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The role of the Coordinator for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultur-
al Heritage brought the Slovene Ethnographic Museum a new perspec-
tive on intangible heritage, which the museum has been dealing with 
since its foundation. This article focuses on intangible heritage related 
to music and dance, which we illuminate from two angles. The first focus 
is on the systemic safeguarding of intangible heritage from the position 
of the UNESCO paradigm. The second is a focus on music and dance as 
important components of customs and their musealisation.
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Introduction

The Slovene Ethnographic Museum (hereinafter SEM) has dealt with intan
gible cultural heritage since its foundation, but on the museum's acquisi-
tion of an important new role, fresh perspectives on intangible cultural 
heritage emerged. Examining music and dance as intangible cultural her-
itage, we discuss the systematic safeguarding of music and dance in rela-
tion to the 2003 UNESCO Convention on the Safeguarding of the Intangible 
Cultural Heritage, and consider them as important components of customs 
and their musealisation.

In 2011, the SEM assumed the role of national Coordinator, which arose 
during preparation for ratification of the UNESCO Convention for the Safe-
guarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (2003) in Slovenia. At that 
time, the museum undertook to develop knowledge frameworks and par-
ticipate in the systemic safeguarding of intangible cultural heritage which 
continues in practice today. This orientation in the operation of the muse-
um brought to it a new perspective on intangible cultural heritage, which, 
from a museological perspective, the museum’s employees have been deal-
ing with ever since its foundation1 (see e.g. Jerin and Pukl 2022, 54; Židov 
2020, 56–60). The museum remains devoted to research on intangible cul-
tural heritage, since the movable heritage that the museum keeps in its col-
lections is inextricably linked to its intangible component, “which ‘lives’ 
outside the museum, in the communities that practice it” (Židov 2020, 50).2

In this article, we want to shed light on two views of intangible cul-
tural heritage related to music and dance, which are strongly intertwined 
due to the SEM’s role as one of Slovenia’s central ethnological institutions. 
Both views are directed towards a common interest – that is, the study and 
consequent safeguarding of intangible cultural heritage. This heritage is 
inscribed in the national list called the Register of the Intangible Cultur-
al Heritage (hereinafter the Register) and is also a subject of museolog-
ical analyses. Approaches to its safeguarding are based on research and 
documentation, as well as on education and transfer (Nikočević 2003, 62), 
whereby it is essential that its safeguarding does not become its limita-
tion or musealisation but must promote the development opportunity that 
heritage carries within itself (Kovačec Naglič 2012, 19). The musealisation 

1	 The SEM celebrated its 100th anniversary in 2023.
2	 For more on projects related to intangible cultural heritage prior to assuming the role of the 

Coordinator, see Židov and Jerin 2015, 330–332.



277

11   Music and Dance at the Intersection

CC BY-NC-ND 4.0      |      DOI: 10.3986/9789610510512_11

of intangible cultural heritage presents a challenge for museum curators 
who care about the protection of movable heritage. Questions arise, such 
as what and how to exhibit intangible heritage, since we cannot materialise 
knowledge, skills, habits, customs and the like. Dance and music are espe-
cially demanding for musealisation, as their final product is not tangible 
(as opposed to, for example, in pottery).

The first part of the paper is aimed at an overview of the Slovenian Reg-
ister and the placement of music and dance within it. Based on this, we will 
indicate the essential characteristics of the Slovenian inventory of intangi-
ble cultural heritage and highlight its value in its safeguarding. The second 
part of the article deals with music and dance as important components of 
customs, their musealisation and new approaches in museum presentation.

Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage  
in Slovenia according to the 2003 UNESCO Convention

Some indicate intangible cultural heritage as the essence of heritage, which 
represents the living culture of human communities, their evolution, and 
their continuing development (Lenzerini 2011, 102). They believe it neces-
sary to safeguard intangible cultural heritage because of its frequent invis-
ibility and propensity to disappearance, given its dependence on success-
ful transmission from generation to generation (Convention 2005, 97). The 
basic mechanisms of its safeguarding at national and international levels 
are offered by the 2003 UNESCO Convention, whereby it is essential to be 
aware that with the signing of the Convention, intangible cultural heritage 
is no longer only a matter for the bearers, but also for the state that regu-
lates it (Židov 2014, 157). The latter must provide the conditions that enable 
cultural communities to continue creating, maintaining, and transmitting 
their heritage (Blake 2018, 22).

The Republic of Slovenia ratified the 2003 UNESCO Convention at the 
end of 2007 and in 2008 it implemented it into the legal order with the adop-
tion of the Cultural Heritage Protection Act.3 As a fulfilment of the obliga-
tion of the signatory state of this international document, the creation of 
a national list of intangible cultural heritage, managed by the Ministry of 
Culture, began in the same year. This is a part of the Register of Cultural 

3	 For more on the first views on intangible cultural heritage in connection with the 2003 UNESCO 
Convention, see in Židov 2017.
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Heritage,4 a central collection of data on the cultural heritage present in the 
territory of the Republic of Slovenia.

