the interlocutor claims that there is no 
intention in the order the Books are arranged, some of the visitors find a religious 
metaphor in it. The wife estimates such reactions as vivid evidence for a successful 
proclamation of the co-existence of the two cultural and religious affiliations within 
the household. Therefore, they form the bicultural and bireligious appearance of the 
couple and their children.

Another object with an initially religious meaning – a rosary, is rather in-be-
tween places, ‘(Dad) has rosaries (…) he has an azurite, so he attached it to (a rosa-
ry) as an amulet (…) he puts them in the car’ (female, married to an Afghani man, 
1994, and their daughter /b. 1994/). The space of the family car is a peculiar continu-
ation of the home. An item of emotional meaning, brought from the migrant’s home 
town Kabul, is placed where he spends a significant time of his day. This loads the 
rosary with the task to provide a(n) (in)tangible connection with the native country, 
along with the function of a talisman.164 At the same time, its placement makes it 
(even more) visible and accessible for people outside the family, even the circle of 
friends, which more or less ‘takes it outside’ of the private space.

In contrast to the visibility from the previous example, the much more discrete 
presence of religious symbols bearing sentiment stands out in the next narrative. Re-
ceived as gifts from the Iranian partner’s mother, these items’ religious significance 
is entirely replaced by their meaning of emotional carriers. Their possession gained 
stronger sense especially after the giving relative’s death:

My mother-in-law used to give me (small books) with written quotes from the 
Quran. When my husband was visiting Iran, she gave him rosaries. She brought 
me a prayer pebble from her pilgrimage to Mecca, I have all kinds of things, I 
store them in my cabinet (female, married to an Iranian male, 1992).

These gifts-giving by the mother(-in-law) aim to preserve the immigrant’s memory 
and feeling of cultural and religious belonging. Through these objects she also strove 

164 In another narrative there is a description of an object perceived in the ‘other’ homeland as a bear-
er of health, ‘When you go there (Ziarat shrine) you take a piece of green fabric, it is for health. I like 
it when we have some at home’ (female, married to a Syrian male, 1998). On the one hand, the green 
fabric is accepted as a token of superstition, deriving from the ’other’ culture/religion. On the other, the 
desire to hold on to it ‘forever’ probably is also provoked by both of theirs longing for Syria.
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to incorporate the foreign daughter-in-law into hers (and her son’s) ethno-cultural 
roots. On her side, the Bulgarian partner embraces the opportunity to discover and 
learn more about ‘there’. So, despite her lack of ‘particular religiosity’ she considers 
the preservation of these presents as a way to pay her respects to the mother-in-law 
and the ‘other’ affiliation, constituting her mixed family. Although these items are 
not placed for everyone to see, but are stored in a private and intimate space (and 
may be because of that), they compose an essential emotional and nostalgic part of 
the family’s inner world.

The objects that evoke emotions and nostalgia for past times and loved ones, be-
ing (figuratively and literally) away, are in the focus of the third sub-type of items 
from ‘there’. Here are discussed some of the personal belongings of the immigrants, 
which had been owned by them during their life in the homeland. Some of the objects 
they took during their students years, others became their possessions once again at 
a certain point after the migration. Regardless of the time of the transference, they 
have been kept ever since, finding their place within the new household. Their origin 
defines them primarily as provokers of memory and homesickness to the non-local 
partners, referring to their childhood and adolescence, to a certain daily routine or a 
special occasion in the native country. These objects represent ‘the life before’ they 
left their parents’ home and form their own mixed families in a foreign country, ‘His 
mother brought him a jacket he used to wear as a kid’ (female, married to an Iranian 
male, 1992). Apparently at the time of the re-acquisition the jacket could not fulfill 
its purpose, it could not be worn by the grown-up son of the couple, either. It is al-
ready a bearer of sentimental memories of the immigrant’s childhood, its function has 
changed with the transition from the one to the other households. The emotional value 
of such items is significant only for the foreign partner/parent. They are a part of their 
personal and private belongings from the birthplace, being loaded with intimate emo-
tionality and intangible sense. These objects are emotional provokers from the past 
and constitute a part of migrants’ ‘comfort zone’ at the present, ‘(My husband) has a 
lot of things which bring him memories, he has photos, audio cassettes with music, 
things like that, which provide him nice memories’ (female, married to a Syrian male, 
1987). Most of the items are mainly hidden from outside visitors as well:

He has a box filled with dried leaflets. He had made it himself when he was… 
before he came to Bulgaria, and still keeps it with him (…) I guess it has been 
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bringing him some positive memories from the time when (laughter) he had less 
responsibilities (female, married to a Syrian male, 1993).

Migrants leaving their birthplace, regardless of the reason and time, created a border 
between the life in the homeland, the well-known and ‘own’ parental space, and the 
life in the receiving country, the unfamiliar and different environment, which in time 
and under numerous circumstances turns into ‘native’ and ‘own’, too. Significant 
factors for this transformation are the marriage with a local and the emergence of 
the generation of mixed descent. The following quotation focuses specifically on 
the (in)tangible relation, built on a single item, of the offspring and an ancestor from 
the ‘other’ kin:

(My mother-in-law) sent my daughter her wedding veil – it is a relic (…) it is 
embroidered (…) She has many grandchildren, but (my daughter) looks the most 
like her! (…) I was so touched by this gesture… I told (my husband): “This is 
too much! Our child is no different from her other grandchildren!” he told me: 
“She made her mind! She gave it to whoever she wanted!” (female, married to an 
Afghani male, 1994).

This immigrant’s wife and daughter have never been to Afghanistan, therefore, the 
granddaughter has never seen in person her grandmother. Actually, on account of 
the language barrier, the contacts between them were more or less indirect, howev-
er, they have turned into sweet childhood memories. Probably this insurmountable 
division between the two relatives, especially in comparison to the grandmother’s 
contacts with the rest of the grandchildren (most of who live ‘there’), instigates this 
gesture of giving. The explanation of such an act my interlocutor seeks in the look-
a-likeness between the two. Anyhow, the veil, ‘overcomes’ the distance between the 
relatives, it is passed through the generations, symbolizing the connection between 
them (Fryckman and Humbracht, 2013: 64–65), and it has turned into a signifier of 
a precious moment and a long-gone relative.

