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The National Palace of Culture

Madam Deputy Director General of UNESCO

Mister Chairman of the UNESCO Executive Council

Mister Chairman of the General Assembly of the States Parties to the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage

Esteemed Ministers,

Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is my pleasure to welcome you all, representatives of different countries and cultures from the four corners of the world, yet united by a common ideal and a common goal of safeguarding Mankind’s rich intangible heritage as an invaluable source of the world cultural diversity. 

I am particularly pleased to see you in Bulgaria, a country with long-standing traditions in the domain of artistic creation, of the preservation and presentation of its cultural heritage, and in cultural dialogue.

The intangible cultural heritage is the spiritual expression of cultures which, in the words of Claude Lévi-Strauss, are the fragile flowers of our diversity. It possesses that exceptional merit of the Trinity through which the continuity between past, present and future of mankind takes place. It is such continuity that builds the cultural identity  and the creative being of each nation.

Until not so long ago, the ancient cultures that left no written evidence of themselves – Thracians, Celts, Illyrians – had been referred to as ‘secondary’ or ‘marginal’. Today we all appreciate the magnificence of the architectural and artistic heritage bequeathed by their creative genius, which epitomizes their rich historical and cultural traditions,  spiritual development, cultural interaction and mutual enrichment. But it was only recently that we became aware that, in a community of oral expression, the layers of cultural memory, the force of ritual and tradition are the ones that form the unity, the communal identity; and that a community deprived of its beliefs, ritual traditions and ceremonies is doomed to extinction. It is here that we see the chief merit of the UNESCO Convention on the World Intangible Heritage: that it focuses the attention of the international community on the intransient role of the spirit as an inherent element of human development, on safeguarding the diversity of originalities and forms of cultural expression, on the need to pass on to future generations the entire spiritual wealth accumulated over the centuries and encoded in our genes.

At the same time, a personality or a society that have no possibility to be represented to others are like dwellers in a home without a mirror: they cannot see their own reflection, and are incapable of self-knowledge. And if you cannot get to know yourself, you could not open up to the others, or engage in meaningful dialogue with them. Therefore, our home should have not just mirrors, but also windows open to the outside world, to other traditions and cultures.

This message of the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage is particularly relevant in today’s world. The process of globalization faces each nation with the challenge and the incentive to preserve its identity, as globalization blurs the national, regional or local identities, endangers the diversity of languages and cultures, dissolving our values into a uniform, ready-to-wear thinking pattern. The only response to that in this globalizing world of ours is solely possible through culture. And here lies the other great merit of the Convention: that it guarantees the safeguarding and preservation of cultures whose means of expression, traditional skills, oral folklore, languages and customs are threatened with extinction. Its implementation in daily life will contribute to the revival of forgotten peoples that have become extinct over the years; of peoples possessing valuable experience in designing our common future.

Distinguished Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is not accidental that my country has offered its hospitality to the present Forum. Situated at the heart of the Balkan Peninsula, Bulgaria has always been a natural crossroads between East and West. It is a frequently used metaphor that Bulgaria is a geographic and spiritual bridge on which the ancient civilization has crossed into Europe. As a historian I would note that our land is heir to the cultural and historical values of many and different ancient cultures: the ancient Thracian, the Hellenic, the Roman, the Islamic and the characteristically Bulgarian, each of which has struck deep roots into the millennia-old history of this country. Individual elements of these cultures have survived to date, to our own times. Fire-dancing is a religious dance on burning embers that has its origins from an ancient Thracian ritual dedicated to the Mother Goddess and her son, the Sun God. The Mummers, dancers wearing ritual masks intended to ward off the evil spirits and placate the forces of good. To this day, the village of Bistritsa resounds with the polyphonic incantations of the Bistritsa Grannies, declared a masterpiece of the world intangible cultural heritage, together with the dances, specific rituals and practices passed on from generation to generation, including today’s young people.   

We regard that this invaluably diverse folklore and ethnographic wealth not as a kind of archaic art, fossilized in its form, but as a treasure-trove of living cultural heritage, an inexhaustible source of creative inspiration to this day.

All of this gives us sufficient reason to propose the establishment in Bulgaria, under UNESCO auspices, of a Center for the Intangible Cultural Heritage, that would pool together the efforts in this field of the countries of the region of South Eastern Europe, the Black Sea and the Mediterranean.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

As host to the Second Extraordinary Session of the Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, Bulgaria will make every effort for the successful completion and drafting of the documents on the basis of which this Convention will establish itself as a living and vibrant instrument. I believe that with joint efforts, under the auspices of UNESCO, the organization which provides a meeting ground for the universal and the unique, the specificities of every nation and culture, we will all lay the foundations of the shrine that will preserve and share our spiritual heritage in the name of our common future.
I wish every success to your noble undertaking!

Thank you for your attention.

