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Second extraordinary session
of the Intergovernmental Committee for the Safeguarding
of the Intangible Cultural Heritage 

Sofia, 18-22 February 2008

Mr President of the Republic,

Mr Minister of Culture of Bulgaria,

Mr Chairperson of the National Commission of the Republic of Bulgaria for UNESCO,

Mr Vice-President of the Bulgarian Academy of Sciences,

Mr President of the General Conference of UNESCO,

Mr Chairperson of the Executive Board,

Mr Director-General,

Excellencies,

Ladies and Gentlemen,


I am very conscious of the privilege of being with you in this beautiful country for this second extraordinary session of the Intergovernmental Committee that is to finalize the operational directives for optimum implementation of the 2003 Convention. For this reason, I am particularly grateful to both the Government of Bulgaria and the Director-General of UNESCO for having honoured me with this invitation.

Let us first note our good fortune in being able to hold this session in Bulgaria, a country on the edge of the Orient and sharing with it a space where civilizations meet, one which, distanced from the fateful transformations of the past that created two opposing worlds, nevertheless remains proof of mutual enrichment. Bulgaria, which will soon be celebrating the traditional annual rose festival in the Plovdiv region with its 6,000 years of history, offers a highly appropriate background for our work on intangible heritage, expressive of its people’s strong attachment to their ancestral traditions. But, before the rose festival, the country greets us with another masterpiece of its oral heritage: the festival that is currently taking place in the Rhodopes, the Rila and the Pirin Mountains featuring young Bulgarians who, clad in animal skins and wearing animal masks, dance to drive away the “evil spirits” with the noise from the cattle bells around their waists.

And, as if they were specially designed to inspire us in our work on intangible culture, there are the legends that have made Bulgaria their own, powerfully reminding us that every nation shows its soul in its fantasy tales, its stories and its epic poems. We do not need to go far from Sofia to find the people known as the Chopes, rough villagers of the region, with their fierce love of the earth and their tender attachment to their animals. An unforgettable portrait of these peasants is drawn by the great writer, Pelin, in his play The Reapers, a true masterpiece in the shape of a story showing us wretched weary peasants lulled by the magic of legends with the connivance of fine summer nights.

But Bulgaria’s generous welcome does not stop there. It leads us straight on to discover the dazzling Legends of the Stara Planina, overflowing with magic from the wonderful pen of Yordan Yovkov, that master of Bulgarian prose – a storyteller who drew his inspiration from Dobruja village life, love and female beauty.

Physical beauty is allied with a fine mind in the case of that exceptional woman, Elisaveta Bagriana, an interpreter of the female soul and the depths of the human heart in their spiritual dimension. This explorer of the soul is an admirable guide to the sometimes untamed beauty of human beings.

Bojidar Dimitrov has described the Bulgars, who are said to have come from Afghanistan, as the civilizers of the Slav world. Be that as it may, in this country of awe-inspiring monasteries, sparkling museums and museum-towns such as Elena, many different elements have helped enrich the land: Thracians, Pomaks, Greeks, Romans, Slavs, Ancient Bulgars and Ottomans – which the spirit of Bulgaria has been able to syncretize so effectively in its own way …

*          *

*


You have a full agenda. May I just mention, in passing, the special nature of the link between tangible and intangible heritage which creates an internal relationship between the two providing world heritage with its completeness but also its complexity?

We should, of course, be well advised to take proper account of the 30 years of experience in implementing the 1972 Convention, especially as we cannot entirely disregard a certain connection between the two types of heritage that is not due simply to the fact that they are related and is due even less to the fact that they are contingent on each other. Their relationship might, on the contrary, be shown to be the result of a fruitful inner tension imparting to the whole human heritage a temporal dynamics that must be kept alive and given fresh impetus through forms of reliable transmission. Both types of heritage are of the same stamp, moulded by the creative genius of human beings and their underlying desire for continuity, and can mutually enrich each other through the “singularities born of historical chance and desire”, as a native of this country, Julia Kristeva, so aptly put it.  

But let us stop skirting round the edge of the subject and consider things in a little more depth. What, for example, are the skills – humankind’s intangible asset – that have enabled the human race to build pyramids and cathedrals? The skill used to make an object is at least as important as the object itself in that it tells us how the intangible aspect of the one blends with the tangible aspect of the other, which illuminates and refines it in turn.

But all this admittedly does not absolve us from a basic degree of caution in order to avoid any “amalgam” with the 1972 standard-setting instrument. Let us be careful not to forget the specific nature and living, evolving character of intangible heritage on the one hand and the particular conditions in which this heritage has been handed down, on the other. These are two essential areas of reflection which epitomize the specific nature of the intangible and cannot apply to tangible heritage.
May I here remind you that the word “amalgam” that I have just used is of Arabic origin? Perhaps I should point out that it is a term from the world of mysticism and expresses the “supreme conjunction of body and soul”, in other words, of the tangible and intangible. 

“The richness of a work,” says Cesare Pavese, “is determined by the quality of the past that it contains”; and, I would add, “by the quality of the intangible elements that contributed to it”. Let us therefore follow the advice of Elias Canetti, a writer who, although he lived in other climes, remained, by birth and at heart, a true Bulgarian. Let us follow his advice when he says, “Do not let days pass without signs; somebody will need them”. Without such signs there would be no trace of the past, no lessons for the present and no guide to a future that we can control.