In this respect, at the end of the paper I will outline two cases which depict ac-
tions instigated by acute homesickness, resulting in interesting tangible expressions. 
Both have been provoked not only by the physical distance from the country of ori-
gin, but also by the lack of certainty for the migrants to be able ever to visit it again, 
‘In 2012 I secretly went back to North Syria and I took with me a bit of soil and a 
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rock, and I still keep them (here at home)’ (female, Syrian, married to a Bulgarian 
male, 1999). On the one hand, the literal taking of land from the native country is an 
expression of the not-so-metaphorical desire of her to materialize the relationship 
with the birthplace. That way her attachment to it is not just emotional, but also 
physical. On the other hand, having stones from ‘there’ could not be so directly 
instigated by homesickness, but by the need of a spiritual connection with a close 
relative, ‘At home we have a pot from my grandfather’s house, it is a cracked pot, 
my husband took it and put in side rocks from his father’s grave’ (female, married 
to an Afghani male, 1994).

The rocks became a palpable emotional and mental reminder not directly for the 
home as a place and space, but more for the long-gone loved one. Both partners’ 
nostalgic memories of the past and lost close relatives – the wife’s grandfather and 
the husband’s father, intertwine through objects, deriving from their native places 
and positioned within their joint family home. This combination is also a mark of 
partners’ interaction resulting in continuity and reciprocity within the mixed family.

Conclusion

Almost all of the described items are both – of practical usage and emotional pro-
vokers. Their categorization in the current text, however, is based on the prevalence 
of some of these functions, according to the primary sense given to them by the 
owners. The yearly-long presence and usage of these belongings makes them usual 
part of the home environment and family practices. They form each families’ private 
space, but also constitute the one visited by and visible for others.

The first part of the text presented some objects (categorized in three sub-types) 
as mainly practically incorporated into the household on a daily basis. Most of them 
form the domestic appearance. Via these items families aim to reproduce elements 
from the ‘other’ homeland, thus providing certain types of domestic comfort, (par-
tially) similar to the one known and lived ‘there’. For this purpose, some objects are 
used to maintain ‘ordinary’ practices and to recreate/continue familiar senses, al-
though they could successfully be replaced by analogues from the Bulgarian market 
(like some fabrics). However, on the one hand, they are chosen as better represent-
atives of partners’ aesthetic and qualitative preferences, on the other, as a reverence 
to the ‘other’ domestic environment. Other items of practical usage find their place 
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within the mixed families’ households in order to fulfill their initial purpose, which 
cannot be substituted for equivalents from ‘here’ (e.g. some utensils). All of these 
objects are also seen as peculiar proofs of the travels to the ‘other’ country, so as 
of the connection these couples and their children have with the ‘other’ culture, as 
means of transnational existence.

The second part of the paper also encompassed material belongings (divided 
into three sub-types), but this time they were considered mainly as provokers of 
emotional reactions and some even as shapers of their owners’ nostalgic percep-
tions. Although many of them are hardly kept in order to be practically utilized, 
they used to do so and their presence derives in their owners need of preserving 
(in)tangible connections with the native home and beloved people. This stands and 
regardless of the way each family chooses to place them either within their inner 
space, or more visibly around the home. But in some cases, taking some of the items 
outside the household environment (like traditional clothing and musical instru-
ments) helps families become or keep being part of the diasporic life. However, by 
all families these objects are perceived as some of the strongest signifiers and pro-
vokers of memories of the past (for the migrants) and the ‘other’ culture and country 
(for every family member). 

The belongings prove to be a peculiar bridge between the place of residence 
and the country of origin; between the built-in-migration-family, with a partner 
not initially sharing the same ethno-cultural background, and the parents and sib-
lings away. Some items mark the immigrants’ pre-migratory and post-migratory 
experiences, being seen as ‘means to deny the split’ between the two, forming 
their ‘material foundation’ abroad (Fryckman, 2016: 46), they also provide them 
with ‘sense of continuity’ (Turan, 2010: 46). As for the Bulgarian partners, these 
objects are apprehended as material expressions of the other’s ethno-cultural (and 
religious) affiliation, which have more or less become a part of the family’s char-
acter. Simultaneously, for those who had/have the chance to visit the ‘other’ coun-
try, they instigate memories for the time spent ‘there’. The last statements (at least 
partly) also refers to the mixed generation’s perceptions, so as these belongings 
placed within local cultural contexts express their mixed background. This also 
reflects the couples’ bicultural descent and their affiliations to the two countries of 
origin and the two kin.
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SEDENTARIZATION OF THE GYPSY NOMADS  
IN THE PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC OF BULGARIA

Plamena Stoyanova

Abstract: Some of the main goals promoted by the Bulgarian Communist Party during the 
socialist decades (1944–1989) are economic progress and social equality among all Bulgari-
an citizens. These objectives require a number of changes in the everyday lives of the people 
of all ethnic groups. The Gypsies – the second largest ethnic minority – are also affected 
by the new policy. To fit in the new socialist realities, they have to put aside some of their 
customs, as well as to ‘catch up’ culturally and socially with the ethnic Bulgarians. One of 
the main traditions that some groups are forced to give up is their nomadic way of life. The 
ex-nomads have to become integrated into the Bulgarian society, by following in the steps 
of the majority of the Gypsy population that has already settled down. Using results from 
detailed archival research, this article aims to follow the reasons, methods, and the results of 
the abandoning of the old nomadic tradition. 
Keywords:  Gypsies, nomads, communism, tradition, sedentarization 