For professional support in creating and supplementing the list, the 
Ministry of Culture of the Republic of Slovenia established the public ser-
vice of the Coordinator, a function which is performed by the SEM. The for-
mer operates at the intersection of the interests of the bearers of the herit-
age (communities, groups, and individuals) and politics, whose activities 
in the field of cultural heritage are guided by international documents, 
statutory rules, and formal procedures. Its role at the national level is to 
empower the bearers or raise awareness of the importance of intangible 
cultural heritage and the activities carried out by the bearers directed to-
wards the safeguarding and transmission of intangible cultural heritage. It 
is their attitude towards heritage that can trigger decisive steps on the way 
to its safeguarding (see Jerin and Pukl 2018, 5). The Coordinator’s activities 
are thus aimed at identifying and documenting intangible cultural herit-
age during the fieldwork, various methods of presentation and promotion, 
and related safeguarding of intangible cultural heritage among the general 
public, at both the national and international levels. We could say that the 
work of the Coordinator includes the translation of the Convention “into a 
language that is understandable to the bearers and encourages inscription 
on national lists” (Židov 2019, 13) and thus “ranges from the field to UNES-
CO” (Židov 2018, 47). At the same time, after the establishment of the Con-
vention, the profession found itself in an intermediate position - it must act 
as arbiter, promoter and critic of heritage (Lukić-Krstanović 2012, 230–231).

Among the Coordinator’s main tasks is the preparation of proposals for 
the inscription of intangible cultural heritage into the Register,5 whereby 
the proposals are prepared based on the initiatives received, and which 
are evaluated by the expert body established in 2011 – the Coordinator’s 
Working Group. The Working Group evaluates initiatives based on criteria6 
established on the basis of the 2003 UNESCO Convention and other national 
law and rules dealing with intangible cultural heritage.7 Anyone can sub-

4	 In addition to the Register of Intangible Cultural Heritage, it also consists of the already exi-
sting Register of Immovable Cultural Heritage and the Register of Movable Cultural Heritage, 
which is just being established.

5	 The Register currently consists of 134 elements and 401 registered bearers of intangible cultu-
ral heritage (Register, 21 August 2025).

6	 The criteria for entry into the Register are available at the following link: http://www.nesnov-
nadediscina.si/sites/default/files/merila_za_vpis_junij_2021.pdf.

7	 Ever since the ratification of the 2003 UNESCO Convention, dilemmas regarding the inscripti-
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mit an initiative to inscribe a new element in the Register or a bearer of an 
already registered heritage. The bearer of the heritage must be aware of 
this intention and must agree8 at the onset of the registration process onto 
the national list. In the process of preparing a formal proposal for inscrip-
tion, intangible cultural heritage elements intended for inscription into 
the Register are classified into one of the five domains9 as defined onto the 
2003 UNESCO Convention. During this period of preparation, the Coordina-
tor actively collaborates with experts from various institutions who deal 
with the field of heritage. The experts come from regional museums from 
across Slovenia, research institutes, the Department of Ethnology and Cul-
tural Anthropology of the Faculty of Arts of the University of Ljubljana, the 
Institute for the Protection of Cultural Heritage of Slovenia, the Slovenian 
National Commission for UNESCO and the Ministry of Culture. The collab-
oration of the members of this group of experts is very valuable for the 
Coordinator, as the experts are brought together by the same topic of the 
intangible cultural heritage under consideration, shedding light on it from 
different perspectives. This can be very useful and valuable but, in some 
cases, can lead to a situation in which the Coordinator finds itself at the 
intersection of different interests. Sometimes the members, who are not so 
familiar with UNESCO values and the ever-changing highlights in the wel-
fare of heritage, each have their own vision as to what should happen with 
the heritage and how should we, as the experts in this field, help the bear-
ers to maintain the “good health” of “their” heritage. This can be a specially 
intriguing situation when preparing the formal proposals for inscription 
of the intangible cultural heritage in the national Register.

The Register is a continuously updated list, created through a participa-
tory approach (see Van Mensch and Meijer-Van Mensch 2015, 56–58; Blake 
2020, 324–332), in cooperation with bearers of the heritage and experts in 
individual areas of intangible cultural heritage. It is important that the 

on of intangible cultural heritage into the registers have also arisen in the profession, since 
it is a matter of selection based on certain criteria and exclusion (for more, see e.g. Hafstein 
2009, 93).

8	 The bearer expresses his or her agreement by signing the Statement of the bearer, by which he 
or she confirms that he or she is aware of the submission of the initiative in which he or she 
is proposed as a bearer of the heritage and that he or she agrees to the possible entry in the 
Register.

