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The implementation
of the UNESCO Convention
for the Safeguarding of the
Intangible Cultural Heritage
in the Republic of Serbia:
documentation of the National
Register of Intangible Cultural
Heritage at the Ethnographic
Museum in Belgrade
Danijela Filipović*

*	Curator in the Center of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Serbia, Ethnographic Museum in Belgrade (Centar za nematerijalno
kulturno nasleđe Srbije Etnografski muzej u Beogradu), e-mail: danijela.filipovic@etnografskimuzej.rs.

Part 2. ICH and the examination and documentation of phenomena

…the collaboration among professionals, heritage bearers, and local
communities plays an important role in the process of identifying
heritage elements and recognising them as part of the heritage that
can qualify for the National Register of ICH. In this respect, the role
of the network of regional coordinators, which has been established
in the heritage safeguarding system in the Republic of Serbia, becomes
particularly evident.

The establishment of a system of intangible cultural heritage in the Republic of Serbia and the
introduction of this concept in the professional, scholarly and wide public debate have raised
a series of questions regarding not only its definition, but also its place within the existing system
of institutional heritage protection. The study of spiritual culture, social rituals, knowledge and
beliefs specific to a particular community, skills, and the making and using everyday objects – have
all belonged to the area that has been subject to systematic and professional research within
scholarly disciplines, such as ethnology and anthropology, folklore studies, ethnomusicology and
others, from the very beginning. However, after the adoption of the UNESCO Convention for the
Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage in 2003, it is coming back into the public focus and
is being reconsidered through a new prism.
The Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage was adopted by
UNESCO with the idea of devising a new approach to the safeguarding of this part of cultural
heritage, while establishing a new mechanism and expanding the circle of stakeholders involved
in its protection and preservation, in order to ensure that it is passed on to the next generations. In order to accomplish this task, the care for heritage has also been entrusted to the heirs,
bearers, and local communities apart from the professionals and official institutions. As a result,
it is frequently heard in professional circles that the issue is raised and there is a need to define the
roles entrusted to these stakeholders in the newly established system of ICH. On the one hand, the
Convention has instituted administrative measures, the implementation of which requires action
on the part of state administration, whereas, on the other hand, the study of all aspects of heritage
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within the domain defined by the Convention necessitates studious expert work and systematic
scholarly research.
The agency of museums, since their beginnings, has not been limited to making various collections;
they have been rather involved in detailed documenting and recording of the life of heritage-bearing
communities and all that relates to it. Therefore, according to Richard Kurin (2007), it is already their
current structure that makes them the most eligible institutions to be entrusted with the care for the
implementation of the Convention. However, in order to successfully implement its key principles, it is
crucial to define the roles of those who have been actively involved and recognised in heritage conservation systems: the bearers of heritage and local communities. Their role is recognised already in the
implementation of the first prerequisite for the systematic safeguarding of the heritage referred
to as intangible, namely, the identification of heritage items and the establishment of an inventory
of intangible cultural heritage. However, their role is also crucial in transferring and maintaining the
function of heritage in the communities of heirs. The unification of the activities undertaken by these
seemingly remote actors in the safeguarding of intangible cultural heritage – heritage bearers –
and heritage professionals can be perceived through the implementation of the first step defined