These signs are perpetuated by groups, communities, practitioners, individuals and research centres, whose vital role has been highlighted at meetings of the Committee’s subsidiary body in Bucharest and Vitré. Consulting and calling on the expertise of all these players directly concerned with the transmission of intangible culture has proved extremely useful, not least for drawing up the procedures for selection and inscription on the lists provided for that purpose in the 2003 Convention.
*          *

*


You might also consider the unbroken line of intangible heritage and the secret of its vitality. In this respect, what will rescue the 2003 Convention from all the unfortunate misinterpretations, distortions and “innovations” inspired by the wish to introduce new ideas at all costs, is an accurate analysis of the specific features of living heritage and its requirements. Such analysis of the popular carnivals in Belgium and Bulgaria, classical forms of Japanese and Indian theatre, polyphonic singing from the Central African Republic or the Ahellil of southern Algeria shows both the intrinsic value of and secret behind the continuity of these traditions, which are far removed from any risk of distortion or any facile temptation to modernize, such as the risky desire to modernize a traditional musical instrument to excess.

Reconciling pagan or religious traditions with socio-political modernity must be done patiently and intelligently, preserving the intangible heritage without distorting its substance. This preservation is connected with human beings’ need to put down roots by reinventing their past. In Le fou d’Elsa, Louis Aragon said, “I have reinvented the past to see the beauty of the future”. 

*          *

*


Moreover, in our work to sustain intangible culture, we should not harbour the superior illusion that our age is the first to be concerned with protecting its intangible heritage and that 2003, the year of the Convention, here marks a crucial stage in the civilizing of human attitudes. For my part, I tend to believe that our age of breathless globalization and disheartening standardization has played havoc with our intangible heritage more than ever before and that our forebears were diligent custodians of their traditions more than we have ever been. Past centuries provide eloquent testimony to this. Let us take, for example, that prince of Java who, in the nineteenth century, was afraid that all the knowledge of his country, which had been passed on orally until then, would be lost. He therefore ordered:

“three high-ranking men of letters … to write a history of times past that would encompass [all the traditions,] all the natural and supernatural sciences of Java, even to joyous inquiry, in the form of verse and song to delight the listeners and awaken them [even] to unreason”.

The “agenda”, as we would say today, for these three poets was to:

“gather all the wisdom, but also all the transgressions, of hermits, sibyls, blacksmiths, tumblers, brigands, women, ulemas, shadow puppeteers, professional dreamers, custodians of oblivion, masters of disclosure and other free spirits, fugitives and outcasts who navigate the ambushes of sex and spirit”.

The prince gave our three poets 10,000 golden ringgits for this work.

They succeeded in their task. Their songs, revealing the tempests of the soul, described, in 400 pages of verse, the Sufi wanderings of two princes and a princess fleeing the Sultan Agung of Java to rediscover the knowledge of happiness through a mystical and erotic quest in which true pleasure, asceticism and self-denial all found their place.
*          *

*
Dear friends,

The art of conveying our traditions consists in respecting symbols, images and gestures that faithfully reflect the identity of a social or ethnic group and extend beyond the boundaries of idiom.

In this connection we have developed the idea of a “clash of civilizations”, no doubt referring less to the conflict between the West and the Islamic-Confucian world dear to Samuel Huntington and more to the conflict between the traditional earthenware pot and the iron pot, the old stoneware vessel and the pressure cooker, or of the happy and peaceful coexistence of two types of heritage from two inseparable civilizations with the same origin. The disappearance of one would inevitably entail the deplorable loss and unfortunate forgetting of the other. This is, in fact, the whole secret and significance of the “savoir-vivre of human beings who have stayed true to what they are”.
*          *

*


A certain piece of wisdom whose wisdom is uncertain holds that states should prepare for war if they wish for peace: “si vis pacem para bellum”. However, through your work of consolidating oral traditions and bringing together cultures and peoples, it is you who are the undoubted architects of world peace. So far, nobody has really asked how far the trend towards understanding and safeguarding foreign traditions helps to bring about universal catharsis, reduce intolerance, establish peaceful dialogue and stop indiscriminate terrorism. Yet this is what you are doing unobtrusively and far from the spotlight. It is by strengthening national identities under threat that you are securing the world’s cultural diversity for the future. By safeguarding popular traditions, you are undoubtedly working on what differentiates peoples rather than on what separates them.
Of course, in this work you at all times have the menace of the disturbing increase in communitarianism, nationalism, indigenism and separatism and the death blow to “melting pots”. But you may remember the teaching of the Italian theologian who said, “I fear the man of one book” (“timeo hominem unius libri”); in other words, he feared man’s turning in on himself, becoming too proud of himself and too sure of himself, with his easy certainties and his distrust of outside influences. This is why you can contribute to cultural diversity with respect for one and all. You will be the advocates of a culture that has the magnanimity to give and the humility to receive and of a culture that is able to maintain dialogue in the concert of civilizations, where you must be able to listen as well as talk.

You will constantly be creating people who regard each other as friends and brothers, a far cry from the caricatures of the Prophet of Islam in Copenhagen, the murder of Theo Van Gogh in Amsterdam, the unfortunate effects of the Regensburg speech, the destruction of the Buddhas in Kabul, the slaughter in Iraq, creeping xenophobia and clashes between communities.

Consciously or unconsciously, you are preventing passions from flaring and violence from being unleashed every time you make progress in safeguarding the intangible heritage of humankind.

*          *

*


I can conclude no more appropriately than by quoting the words of Ambassador Irina Bokova, who opportunely reminded everybody that “peace is built through human intelligence” and that it was people who created and continue to hand down humankind’s cultural heritage.

Let us put an end to the hollow and pervasive discourse of the “clash of civilizations” and say that it is deprivation of culture that inevitably leads to bloodshed among a people and that culture, in its true sense, begins with preserving their intangible heritage. 

Thank you.

*          *

*
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