Introduction

The Gypsies/ Roma165 are the second largest ethnic minority (after the Turkish one) on 
the territory of the restored in 1878 state of Bulgaria. They continue to be the second 
largest minority after the joining of the Principality of Bulgaria and Eastern Rumelia166 

165 Gypsies / Цигани (Tsigani) in Bulgarian/ or Bulgarian citizens of Gypsy ancestry are terms that 
were used during the socialist period in the society and in the official governmental documents. This is 
what they called themselves in Bulgaria during the period covered in this analysis. The name ‘Roma‘, 
which became popular in many countries after the official establishment of the International Romani 
Union in 1971, was not used in Bulgaria up until the end of 1989 because of the strong censorship 
in the country and the fear of the authorities of a Gypsy emancipation or ‘Roma/Gypsy nationalism‘. 
Therefore, as this paper deals with the Gypsy problem in this particular period, the term ‘Gypsy‘, rath-
er than the politically correct term ‘Roma’ prevalent in recent years, will be used (Stoyanova, 2017).
166 The Restoration of Bulgaria is a result of the Russo-Turkish War of 1877-1878 that led to the 
re-establishment of the Bulgarian State under the Treaty of San Stefano of March 3rd, 1878. According 
to the treaty, the Ottoman Empire gave back to Bulgaria most of its territory conquered in the 14 th 

century. At the Berlin congress of the same year, the Treaty of Berlin (1878) was adopted, according 
to which the territories of the Bulgarian State, established as per the San Stefano treaty, were divided 
into three parts: the first part was the Principality of Bulgaria, which functioned independently but was 
nominally a vassal of the Ottoman Empire; the second part was to be an autonomous province of the 
Ottoman Empire – Eastern Rumelia; the third and largest part – all of Macedonia and Lozengrad – 
were restored to the Ottoman Empire. On September 6 th, 1885, Eastern Rumelia became part of the 
Principality of Bulgaria. In 1908, Bulgaria proclaimed its declaration of independence.
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in 1885. As a heritage of the Ottoman Empire, most of the Gypsies on the Balkans are 
settled (Marushiakova and Popov, 2001). However, some groups remain nomads until 
the middle of the 20th century. At the end of the 1940s these Bulgarian Gypsy nomads 
do not number more than 15,000 people, out of a total of approximately 170,000 Gyp-
sies for the entire Bulgarian territory (Arhiv na Ministerstvo na Vatreshnite Raboti, f. 
190, op. 3, a.e. 114: 21; Rezultati ot prebroyavaneto na naselenieto na 31.ХІІ.1946, 
1970: 16). Ten years later the authorities of the People’s Republic of Bulgaria decide 
that all nomads living in the country must settle down, and to that effect the government 
takes various steps in order to change the nomad Gypsies’ traditional way of life. What 
are the reasons behind this decision? What are the steps of this long process? And what 
are the results of the policies that follow? Perhaps we should start answering these 
questions by explaining the political situation in Bulgaria right after the Second World 
War and the place of the Gypsy minority in the post war Bulgarian reality. 

 

The policies of the Bulgarian State towards the minorities in Bulgaria 
after the Second World War

At the beginning of September (8th-9th September), 1944, Soviet military forces 
march into Bulgaria and as a result the coalition of the ‘Fatherland Front‘, dominat-
ed by the Bulgarian Workers’ Party (communists) – BWP (c), comes to power. Mon-
archy is abolished in 1946, while under the government of the Bulgarian Communist 
Party (BCP) the agricultural and industrial sectors are nationalized. The so called 
‘socialist period‘ change the everyday lives of all Bulgarian citizens regardless of 
their ethnic descent. Bulgarians, Turks, Gypsies, Armenians, Jews, and others have 
to now organize their lives in accordance with the new political realities in Bulgaria. 

However, the first few years after the end of World War II are marked with 
the wide-spread advertising of the rights of all minority groups. Many Jewish and 
Armenian organizations renew their activities for a short time. The Gypsy minor-
ity creates its own cultural-educational organization – Ekipe (Unity); it starts the 
printing of a Gypsy newspaper – Romano Esi (Gypsy voice); and it founds the state 
theater ‘Roma’. The state takes full financial responsibility for the upkeep of the 
ethnic schools, which are brought up to the same standard as the Bulgarian schools. 
The tolerant policy of the first Bulgarian post-war government towards minorities is 
in complete contrast with the work of the previous ‘capitalist’ authorities. We may 
say that this is a conscious approach of the leading government party – BWP (BCP) 
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trying to gain more popularity and to attract more supporters among the minorities. 
In the meantime, in 1947, Bulgaria signs its peace treaty and adopts a new ‘the Dim-
itroff constitution’, which legalizes the equal rights of all ethnic communities. The 
country openly starts on the road of sovietization. At this time, the world is split into 
Eastern and Western blocks – divided by the so-called ‘Iron Curtain’ – and Bulgaria 
and Turkey end up in two opposing camps. Soon confrontations ensue. In 1947 
Turkey declares itself the defender of its ethnic compatriots in Bulgaria, ‘enslaved 
by the communists’, and demands permission for the emigration of the Bulgarian 
ethnic Turkish population (Kalinova, 2004: 56). Many Bulgarian ethnic Turks start 
filing applications for emigration. Among them are also some Muslim Gypsies, who 
thus attract the attention of the State Security. The assuming of Turkish identity by 
some of the Muslim Gypsies is considered by the Bulgarian State as an example 
of the growing influence of a foreign country – namely, Turkey – over part of the 
Bulgarian population. As a result, they become an object of constant surveillance, 
which ultimately affects the entire Bulgarian Gypsy minority. This spells the end 
of the Gypsy organization, theater, and newspaper, as well as the end of the up-till-
then encouraged policy of ethnic self-determination of the various ethnic groups in 
communist Bulgaria. The communist government starts a new long-term policy of 
‘inclusion’ aimed at first at the Bulgarian Gypsies, and later applied to all the other 
minorities in the country. The goal of this new approach is to include all of the eth-
nic minorities into the life and new values of the People’s Republic. The most im-
portant thing required form everybody in this ‘new Bulgaria’ is to be a loyal citizen 
of the socialist country, regardless of ethnic origin or cultural differences. 