in the Convention: the identification of ICH items and their inclusion in relevant registers. Through
recognising the importance and value of their own heritage and identifying the need to preserve
and protect this heritage through the system foreseen by the Convention, the heritage bearers take
on a very active role, which later acquires a prominent place in the further stages of the heritage safeguarding system. What is more, through their work, and through the methodology of recording and
interpreting heritage, the heritage professionals play a significant role in ensuring the safeguarding
of ICH, especially in the area of documentation and registration. That is why the establishment of
a national inventory of ICH, which is mandatory for State Parties to the Convention, is the best indicator of the efficiency of the ICH safeguarding system in their territory; also, because the maintenance and enhancement of such an inventory require intensive cooperation between the aforementioned stakeholders. By placing the National Register of the ICH of the Republic of Serbia and the ICH
elements inscribed in it under the auspices of the Ethnographic Museum, it has been made possible
to apply the existing body of knowledge and experience to the exploration and documentation of
heritage, as well as to devise new methods of work stemming from the features specific to documenting ICH as living heritage. At the same time, this method has allowed enhancing the presentation
means that are available due to digitisation and the development of information and communication
technologies. This, in turn, has improved the documentation methods.
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Establishing a system for the safeguarding of intangible cultural
heritage in the Republic of Serbia
Since the adoption of the Law on the ratification of the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage1 in May 2010, the Republic of Serbia has been undertaking its implementation
by establishing a network of professional bodies and introducing regulations that make it possible
to put the defined framework into practice, as well as facilitate the promotion of the importance
of recognising intangible cultural heritage as part of their own cultural heritage and an active participation in the education of the professional and general public. The safeguarding of ICH found its
professional and scholarly anchor in the decades-long activities of institutions. Through their ethnological, anthropological, ethnolinguistic, and ethnomusicological research, and through the collection of data about the traditional ways of life, social festivities and practices, customs, beliefs, oral
traditions, crafts and knowledge, they have laid the foundations for further study and preservation
of the living heritage present in Serbian communities for generations. Based on these principles,
a network for the safeguarding of intangible cultural heritage has been established. Its activities
are directed towards providing a solid safeguarding system that enables heritage protection and
the continued transmission of cultural heritage; it facilitates cooperation among professionals, the
bearers of the knowledge of intangible heritage, and institutions (Živković 2011).
The Ministry of Culture and Media (Мinistarstvo kulture i informisanja), the body responsible
for the implementation of the Convention, has established key expert and advisory bodies which
operate as a network for the safeguarding of ICH, with precisely defined responsibilities and roles.
The National Committee for the Safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage (Nacionalni komitet za
nematerijalno kulturno nasleđe) comprised of experts in various fields has been established within
the Ministry of Culture and Media. It is in charge of devising and adopting a strategy for the preservation of intangible cultural heritage of the Republic of Serbia and is involved in a coordinated process
of including the domain of intangible cultural heritage in the national legislation. It also decides on
the nominations for the inclusion of heritage items in the National Register of Intangible Cultural
Heritage (Nacionalni registar nematerijalnog kulturnog nasleđa) and accepts nominations for inclusion in the UNESCO lists. The multidisciplinary character of the activities associated with intangible
1