9	 The 2003 UNESCO Convention talks about the following domains of intangible cultural heritage: 
1. oral traditions and expressions, including language as a vehicle of the intangible cultural heri-
tage, 2. performing arts, 3. social practices, rituals and festive events, 4. knowledge and practices 
concerning nature and the universe, 5. traditional craftsmanship (UNESCO 2003, Article 2).
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bearers are involved in safeguarding of the heritage at all levels,10 as they 
are responsible for its vitality (Tauschek 2015, 292). At the same time, it 
is necessary to realise that “all heritage-related interventions /.../ change 
people’s attitude towards their work, their culture and themselves” (Židov 
2018, 56). Interest in becoming inscribed in the Register is increasing each 
year, and the number of registered elements as well as bearers has been 
rising gradually since 2011, with the representation of intangible cultural 
heritage elements within individual types being very diverse.11 For some 
of the elements that are not very tangible, but have mostly an intangible 
essence, the inscription in the Register is of great importance. We aim to 
explain below why this is the case when we discuss the elements that are 
classified in the Slovenian Register under the domain of “performing arts” 
and fall within the scope of music and dance. We then present the estab-
lished Slovenian system of safeguarding intangible cultural heritage at the 
national level based on individual cases.

Register between Theory and Practice: From Ritual 
Easter Dances to Singing Partisan Songs

An overview of the elements within the domain of performing arts in the 
Slovenian Register reveals that there is a total of seventeen elements in this 
category, eleven of which are related to music and dance. These are the el-
ements “Easter dances and games in Metlika”, “Wind orchestra”, “Folk-pop 
music”, “Bell-ringing”, “Four-voice singing”, “Six-voice singing”, “Sotiš”, 
“Šamarjanka”, “Playing the tambura”, and “Singing partisan songs” and 
“Making simple folk musical instruments”.

Music, together with dance as its embodiment, is, on the one hand, the 
most profound and inalienable human activity, in which all social elements 
come together into a whole that cannot be placed on a single level of exist-
ence. In its liveliness, it literally embodies common life and is therefore the 
fundamental pillar of the life of any human community, even deeper and 
more primal than language (Muršič 2018, 30).

10	 Blake mentions that the bearers should be involved as much as possible “in the management 
and safeguarding of heritage, including in its identification” (2020, 324).

11	 The Register contains the most elements under the domain of traditional craftsmanship (53), 
followed by social practices, rituals and festive events (40), performing arts (17), oral traditi-
ons and expressions, including language (10) and knowledge and practices concerning nature 
and the universe (14) (Register, 21 August 2025).
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These are cultural phenomena completely intangible in nature until the 
bearers transform them into audible and visible elements of our culture 
through their activities. Through fieldwork, these activities are regularly 
documented (for example with a camera) by the researchers of this topic 
and are, in the process of postproduction, included in the digital archives 
of different institutions that deal with music and dance. This kind of doc-
umentation represents an important “document of time” as the intangible 
cultural heritage is constantly being recreated by its bearers. Doing this 
kind of fieldwork, we must be constantly aware that in parallel with docu-
menting, we also have to note related information about the bearers, time 
and place of documenting etc. The presentation of the elements of the in-
tangible cultural heritage with the above-mentioned documentation in the 
Register is considered as an important archive of the current state of the 
element of the intangible cultural heritage which is accessible to all.12 At 
the same time the inclusion of the bearers enables the state, as the caretak-
er of the list, to raise awareness about the importance of this heritage. Un-
questionably, there are other elements of the intangible cultural heritage, 
which are still alive today among the bearers and play an important role in 
their lives and would deserve to be included on the national list. It should 
be emphasised, however, that in Slovenia we follow the principle that any
one can initiate the process of consideration for inscription, whereby the 
most desirable are initiatives that come “from the bottom up”, i.e. from the 
field - from the bearers to the profession. This is also emphasised by the 
2003 UNESCO Convention itself, since in the context of the UNESCO para-
digm, in the safeguarding of intangible cultural heritage, the bearers are 
especially in the foreground, defined as communities, groups and individ-
uals who take care of the transmission of heritage from generation to gen-
eration and constantly recreate it (UNESCO 2003, Article 2). In other words, 
in Slovenia, we do not undertake a systematic review of certain topics and 
their presence in the field, which would certainly lead to more inscriptions 
from this field, even in the case of music and dance. The Register with all 
registered elements and registered bearers nevertheless reflects the great 

12	 Currently, the Slovene Register, which is accessible online, includes only the photographic and 
descriptive presentations of the inscribed elements of the intangible cultural heritage. The Co-
ordinator constantly draws attention to this problem when communicating with the manager 
of the Register, as he is aware of the importance of presenting the “less tangible” elements with 
films. Because of the unresponsiveness of the manager, the Coordinator decided to include 
films in the presentations of the inscribed elements of the intangible cultural heritage on its 
own webpage.
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diversity and wealth of intangible cultural heritage in Slovenia, both in 
terms of the classification of registered elements of different domains and 
the number of registered bearers of intangible cultural heritage and their 
geographical dispersion throughout the entire territory of Slovenia.13 The 
importance of such a list is particularly evident through the fact that the 
most desirable for registration are initiatives that arise based on the ex-
pressed interest of the bearers.