Decree No. 258 of the Council of Ministers

Under these circumstances, in 1958, Bulgaria adopts Decree No. 258 of the Council 
of Ministers requiring the Gypsy nomads to settle and dealing with a number of 
issues concerning the everyday life of this population (Decree No. 258, 1958). The 
Decree has to assist and regulate the process of the equal inclusion of Gypsies into 
the Bulgarian society, and its most important part is the abandonment of one of the 
oldest and most characteristic Gypsy traditions, namely the nomad way of living. It 
requires the nomads to settle in the countryside and mountain regions of Bulgaria, 
which at the time are experiencing a shortage of laborers. The Decree concernes not 
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just the nomadic, but all the Gypsies living on the territory of the country. This is the 
first government document in the history of Bulgaria that discusses in detail certain 
aspects of the life of this minority and, according to it, all Gypsies are required to 
settle, to work, to educate their children, and to pay their taxes to the state. The De-
cree is thus in many ways crucial to the lives of all of the Bulgarian Gypsies.

Several years earlier, identical laws have been adopted in other countries from 
the Eastern Block, such as Hungary in 1953, and the USSR in 1956 (Marushiako-
va and Popov, 2015: 19–31). This fact gives the impression of a common Eastern 
European policy being followed towards the Gypsy minorities. In fact, Decree No. 
258 is not the first, but simply one among many attempts made by the Bulgarian 
government in that respect. The multiple attempts in that direction show that despite 
the fact that most of the Gypsies in Bulgaria are settled, the relatively small nomad 
groups are a challenge and the final solution of their settling is a difficult task. Will 
the communist governments succeed in what the previous ones did not? 

First attempst for sedentarization of the nomadic Gypsies 

The first attempt for sedentarization is in 1886, when in view of improving the 
collection of taxes and overall government control the Bulgarian authorities adopt 
Art. 7 of the Urban Municipalities Act, which requires the nomads to settle (Crowe, 
1996: 11; Marushiakova and Popov, 2007: 114). However, the governmental ban of 
the nomadic way of life proves ineffective, as is the revised one in 1922 (Darzhaven 
Arhiv – Plovdiv, f. 75 к, op. 1, а.e. 69: 1). Meanwhile, especially in the years of 
the Balkan wars (1912–1913), new nomadic groups enter Bulgaria. In 1927 po-
lice reports note the arrival of even more traveling Gypsies coming from Austria 
and Romania, who, according to the police, are involved in ‘extortions, suspicious 
alternative healings, etc., and often steal horses and livestock’ (Darzhaven Arhiv – 
Plovdiv, f. 75 к, op. 1, а.e. 69: 1).

These nomads do not have identity papers and are viewed as a potential hazard 
on the roads of the Bulgarian Kingdom. That is why, the local authorities (regional 
governors, district governors, etc.) are ordered to escort any undocumented Gypsies 
to the border crossing point through which the nomads had entered Bulgaria, and 
from there to extradite them back to the countries they had come from (Darzhaven 
Arhiv – Plovdiv, f. 75 к, op. 1, а.e. 69: 1).
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By that time the local authorities are already producing monthly lists of the trav-
eling Gypsies in their regions, the direction they are traveling in, as well as records 
of the offenses committed by them. In 1939, a new proposal law is drafted, aiming 
to put an end to the wandering of the nomads (Tsentralen Darzhaven Arhiv, f. 190 
к, op. 3, а.e. 114: 4–8). It contains many of the provisions which are later includ-
ed in the aforementioned Decree No. 258. For example, the sedentarization of the 
nomads is to be done with consideration to their practicing crafts and away from 
the country’s border areas. Those nomads not practicing a particular profession are 
to be given five acres of land and a land loan to be repaid over a period of twenty 
years. This draft bill constitutes, in essence, a temporary indenturing of the nomads, 
since its art. 12 regulates their ‘release’ from that obligation once they have spent a 
minimum of seven years in a settlement (Tsentralen Darzhaven Arhiv, f. 190 к, op. 
3, а.e. 114: 4–8). However, that draft law never comes into force. It is discussed by 
the Parliamentary Committee of the Council of Ministers of the Kingdom of Bul-
garia, but it is returned with recommendations entirely in the spirit of the gaining 
in popularity German Nazi ideology at the time. For example, the comments to the 
archived document mention ‘the latest research on the racial value of the Gypsies’ 
with the conclusion that it needs to be upgraded (Tsentralen Darzhaven Arhiv, f. 190 
k, op. 3, а.e. 114: 21). 

After the 1940 Craiova agreement with Romania, thanks to which South Do-
brudzha is returned to Bulgaria, an additional 8-12,000 Gypsies join the Bulgarian 
kingdom. Some of them are also nomads who continue to follow their traditional 
way of life (Crowe, 1996: 18). 

It can be safely assumed that the government at the time wishes to prepare and 
adopt harsher measures towards the nomads. And while such measures are not in-
troduced until the end of WWII, the authorities‘ considerations for the settling of 
the nomads remain, namely, the risks of spreading infectious diseases, the nomad 
Gypsies’ circumvention of certain legal provisions, the Gypsies’ involvement in 
various crimes, such as horse stealing, when the stolen animals are sold in neighbor-
ing countries, thus naturally complicating the police investigations, etc. All this is 
happening in the context of the already unfolding Cold War, during which, foreign 
reporters can only conduct interviews accompanied by a member of the State Secu-
rity, and citizens of the People‘s Republic of Bulgaria cannot not travel outside of 
the country without permission. The Bulgarian borders are gradually closing, and 
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with them, the free movement of all citizens, including the nomads, is gradually 
coming to an end (Vasileva, 1991).

Implementation of Decree No. 258

At the end of the 1950s Bulgaria is a country with more than 7 million citizens. 
Nearly 170,011 of the population have Gypsy origin (Rezultati ot prebroyavaneto 
na naselenieto na 31.ХІІ.1946, 1970: 16). Most of them are settled and only 15,000 
are still travelers (Arhiv na Ministerstvo na Vatreshnite Raboti, f. 190, op. 3, a.e. 
114: 21). The income for most of these nomads comes from practicing their fami-
ly crafts – basket-making, comb-making, dancing bear breeders, etc. By traveling 
across country they find markets for their produce. The above mentioned Decree 
No. 258, which forces the nomads to settle, is actually a serious blow to their main 
income. However, it needs to be mentioned that at the end of the 1950s, the cheap 
industrial products produced all over the country are already starting to successfully 
compete with the nomad crafts. Under these circumstances, the Decree can actually 
be viewed as an opportunity for the Gypsy nomads for a new source of income as 
farm workers or employees in the fast-developing industry of the People‘s Republic 
of Bulgaria (Kolev, 2010: 125). Probably this is one of the reasons why some Gyp-
sies are not against the settling per se, but they often do not accept the methods of 
the autorities, the places where they are being settled, or the jobs assigned to them. 
However, family memories about that period and all the changes that come to their 
lives at the end of the 1950s among many of the nomad Gypsies are positive. Other 
nomad groups, such as the Tasmanari (they are a Kalderaši Romany-speaking sub-
group) in Dobrudzha for example, who settle down in the years of the Second World 
War, more than a decade before Decree No. 258, do not even keep family memories 
about these events (Erolova, 2013: 235–236).

That does not mean that all the nomads are happy about their new situation. It is 
true that some of them manage to take advantage of the new circumstances and inte-
grate very well into their new settled life, but for many of the Gypsies the beginning 
is hard and lacking in options. The Decree forces them to settle in areas where they 
can be used mostly as agricultural workers. According to Decree No. 258, the exec-
utive committees of the district, regional, urban and rural national advisory groups 
are required to trace down the Gypsies who are not engaged in socially-beneficial 
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labor and lead a nomad life or practice begging, fortune-telling, etc., and take appro-
priate measures to ensure they get employed in both rural and forestry enterprises, 
etc. (point 1 of the Decree) (Izvestiya na Prezidiuma na NS, No 104, 8.Х.1958: 2). 
The Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry is requested to investigate and establish 
which national agricultural enterprises need additional labor and then to accommo-
date ‘no fewer than 1000 Gypsy families‘ who are to be officially accepted as inhab-
itants of the settlements in which the enterprises are located (point 2 of the Decree) 
(Izvestiya na Prezidiuma na NS, No 104, 8.Х.1958: 2). The document also regulates 
the construction of homes for the new workers, while point 3 of the Decree advises 
the management councils of the labor-cooperative agricultural units in the regions 
where unemployed Gypsies (or those who do not engage in community service 
labor) reside that they be admitted in the cooperatives with all rights and benefits 
associated with such a position (Izvestiya na Prezidiuma na NS, No 104, 8.Х.1958: 
3). In addition, the newcomers go through less strict procedures when applying for 
housing construction credits. The Decree also requires compulsory education of the 
nomadic children, who have to go to school just like all the other Bulgarian kids. It 
is interesting that they can be educated not only in the regular schools, but also in 
special boarding schools, where, according to the authorities, they will adopt some 
new social skills, which they could not learn in their own families. The main goal of 
the authorities is to bring the Gypsies closer to the Bulgarian way of life by improv-
ing their living conditions and by gradually changing their traditions, education, and 
professional qualifications.

The real problem in this situation is that the ethnic Bulgarians do not wish to pay 
the price of the Gypsy inclusion, nor do all the nomads have the desire to change 
their way of life. These facts are real obstacles in the implementation of the Decree. 
Some of the nomad groups refuse to obey the ban and continue to travel for some 
time (Arhiv na Ministerstvo na Vatreshnite Raboti, f. 26, op.1, a.e. 659: 107). Other 
nomad groups do not even learn about the Decree for months because of lack of in-
formation (Arhiv na Ministerstvo na Vatreshnite Raboti, f. 26, op.1, a.e. 748: 5–13). 
The local authorities are supposed to inform and help the nomads by providing them 
with jobs and accommodation. Instead of that, however, some officials either chase 
away the Gypsies residing on their territories to neighboring districts, or simply 
decide not to follow the Decree, allowing the Gypsies to freely leave their territo-
ries. There are documented cases in which they are loaded into trucks and moved 
across the border to the territory of a neighboring district (Arhiv na Ministerstvo na 
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Vatreshnite Raboti, f. 26, op.1, a.e. 530: 4) The responsibility for their settlement is 
thus passed on to somebody else. In response, a number of districts seal their bor-
ders and refuse to accept Gypsies. 

The former nomads are not welcome in the cities, and are even officially forbid-
den to settle down in a number of district centers (Arhiv na Ministerstvo na Vatresh-
nite Raboti, f. 26, op.1, a.e. 433: 3). This, authorities explain, is due to the crimes 
committed by some groups, as well as due to the need for unqualified labor in the 
developing agriculture in the countryside. Two years after the issue of Decree No. 
258, when most of the nomads are finally forced to settle, it becomes obvious that 
many local authorities are either not ready or not willing to accommodate or employ 
these people. For example, many agricultural farms cannot provide suitable houses 
for the new settlers. There are cases of families being officially settled in a specific 
place and working in local farms, but still living in tents at the end of the village (Ar-
hiv na Ministerstvo na Vatreshnite Raboti, f. 26, op.1, a.e. 530: 4–6.). In other cases, 
the employers provide jobs for the nomad Gypsies, but only for the summer. During 
the winter the unemployed often starve, which logically leads to crimes (Arhiv na 
Ministerstvo na Vatreshnite Raboti, f. 26, op.1, a.e. 748: 2). In third cases, some 
agricultural enterprises manage to provide everything needed for the new workers, 
but the Gypsies do not want to do that kind of work at all (Arhiv na Ministerstvo na 
Vatreshnite Raboti, f. 26, op. 1, a.e. 659: 93). Leaders of the agricultural enterprises 
note that the quality of work that the former nomads perform is quite poor, and that 
is why they prefer local and already settled Gypsies as employees (Arhiv na Min-
isterstvo na Vatreshnite Raboti, f. 26, op. 1, a.e. 569: 64). The employers complain 
both of petty thefts taking place in the enterprises and of the tension that some of the 
nomad families bring among their colleagues and neighbors.