One of the main criteria for inscription into the Register is the liveliness 
of the heritage in connection with the activities of the bearers, who in var-
ious formal and informal ways ensure that some intangible cultural her-
itage is transmitted from generation to generation, that it has successors 
who will develop it further and take care of its updating in space and time. 
They are the ones who “recognize, enact, transmit, change, create, or shape 
culture in and for the community” (Besednjak 2004, 268). If a heritage has 
no active bearers, it cannot be inscribed into the national list. For each her-
itage element that meets the criteria for registration, the profession first 

13	 An example of an element with one recorded bearer of intangible cultural heritage which is 
present in a limited geographical area is “Six-voice singing” (called also Lučko petje na štrto 
since that kind of singing is found around Luče in the Upper Savinja Valley) (Petje na četrtko 
2024). An example of an element with several registered bearers from all over Slovenia is the 
“Singing partisan songs” (Petje partizanskih pesmi 2024).

Figure 1. Doing fieldwork among the community of bearers. Foto: Anja Jerin, Beltinci, 2024 (SEM 
Documentation).
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must identify the bearers. For some intangible cultural heritage elements, 
several bearers are recorded in the Register (e.g. for the “Wind orchestra”, 
twelve bearers were registered as of August 2025), while for certain ele-
ments the bearers are identified, but due to the large number of them, they 
are not inscribed in the Register (e.g. for “Folk-pop music”). In addition, for 
elements related to music and dance, only groups of bearers are current-
ly inscribed in the Register; organised as folk dance ensembles, associa-
tions, musical ensembles and informally organised groups of individuals. 
The constant variability of the Slovenian list of intangible cultural herit-
age, the extent and content of which is influenced by the continual changes 
taking place in the field, directly results from the activities of the bearers. 
That is entirely per Article 12 of the 2003 UNESCO Convention, which pro-
vides that “each State Party shall draw up, in a manner geared to its own 
situation, one or more inventories of the intangible cultural heritage pres-
ent in its territory” and that “these inventories shall be regularly updated”  
(UNESCO 2003, Article 12).

Actuality is something that pervades all elements inscribed in the Reg-
ister and is directly related to the “implementation” of heritage in its pri-
mary time and space, whereby a participatory approach is essential for its 
documentation (Van Mensch and Meijer-Van Mensch 2015, 58). Illustrating 
the above with the example, “Easter dances and games in Metlika”14 ele-
ment, means that only the dances and games performed during Easter time 
by members of the folk dance ensemble in the town square of Metlika are 
inscribed in the Register. The event is chiefly intended to be presented to 
the local population in the primary time and space; whereas, the stage per-
formances of the presentation of dances and games, which are sometimes 
offered to the general public by folk dance ensembles outside of Easter 
time, are not included in the Register. The stage performances in some way 
represent a way of “freezing” heritage in the shape and form presented to 
the audience, which inhibits the heritage’s natural course and dynamic de-
velopment. Of course, stage presentations, which have their own meaning 
and value, are among the various ways to popularise and thus raise aware-
ness about a heritage. This can be seen, for example, in the phenomenon of 
the element “Folk-pop music” as a genre of music which, on the one hand, 
is completely spontaneous and strongly embedded in the everyday and 
festive life of both its listeners and performers, while on the other hand, 

14	 See the element “Easter dances and games in Metlika” (Vuzemski plesi in igre v Metliki 2024).
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it is strongly present on stage as well. A similar example from the field of 
dance heritage relates to those living dances sotiš and šamarjanka which 
are still danced on various occasions (e.g. at parties, junior proms, grad-
uations, weddings or feasts) completely spontaneously, and at the same 
time they are part of the stage performances by folk dance ensembles from 
Prekmurje. It often seems that spontaneity is the defining characteristic of 
heritage, which enables it to survive to its greatest extent. Observed from 
the point of view of sustainable development, we can say that this is a fea-
ture of heritage that does not lead to its (excessive) commercialisation and 
exploitation even in the long term, as it encourages the existence of herit-
age within the community in forms and frameworks that reflect its current 
wishes and needs.

Intangible components form our spiritual, social and material culture. 
Various social phenomena leave traces in the lives of all of us because they 
are part of our everyday lives; we live with them, and our involvement in 
them has a strong influence on the course of our lives. This also applies to 
all the previously noted elements in the field of music and dance in the Reg-
ister, whose bearers are involved in special forms of social activity with a 
common interest, which often characterises a large part of their free time 
(see Jerin 2020) and social engagement. The aforementioned components of 
our culture are frequently a part of various celebrations (e.g. festivities, lo-
cal celebrations), as well as life-cycle (e.g. personal holidays, birth, junior 
prom, graduation, wedding, death) and annual cycle customs (e.g. Easter, 
Shrovetide, 1 May, Christmas, New Year) and as such the subject of research 
in various sciences,15 including ethnology. From the standpoint of ethnol-
ogy, customs represent “forms of interpersonal relationships and actions 
that /…/ rise from everyday averages to a more important, emphasised or 
festive place in the community” (Bogataj 2005, 15). They play an important 
role in shaping identity and building feelings of belonging among the bear-
ers and are deeply rooted in them. They act as identification practices that 
shape our activities (see e.g. Volarič 2010, 43) and by performing certain 
social functions, we manifest ourselves as social beings (Levec 2004, 8, 16).

15	  In the rest of the article, we will talk about customs as a subject of museological study.



285

11   Music and Dance at the Intersection

CC BY-NC-ND 4.0      |      DOI: 10.3986/9789610510512_11

Museological Consideration of Music and Dance  
as Integral Aspects of Customs

The musealisation of intangible cultural heritage represents only the tip 
of the iceberg, as the exhibition is simply the final product – presenting 
the results and interpretation of  a specific topic that we have researched 
and documented from multiple perspectives over an extended period of 
time. Exhibition projects are just one of the many media through which we 
spread knowledge and research findings. One of the strengths of the SEM 
is its role as Coordinator. Namely, the work of the Coordinator and curators 
in the museum overlaps and complements that of each other. Music and 
dance are often the subject of expert consideration and research within the 
curatorship of the Department of Spiritual Culture16 at the SEM. In carrying 
out this work, we rely upon numerous written (literature), oral (interviews, 
fieldwork) and archival (photographs, documents, field notes) records from 
the fields of ethnology, ethnochoreology, ethnomusicology and museolo-
gy, sourced from both museum documentation and the archives of other 
institutions. The Slovenian ethnochoreologist Mirko Ramovš wrote that 
people formerly used to dance mostly at weddings and on Carnival days, 
on various holidays and during the week after the end of communal work 
(1981, 2). In the past, dancing was more often a part of annual customs, 
life-cycle customs, work customs and celebrations. In Slovenia, dancing is 
still frequently practised at weddings, parties, festivities and celebrations. 
Nowadays, the ban on dancing which “applied mainly during fasting and 
Advent” (Ramovš 1981, 2) is often ignored. Dance is still, however, an inte-
gral part of certain customs, for example, Carnival customs (carnival char-
acters jumping, dancing with the housewife, ...) where we hear that certain 
Carnival characters “dance for a fat turnip”.

The mask dance must only be improvised during the Carni-
val rounds and at the Carnival dance, e.g. high jumping and 
twirling of individual masks, but there used to be also special 
dances intended only for this occasion. Otherwise, the masqu-
erades danced any dance customary within a certain environ-
ment. (Ramovš 2003, 48)

16	  Research areas include: carnival customs, superstitions, music and dance.
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This is still the case today.
Dance and music have significantly co-shaped and continue to strongly 

influence the course of many customs that are part of the social sphere of 
life. Despite this, ethnologists tend not to consider the broader social con-
text since their research “together with ethnographic experiences are usu-
ally limited to time and space, but not always socially” (Knific 2010, 117).

 Individual museum objects that are part of the museum’s collections 
bear witness to the importance of dance in the everyday and festive life of 
people throughout different periods of history. So far though, at the SEM 
there has been no in-depth research conducted on dance heritage, its roles 
and its occurrence, which would interpret dance heritage through its exist-
ing artefact collections.

Museum objects that show folk dances from different time periods form 
part of collections in different museum departments as, for example, on 
beehive panels and in paintings.

Figure 2. Beehive panel from the SEM Collection with motif of a couple while dancing and musicians, 
dated in the middle of the nineteenth century. Photo: Marko Habič, 2010 (SEM Documentation).
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Music and Dance in Museums

In 2007, the International Council of Museums (ICOM) defined a museum as 
”a non-profit, permanent institution in the service of society and its devel-
opment, open to the public, which acquires, conserves, researches, com-
municates and exhibits the tangible and intangible heritage of humanity 
and its environment for the purposes of education, study and enjoyment”. 
In 2022, a new definition was adopted in Prague:

A museum is a not-for-profit, permanent institution in the ser-
vice of society that researches, collects, conserves, interprets 
and exhibits tangible and intangible heritage. Open to the pu-
blic, accessible and inclusive, museums foster diversity and 
sustainability. They operate and communicate ethically, pro-
fessionally and with the participation of communities, offering 
varied experiences for education, enjoyment, reflection and 
knowledge sharing. (ICOM 2022)

The current definition has been upgraded with a new methodology of 
museum work, which highlights the operation of museums in cooperation 
with communities and an emphasis on a participatory approach.

“Museums, with their rich collections and contents, influence the un-
derstanding of the world from their beginnings and help to interpret de-
velopments within the society in which they are placed” (Babšek 2023, 3). 
Interpretations of museum objects have changed according to different 
theoretical views, the development of museology as a science, typologies of 
cultural components, and the like. Ethnologist Bojana Rogelj Škafar (2008, 
5) posits that a “museum exhibition is an interpretive visual medium of a 
certain disciplinary model” which reflects the period in which it was set 
up. Museum objects have become “multipurpose carriers of information: 
material witnesses of everyday and festive ways of life, bearers of stories 
about creativity, imagination, ingenuity, knowledge...” (Smerdel 2008, 14). 
Museums are thus the guardians of movable heritage which may commu-
nicate various kinds of information through its artefacts. But what happens 
when we want to musealise dance, a category with a completely intangible 
nature? What kind of museum objects can we use in this case? What types 
of objects are available to us?
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“Ethnochoreology, the science of a nation’s dance tradition, considers 
dance as any rhythmic movement that is not gainful, but serves or has 
served a cult or magical purpose, the expression of some content or idea, 
and for entertainment, as well” (Ramovš 1981, 1). There is nothing materi-
al. Special shoes or clothes are not essential to dance,17 neither are objects; 
dancing can be accompanied by singing, which means that not even mu-
sical instruments are necessary. There are no objects, there is no tangible 
end product as, for example, in traditional craftsmanship (pottery, woven 
baskets, paper flowers, and such like). The same is the case with the mu-
sealisation of music: in vocal music there is no instrument (except vocal 
cords), only in instrumental music can we display musical instruments as 
a tool with which we “produce music”.