The nomad Gypsies are not vary satisfied with the conditions either. Many of 
them complain of the small pay and the hard work (Arhiv na Ministerstvo na Va-
treshnite Raboti, f. 26, op.1, a.e. 936: 6). Some of them periodically supplement 
their family budgets by selling their own crafted products, engaging in fortune tell-
ing and begging, as well as by committing petty thefts of agricultural produce or 
domesticated animals. According to some police reports from 1960‚ ‘there are no 
chickens left‘ as a result of such wanderings in the three villages of Gaber, Ge-
shanovo and Uzovo, region of General Toshevo (north-eastern Bulgaria) (Arhiv na 
Ministerstvo na Vatreshnite Raboti, f. 26, op.1, a.e. 748: 5–13).
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Other nomads often travel to the nearby big cities to commit petty crimes 
likesome pickpocketing, and then return to their villages. In the reports of the Peo-
ple‘s Militia (the Police force in communist Bulgaria was called in this way) there 
is enough information about these Gypsy criminal schemes, some of which are ex-
tremely inventive, and impressive. These are only some of the problems facing the 
implementation of Decree No. 258. Still, it has to be noted that regardless of the bad 
start, at the end, the Decree is surprisingly successful. It is, actually, the only suc-
cessful policy for the sedentarization of the Gypsy nomads in Bulgaria. In time the 
nomads manage to settle down, or they at least find their own way of going about it. 
Many of them become successfully integrated in their new villages. Others live in 
their homes only during the winter, and during the warm seasons they travel across 
country and work as construction workers. The families which are traditionally in-
volved in crimes usually continue to do so. There is also another group of ex-no-
mads who successfully work in the agricultural sector, but who do not forget their 
own crafts, from which they usually receive a very decent second income.

Traditionally, from the times of the Ottoman Empire, some ocupations are so 
well developed among the Gypsies that those who practice them organize them-
selves in professional guilds for smiths, cattle-merchants, comb-makers, bear-train-
ers, musicians, tinsmits, basket-makers, gimlet-makers, livestock dealers, and oth-
ers (Arhiv na Ministerstvo na Vatreshnite Raboti, f. 2, op. 1, a.e. 729: 1; Georgieva, 
1966; Ivanova and Krastev, 2006: 45–46). Many of these crafts are common among 
both nomad and setlled Gypsies. Some of these work traditions survive after 1877-
1878 (Marushiakova and Popov, 1993: 155) and even re-emerge in different forms 
after 1944, such as some cooperatives (Darzaven Arhiv – Sliven, f. 616, op. 1, a.e. 
85: 21) and communal enterprises, where the ex-nomads along with the settled Gyp-
sies find proffesional realization.

The first such labor-productive cooperative is the ‘The Iron Hand‘ in the town 
of Sliven (southern Bulgaria), established in 1946 by ‘a group of enthusiastic-black-
smiths from the minorities‘, i.e. ‘Gypsies‘ (Darzaven Arhiv – Sliven, f. 616, op. 1, 
a.e. 85: 21). In the beginning of its existence the cooperative produces simple tools 
needed in agriculture (such as hoes, or axes), but no notable financial success. In 
1950, it launches the production of tractors and plough elements from decommis-
sioned bombs. Three years later, scrapped railroad tracks are used as material for 
the production of the above products. Around the end of the 1950s, the number of 
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the cooperative’s members reaches 150 people working in several departments: the 
blacksmith department, the department for mats and frails, and the department for 
shoe-polishing services. Several other labor cooperatives with Gypsy craftsmen are 
operating across country around the same time. The authorities try to control this 
tendency, while pondering which regions of the country have the potential for the 
establishment of new cooperatives. According to one such forecast from the end of 
the 1950s, the production cooperatives with workers of Gypsy descent could be es-
tablished in the town of Plovdiv (southern Bulgaria) (for around 60 ironmongers), in 
the town of Varna (north-eastern Bulgaria) (for 30 whitesmiths, farriers, cart-mak-
ers, blacksmiths, and axe-makers), in Kolarovgrad (today’s Shumen – northeastern 
Bulgaria) (for 50 basket – weavers), in Preslav (north-eastern Bulgaria) (for 20 bas-
ket-weavers), in Samokov (south-western Bulgaria) (for 50 whitesmiths and black-
smiths), etc. (Tsentralen Darzhaven Arhiv, f. 136, op. 68, a.e. 67: 7).

This initiative is in line with the government’s policy for restrictions on the pri-
vate business, and at the same time it helps the Gypsy craftsmen, who experiencing 
pressure from the mass factory production and thus have an ever harder time finding 
markets for their crafted items. Such government protection allows them to secure 
placement for their products, but despite this not everybody expresses interest in 
joining the communal enterprises. What is more, a small minority of those who join 
the enterprises maintain, even if illegally, their private practices until the end of the 
studied period. 

Education for the nomadic children

The next point that needs to be emphasized is the authority’s efforts to educate all 
Gypsy children, including those of the ex-nomads and the settled seasonal work-
ers. Following the passing of a governmental law in 1948, education in Bulgaria 
becomes compulsory (Marinova-Hristidi, 2006: 84), and it is used as a powerful 
tool for changing the minority children’s worldview and thus their future (Büchsen-
schütz, 2000; Marushiakova and Popov, 2017; Znepolski et al., 2019: 189). 