In Slovenia, there is no museum dedicated only to dance, not even a per-
manent exhibition that treats dance as a central theme. There are different 
types of museums around the world where one might learn about the herit-
age of a particular dance or dance heritage in general,18 as well as museums 
about musical instruments and music museums.19

Music or musical instruments are often (more than dance) part of per-
manent museum exhibitions in Slovenia (and abroad). At the SEM, the per-
manent exhibition Between Nature and Culture, in the social and spiritual 
section, presents folk instruments used by folk musicians in different peri-
ods. The collection of instruments used for performing art and traditional 
music at Ptuj Castle (Ptuj – Ormož Regional Museum) is one of the largest in 
Slovenia. Musical instruments at exhibitions often serve as a supplement 
to a specific theme.20

During the first step of the musealisation of such topics as music and 
dance, experience indicates that it is of significant importance to take into 
detailed and comparative account all the sources of the information that 
are available at the time: fieldwork data collected among the heritage bear-
ers, with information in institutional archives and documentary sources of 
various kinds. In the second step of the musealisation process, based on the 

17	 Traditional costumes in Slovenia are mostly worn for stage performances. 
18	 Such museums are: Dance Museum Kӧln, National Museum of Dance and Hall of Fame (New 

York), Flamenco Dance Museum (Seville).
19	 Such museums are: the Violin Museum (Cremona), National Cleveland-Style Polka Hall of 

Fame and Museum (Cleveland), Barcelona Music Museum (Barcelona), House of Music (Vi-
enna), House of Music (Budapest), Musical Instruments Museum (Brussels).

20	 As an example: between 2007 and 2008, the SEM presented the exhibition Sounds of Slovenia: 
From Folk Musicians to the Avseniki.
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results of this process, curators create a verbal description of a phenome-
non that they wish to exhibit to visitors. Verbal descriptions are supported 
with a photograph and an object that carries a certain informative value. 
Museum exhibitions are a medium for delivering content, which must be 
very clearly, professionally and straightforwardly presented so that they 
can be understood by museum visitors of different generations with differ-
ent interests and who are usually not experts in the field presented. Mod-
ern technology such as video clips, interactive presentations and pedagog-
ical-interactive elements which enable the presentation of the topic in all 
its manifestations can be of great help nowadays in the exhibition of dance 
and music and other ICH elements. We are, however, reluctant (partially) 
to use these devices, as modern technical solutions are financially exces-
sive and often break down. Purchases of technical equipment (screens, 
computers, tablets, etc.) can usually only be financed from project funding 
which does not allow for maintenance costs.

Musealisation of the Sotiš and Šamarjanka Dances in SEM

Unlike other UNESCO conventions, the participatory approach and impor-
tance of the bearers advocated in the 2003 Convention changed and wid-
ened understanding of cultural heritage (Neyrinck 2017, 319). This was the 
chief approach adopted for an exhibition on dance, such as Dance – Europe’s 
Living Heritage in Motion, for which the contents were co-created all the 
time by the heritage bearers of the heritage – the dancers. This was con-
ducted in consonance with “contemporary museology” which “calls for in-
clusive museums that are not only responsive and engaging, but most of all 
participatory” (Van Mensch and Meijer-Van Mensch 2015, 49).

At the beginning of the project Dance as ICH: New models of Facilitating 
Participatory Dance Events (Dance-ICH), we considered in depth which dance 
heritage from the Slovenian territory would be the central theme of our 
case study. In the end, we decided on sotiš in šamarjanka. In 1996, Ramovš 
had noticed that “the dance tradition in Prekmurje and Porabje21 has prac-
tically died out. Folkloric groups are trying to keep and preserve the tradi-
tion… Sotiš and šamarjanka are still very popular with the young and old at 
weddings and other parties” (1996, 14). The continuing popularity of both 

21	 Porabje is a part of the far west of Hungary where the Slovene minority lives.
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dances is the main reason that they were inscribed in the Register and se-
lected for presentation at an exhibition within the project.

Sotiš is a name given in the Prekmurje region to a variety of couple danc-
es known as šotiš (schottische). It is defined by a specific structure of two 
triple steps forward (or right-left), and a four-step turn (or triple steps). In 
certain variants, a part of the performance includes clapping (Sotiš 2024).

Šamarjanka (Varsovienne) is a couple dance from the Prekmurje region 
with a two-fold structure: the first part is characterised by a repetitive per-
formance of two side steps and a half turn, while the second part consists 
of repetitive half-turns to the left and right. It is danced to a tune in a three-
beat mode (Šamarjanka 2024).

In cooperation with the Veseli Marki folk dance ensemble from the Belt-
inci Elementary School, led by Jelka Breznik, and the Marko folk dance en-
semble (Cultural Society Marko Beltinci)22 we decided to present both dances 
at the exhibition. When we asked the community if they could choose only 
one dance to present at the project exhibition, they shook their heads and 
sighed: “We can’t do that, because both are equally important”. We recorded 
both sotiš and šamarjanka for presentation at the exhibition.23 The next ques-
tion for the heritage bearers was: which variant should we present in the 
museum? Mirko Ramovš wrote about several variants of šamarjanka (1999, 
88–97) as well as several variants of sotiš (1996 119–145). We need to keep in 
mind that Beltinci is located 180 km from Ljubljana and that people in other 
regions of Slovenia (presumably) do not know these two dances, unless they 
are members of a folk dance ensemble. Contemporary “(re)creative efforts 
of folk dance ensembles” (Knific 2010, 116) and stage performances reflect 
the ideas of individual dance teachers, hence we decided together to present 
completely rudimentary variants of the sotiš and šamarjanka.

In March 2024, we recorded the material24 to be played at the exhibition 
in the recording studio. The purpose of the film25 is to give museum visitors 

22	 There are three cultural societies inscribed in the Register as bearers that keep the sotiš and 
šamarjanka dances alive. For the case study, we collaborated with the one that covers the yo-
ungest generations, has a strong youth section and also members who are older. If we were to 
start fieldwork within the project again, we would include all three cultural societies.

23	 The exhibition was on display from 10 October 2024 until the end of June 2005 at the SEM.
24	 At the same time, we recorded the video material for the educational film, which is part of the 

joint exhibition of the partners of the project and is presented in other project partner muse-
ums as well. This part is partially different from the recording described above, as it is adapted 
to a different technical presentation.

25	 In the past, the sotiš and šamarjanka dances were presented in various videos from different 
aspects: documentary, pedagogical, ethnochoreological. The camera operators and producers 
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a dance experience such that they can learn to dance the sotiš and šamar-
janka to the music, even when the dance community is not at the muse-
um and they cannot pass on their knowledge. Filming the educational film 
was a challenging task for everyone involved, as we wanted to record the 
basic steps of both dances clearly and simply so that they would be under-
standable to museum visitors who would then be able to master them with 
a few repetitions. Since it is a couple dance, we recorded the couple dancing 
from the beginning. Then we recorded women’s and men’s steps separate-
ly: first while counting, then with counting and music (slower tempo). Then 
the two dancers danced together again at a slow tempo while counting the 
steps. At the end, the dancers danced to the music at the usual tempo. The 
role of the accompanying musician is very important, because it depends 
on him “whether the dance goes to the legs” (Ramovš 1991, 100). An accor-
dion player was also present at the recording, who subtly followed the ac-
tion, adjusted his musical response while the dancing was in progress and 
played the music as agreed upon with the dancers.

The recording was challenging for the dancers as they are “amateur” 
dancers who have lived with the dance since childhood. This means that 
many aspects are obvious for them: they do not think about steps and 
movements, but we expected them to break down the dance into individ-
ual parts and a rudimentary dance form. Good preparation (preliminary 
meetings and test recording), alignment of goals and script preparation 
are essential for such a recording. Even though we were well prepared, we 
recorded some frames several times and adapted their content according-
ly while recording. As screenwriters, we had the “advantage” of not pos-
sessing dance knowledge and we therefore acted as guinea pigs to achieve 
our goal: if we can understand and learn to dance, then so will visitors to 
the exhibition. This recording was, therefore, a very special and challeng-
ing experience for us as curators. “As facilitators, museum professionals 
will see professionalism as their responsibility to create and sustain a par-
ticipatory environment, cultivating cultural awareness and sensitivity” 
(Van Mensch and Meijer-Van Mensch 2015, 61). That is why it is even more 
important to enable and “let/allow” the bearers to present and musealise 
their heritage as they see and understand it themselves. Thus, the decision 
regarding the selection of the musician - the accordion player, the tempo 

were different: from folk dance ensembles, to schools, researchers. We are aware that in this 
field much has already been undertaken. Our approach differs from others in that we filmed 
for the purpose of presenting pedagogical - interactive content at the exhibition.
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Figure 3. Filming of an educational film for the exhibition. Photo: Adela Pukl, Ljubljana, 2024  
(SEM Documentation).

Figure 4. Sotiš and šamarjanka dances presented at the exhibition in the SEM. Photo: Adela Pukl, 
Ljubljana, 2025 (SEM Documentation).
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of the music, and above all, the fact that they wanted to record with live 
music, was theirs. And as Jacobs wrote: “It is not easy to do the right thing, 
even if you try” (2020, 281).