As already mentioned, the nomad Gypsies’ numbers are not that high, and that 
is why in the specially created bording schools at the begining of the 1960s, their 
children study alonside the children of the seasonal Gypsy workers, whom some au-
torities wrongly consider to be nomads as well. The misunderstanding comes from 
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the fact that the seasonal Gypsy workers do travel during most of the year; however, 
ulike the nomads, they actually own or rent houses, where they live during the win-
ter. The bording schools become a good opportunity for their children, since they 
can leave their homes during the spring (when the school year has not yet finished) 
and return in late autumn, when the school year has already begun (Darzhaven  
Arhiv – Sliven, f. 687, op. 1, a.e. 19: 1). The main purpose behind constructing the 
first boarding schools in Bulgaria in the beginning of the 1960s is to accommodate 
these nomads‘ and seasonal worker‘s children and to give them a chance to at-
tend class and get an education. According to the educational administration, these 
schools would give the kids an opportunity to receive education, which would not 
have been possible otherwise ‘due to their family circumstances‘. Boarding schools 
allow pupils to remain in a state institution after their parents have left for work in 
the new season. Thus, they do not have to interrupt their studies and fall behind 
the curriculum. The first boarding school of this kind openes in 1962 in the town 
of Kotel (eastern Bulgaria) – the hometown of many seasonal workers. Soon after, 
boarding schools open in many other cities across the country, totaling 94 (Kolev, 
2003: 53). The students spend five days a week in school and have the opportunity 
to return to their homes on Saturday and Sunday. In comparison, children in other 
types of boarding institutions usually go back home only for the holidays. 

Actually, some of the the so-called nomadic children are in fact kids of season-
al workers or, sometimes, of former nomads-turned-seasonal workers as a way of 
preserving at least some part of their previous nomad lives prior to 1958. Later, the 
autorities outgrow the initial concept of these boarding institutions, and soon they 
become places for education not only for students of nomadic Gypsy descent, but 
also of Turkish children and of kids coming from poor or underprivileged families, 
which are otherwise ‘unable to provide the needed conditions for good upbringing‘ 
(Darzhaven Arhiv – Sliven, f. 687, op. 1, a.e. 19: 1). Abandoned children, or kids 
whose parents have criminal records or alcohol problems, also become a priority for 
the boarding school education (Darzhaven Arhiv – Burgas, f. 35, op. 2, a.e 70: 93).

Signing up Gypsy children for boarding schools is technically voluntary, but 
it cannot be denied that there are situations in which the administration tries to 
convince, or even to force some of the parents to agree to it. The children enrolled 
through such methods usually end up running away from the boarding schools, and, 
as the archives report, these kids are often used as beggars or burglars upon return-
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ing to their parents (Arhiv na Ministerstvo na Vatreshnite Raboti, f. 26, op. 2, a.e. 
386: 3–7; a.e. 473: 3). However, a large part of the students successfully manage 
to complete their studies and learn some kind of craft. An inquiry of the Ministry 
of Interior Affairs shows that there are 8,000 students (most of them Gypsies) in 
boarding facilities in 1978 (Marushiakova and Popov, 2007: 137). This shows us 
that attending boarding school is successful in gaining education for those children. 
However, the practice is not very common as the boarding schools cannot cover a 
substantial percentage of the 74,200 children living in the country by that time.

We have to point out that after the issuing of Decree No. 258, the nomads in 
Bulgaria do manage to settle. They do start living in houses. Their children do attend 
school, and some of them do become very well integrated in the Bulgarian society. 
To achieve these results, the Bulgarian authorities make many and consistent efforts. 
At the beginning of the 1970s, the Bulgarian Gypsies, just like all other citizens of 
Bulgaria, are working, paying taxes, and educating their children. Some of these 
students become the basis of the Gypsy intelligentsia in the country, created and 
assisted by the government during socialism.

However, we have to also note that the majority of the Gypsy population at that 
time remains low qualified workers. In the meantime, the authorities continue their 
fight with some traditional Gypsy practices, such as ‘baba hak’ (the habit of giving 
a ‘bride price’, called ‘baba hakki’ from Turkish, which means ‘father’s right’; this 
practice is, however, perceives by the authorities as ‘sale’ of brides), early marriages, 
etc. that are widely recognized as obstacles for the complete inclusion of the Gypsy 
minority into the Bulgarian society. The communist authorities recognize the seden-
tarization of the nomads as their undisputed success in improving the quality of life 
among the former nomads and bringing them closer to the Bulgarian population.167

The Gypsy question – ‘our own, internal problem’

At this point the efforts seem to follow the governmental intentions for ‘inclusion’ 
of the minority and the Gypsies in Bulgaria remain mainly ‘our own, internal prob-
lem’. The term is a phrase attributed to the long-time leader of communist Bulgar-
ia, Todor Zhivkov. Actually, the whole policy towards the Gypsies proves that the 

167 See, for example, the article ‘Kakvo shte kazhete gospodin Pakson?, in the Nov pat Gypsy news-
paper (New way, issued from 1959) (Nov pat, 1974: 9).
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authorities treat the minority exactly as an ‘internal problem’. For example, in the 
beginning of the 1960s, only ten years after the emigration of part of the Bulgarian 
Turks to Turkey at the end of the 1940s, the communist authorities start the first so-
called ‘voluntary’ renaming of the Muslim Gypsies, followed by the also ‘voluntary’ 
renaming of the Pomaks (Bulgarian Muslims) (Eminov, 1997). 