An inseparable part of dance is music. In Slovenia, there are only a 
few dances which are accompanied by song alone, most of them being ac-
companied by instruments (Ramovš 1991, 91). Thus, there is no sotiš and 
šamarjanka without musical accompaniment. “In Prekmurje, a string en-
semble with cymbals was common” (Ramovš 1981, 4). These can be heard 
and seen today at various performances of folk dance ensembles. Music for 
sotiš and šamarjanka can be performed with different ensembles. That is 
why nowadays they are danced to music performed by numerous bands of 
national entertainment ensembles. Quite often, the accordion player takes 
over the role of the whole band, a solo accompaniment which has been typ-
ical in Slovenia since the middle of the nineteenth century. The accordion 
“combined all three necessary components of polyphony by itself – leading 
melody, accompaniment and bass – and could take over the function of a 
group of musicians” (Cvetko 2008, 124). An accordion player was part of the 
recording and at the opening of the exhibition;26 the folk dance ensemble 
wanted to dance to the sounds of a string ensemble with a cymbal.

The entire process of cooperation with the dance community was con-
ducted in the spirit of the 2003 UNESCO Convention, where a bottom-up ap-
proach is encouraged. Although the representatives often wanted to leave 
the decision to us, we always looked for solutions and made decisions to-
gether. When working in the field, it is still possible to perceive that the 
communities that keep the intangible cultural heritage alive place them-
selves in a subordinate position in relation to the so-called “experts”. That 
is why it is all the more important that curators and researchers establish 
mutual trust with the bearers of heritage.

26	 The opening of the exhibition took place on 10 October 2024, at the SEM in Ljubljana.
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Conclusion

Music and dance as cultural expressions, which are an integral part of the 
intangible cultural heritage as defined by the UNESCO Convention, were 
discussed in Slovenia even before its ratification. In 2005, this topic was 
included in the guide to the intangible cultural heritage of Slovenia which 
was published on the then European Cultural Heritage Days (for more see 
Prešeren and Gorenc 2005). The events that took place during the Europe-
an Cultural Heritage Days were devoted to directions that offer the possi-
bility of safeguarding “the diversity of the identities of nations and ethnic 
communities in the widest material, social and spiritual scope, which are 
threatened by globalisation processes in the field of economy, communica-
tions, languages, dialects and culture in general” (Hazler 2005, 5). Adoption 
of the 2003 UNESCO Convention brings to each country a new perspective 
on intangible cultural heritage and the implementation of the Convention 
according to UNESCO’s guidelines and desired goals of the country.

Completing the Slovenian National Register requires considerable pro-
fessional effort– work in the field and cooperation with the communities, 
which is reflected in the number of elements inscribed in the Register (134 
elements and 401 bearers – on 21 August 2024 – of which there are ten ele-
ments that are related to music and dance), and the great interest of bearers 
in the registration. This suggests that music and dance are important ele-
ments of our identity and that people recognise them as a type of intangible 
cultural heritage that underpins their everyday lives. At the same time, we 
must be aware that maintaining such a Register (list) means positioning 
“selected” intangible cultural heritage as elements of the identity of the Slo-
venian nation on the map of elements, which are often used to promote Slo-
venian culture and the nation. Nevertheless, music and dance are still an 
important aspect of annual customs, life-cycle customs, work customs and 
celebrations. In Slovenia, even today, spontaneous singing and dancing are 
still common at weddings, parties, festivities and celebrations.

The musealisation of each topic consistently presents challenges in 
terms of collecting policy, interpretation of museum artefacts, quantity of 
material, selection of objects, and the like. The musealisation of intangible 
cultural heritage, especially dance and music whose final “product” is in-
tangible, something that cannot be placed in a display case, is an immense 
challenge. Therefore, when dealing with these topics during work pro-
cesses at the museum, a participatory approach is essential, which means 
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intensive cooperation with heritage bearers and joint creation of content 
and decision-making with respect to musealisation.

In addition to their economic impact, museums also generate knowledge 
for and about the community; they are spaces of social interaction and dia-
logue, a source of creativity and innovation for the local community. To con-
tribute to sustainable development, museums must be involved in the com-
munity as active and important community stakeholders (Babšek 2023, 11).

In the exhibition Dance – Europe’s Living Heritage in Motion, created 
as part of the Dance-ICH project, the SEM expanded the section where we 
present the dance heritage of Prekmurje, with an emphasis on the living 
sotiš and šamarjanka dances which are spontaneously danced on various 
occasions (e.g. at parties, junior proms, graduations, weddings or festivi-
ties). Many dancers also perform as part of folk dance ensembles, where 
different generations, from the youngest to the oldest, create different cho-
reographies. These simultaneously represent their creativity and their 
connection to tradition. Folk dance ensembles play a significant role in 
transferring knowledge and raising awareness of the presence of dance 
tradition in Prekmurje, a knowledge which then suddenly comes to life 
with good music at numerous celebrations and events.

When working on the case study and preparing the exhibition, we com-
bined the experiences and work of the Coordinator and the SEM. As a mu-
seum, we wish to use the potential of the opportunity available to us to 
employ ways of promoting intangible cultural heritage to its advantage, 
thereby contributing to the safeguarding of intangible cultural heritage 
and raising awareness of its importance (see e.g. Nwabueze 2013). We hope 
the museum’s visitors will get itchy feet and learn to dance the sotiš and 
šamarjanka from Prekmurje.
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