These latter initiatives come as a consequence of the authorities’ fear that the 
Muslims in Bulgaria are under the influence of neighboring Turkey, which at that 
time is a not only a Muslim country, but a country from the other side of the Iron 
Curtain – something unacceptable for the Bulgarian politics. Both initiatives origi-
nate from Decision А No 101 of Politburo of the Central Committee of the Bulgar-
ian Communist Party from 1962, concerning the issue of the assumed Turkish iden-
tity among Gypsies, Tatars, and Bulgarian Muslims (Tsentralen Darzhaven Arhiv, f. 
1b, op. 15, а.e. 765).

With this decision, the leaders of the Bulgarian Communist Party for the first 
time openly declare their negative attitude towards the practice of assumed Turkish 
identity among some Bulgarian minorities and state their determination to fight any 
of its manifestations. 

Thus, in 1970, a new campaign for the compulsory change of Turkish-Ar-
ab names to Bulgarian ones begins among the Bulgarian Muslims, which is then 
followed by the renaming of the Bulgarian Gypsies in the period between 1980 
and 1984, and the renaming of the ethnic Bulgarian Turks in 1984 (Kalyonski and 
Gruev, 2012; Stoyanov, 1998). The latter group also acquires a new name, ‘descend-
ants of the Bulgarian Muslim converts’ (Tsentralen Darzhaven Arhiv, f.1b, op. 55, 
а.e. 1339: 5).

These facts show clearly that the Bulgarian government policies against self-de-
termination of the minority ethnic groups are still in effect from the beginning of the 
1950s till the end of the so-called socialist period in 1989. Meanwhile, in the begin-
ning of the 1970s, the Bulgarian authorities realize that they have a new reason for 
concern, apart from the Turkish influence among the Muslim Gypsies in Bulgaria. 

In 1971 the first World Romani Congress is held in London. In 1978, at the Sec-
ond World Romani Congress International Romani Union was officially established. 
In short, the new organization is founded in Western Europe; it is internationally 
recognized. It is also supported by India, which recognizes the Gypsies as ‘brothers 
and sisters’ (Ivanov). In the first years of its existence most of the Romani Union 
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leaders are from Yugoslavia, where the official policy at that time is to support the 
minority’s self-determination – something that Bulgaria abandons in the early 1950s. 
The fear that the new international organization will influence the Gypsy minority 
in Bulgaria makes the Bulgarian government’s attitude towards the Romani Union 
strongly negative. Despite the censorship in all the spheres of the social and political 
life in Bulgaria, some educated Bulgarian Gypsies manage to receive information 
about the work of the Romani Union. The State Security is well informed about 
these tendencies among part of the Gypsy intelligentsia, but the minority’s desire 
for knowledge of its own history, culture and traditions is not acceptable in socialist 
Bulgaria at the time. The fact that the Romani Union is an international organiza-
tion, operating mainly in Western Europe, and trying to unite, or at least to connect, 
the Gypsy minorities in different countries, threatens the attitude of the Bulgarian 
authorities towards the Gypsies as ‘an internal problem’ and opens the door for 
the foreign influence among the minority in the country. Furthermore, the Romani 
Union and the Bulgarian socialist government hold entirely opposing views on the 
future development of the Gypsies. According to the Bulgarian long-term policy of 
‘inclusion’, the minority will live a better life if it manages to abandon the typical 
traditions that hold it back. In contrast, one of the main goals of the Romani Union 
is the preservation of the Roma traditions, among which is the nomadic way of life. 
Even though there are many other reasons for the negative attitude of the Bulgarian 
government towards the Romani Union, this aspect is quite interesting because of 
the non-official confrontation between some members of the Union and the Bulgar-
ian authorities. Bulgaria, for example, is accused by some members of the Union of 
essentially implementing a policy of assimilation towards its Gypsies (Stoyanova, 
2017: 122) since the country legally bans the traditional nomad way of life. From 
the pages of the Nov pat Gypsy newspaper, the Bulgarian authorities answer that the 
policy of the Western countries is actually a policy of discrimination, as opposed to 
Bulgaria, where the policy towards the Gypsies is really a policy of inclusion (Nov 
pat, article ‘Kakvo ste kazhete gospodin Pakson?’, 1974: 8). According to the news-
paper, while the West desperately calls for the rescue and preservation of the Gypsy 
culture and traditions, it completely ignores the desire of most people to live a better 
life. And if the Gypsies really want to improve their lives, they would have to do 
it at the cost of abandoning some of their old traditions, among which the nomadic 
way of life stands out. 
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Conclusion

In conclusion, it has to be noted that the Bulgarian authorities successfully force the 
Bulgarian Gypsy nomads to settle, and for many of these nomads this becomes an 
opportunity for obtaining education, security, and a better life. In addition, some of 
these ex-nomads actually manage to keep some elements of their nomad way of life 
by doing seasonal work over shorter distances. For many of the nomads the settling 
remains as a positive memory in the family, and when after the political changes in 
1989 many restrictions on traveling and living within Bulgaria are banned, there 
are only a few families who unsuccessfully try to go back to the old nomadic way 
of life. That does not mean that nomadism disappeared completely. Actually, after 
1989 it is revived by taking a new and more modern form. 

At the same time, we have to point out that the sedentarization of the nomads 
does not resolve all the problems which the authorities’ propaganda insists it will. 
For example, a few old traditions among some of the Gypsies (not only the ex-no-
mads) remain, such as the early marriages, the concentration of most of the Gypsies 
in separate neighborhoods, isolated from the ethnic Bulgarians, etc. After the politi-
cal changes in 1989, the problems with employment and education among the Gyp-
sy minority become more serious, this is, in a way, proof that eliminating nomadism 
was not that essential for the integration of the minority – at least not for the majori-
ty of the Bulgarian Gypsies. At the same time, those Bulgarian Gypsies who manage 
to abandon nomadism do not necessarily become well integrated. Nevertheless, the 
authorities during socialism believe that sedentarization is the first right step on the 
road of ‘inclusion’ of the nomad Gypsies in the country and they are proud of their 
success at the time. 
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