	On 5 May 2010, the National Assembly of the Republic of Serbia adopted the Law on ratification of the Convention for the
Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage (Zakon o potvrđivanju Konvencije o očuvanju nematerijalnog kulturnog nasleđa,
Službeni glasnik RS, Međunarodni ugovori [The Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia. International Treaties] 001/2010, 21
May 2010).
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cultural heritage is reflected in the work of the Commission for the Inscription of Intangible Cultural
Heritage in the National Register, which as part of this network of experts is responsible for evaluating and preparing proposals for inscription in the National Register of Intangible Cultural Heritage.
The activities of seven regional coordinators responsible for Vojvodina, Belgrade, Central Serbia, West
Serbia, East Serbia, South Serbia and Kosovo, and Metohija are particularly important in the process of
identifying, nominating, and monitoring the elements of intangible cultural heritage, and help establish cooperation among communities, groups, individuals, experts, museums, centres of expertise,
and research institutes in collecting, documenting, archiving and preserving data related to heritage.
The Centre for Intangible Cultural Heritage at the Ethnographic Museum in Belgrade was established in June 2012 as a particularly important part of the system of safeguarding the intangible
cultural heritage in Serbia. One of its main tasks is to keep the National Register of Intangible
Cultural Heritage. The idea to place the Register under the auspices of the Centre established at
the Museum is in accordance with the conviction that the identification, registration, and documentation of intangible cultural heritage should be a part of the overall system of safeguarding
cultural heritage. Although certain professional debates about the role of museums in the implementation of the Convention raise major dilemmas, one needs to keep in mind that since their
beginnings, museums have collected items that belong to the sphere that is presently defined by
the concept of ‘intangible cultural heritage’. Therefore, it seems quite natural that the care for
intangible heritage is institutionally placed under the auspices of museums (Bižić-Omčikus 2005).
Consequently, it is possible to ensure that the new safeguarding system is integrated faster
within the general care for heritage, based on the gained experience. This aspect is particularly
apparent in the field of documenting ICH, i.e. the process of compiling, preparing, and archiving
dossiers for individual elements of intangible cultural heritage, which is entrusted to the Centre
for ICH. The Centre also maintains the complete documentation for the elements inscribed in the
National Register of ICH of the Republic of Serbia, as well as the documents for the ICH inscribed
on the UNESCO Representative List of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity, the List of Intangible Cultural Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding, and the Register of Best Safeguarding
Practices. The important tasks of the Centre include coordinating and establishing cooperation
among communities, groups, individuals, professionals, centres of expertise, and research institutes. The Centre implements activities related to research, collection, documentation, preservation and presentation of the elements of intangible cultural heritage in the territory of the Republic
of Serbia, as well as those related to the publication and presentation of ICH.
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The National Register of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Serbia
The establishment of the National Register of Intangible Cultural Heritage is the first step in heritage
safeguarding, and the basic precondition for this is the act of identifying an element by the members
of a local community as representing their specific value. However, in order to create all conditions
for safeguarding heritage, it is also necessary to ensure other stages in the process: documentation, education, and presentation. It is also important to note that documentary films, photographic
documentation, scholarly and technical papers, audio-visual recordings of the elements of intangible
cultural heritage made during field research by researchers and participants and, above all, the education of professionals and new generations that would stress nurturing the diversity of customs and
adopting local identities and values are not merely methods aimed at recording the current status of
heritage elements, but also means for their preservation. All these factors are covered by the criteria
for inscription on the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity defined in
the Convention, which provide a framework that countries should rely on when establishing a procedure for inclusion of ICH elements in any of the established lists.
Furthermore, the collaboration among professionals, heritage bearers, and local communities
plays an important role in the process of identifying heritage elements and recognising them as
part of the heritage that can qualify for the National Register of ICH.2 In this respect, the role of the
network of regional coordinators, which has been established in the heritage safeguarding system
in the Republic of Serbia, becomes particularly evident. The regional coordinators, in the same way
as professionals who perform field research, have an opportunity to identify heritage elements
and encourage heritage bearers, individuals, groups and communities to recognise the importance
and value of their intangible cultural heritage. The general principle in the previous heritage practice was to establish an administrative legal framework for heritage safeguarding and secure technical and research activities aimed at monitoring and studying heritage. The Convention, however,
actively involves heritage bearers in this process. It is thus precisely the way to create conditions for
the next step, which follows the process of registering and documenting heritage items by relevant expert institutions – passing it down to the next generations.
The identification of a heritage element, its recording and registration in the National Register
by no means imply efforts to conserve it and artificially keep it in its present form. On the contrary,
2

	On the importance of developing a new approach in which museums will be more closely linked with the territories and
communities they should cover, see Boylan 2006, 57.
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Consecration of the family Slava cakes in the church, 2013. Photo by Saša Milutinović, © Ethnographic Museum
in Belgrade.
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it is very important to remain aware that we are dealing with ‘living heritage’ (Blake 2002, 7),
which implies change and adjustment to new environments and new circumstances. Therefore,
the act of including a heritage element in the inventory of intangible cultural heritage means that
safeguarding measures are adopted, but also that the system to ensure the sustainability of this
element is put in place. Along with heritage bearers, an important role in accomplishing this task
is played by organisations, associations, and institutions that ensure – through their programmes –
the visibility and sustainability of an element. In this aspect, particularly important roles are played
by relevant collaborating museums (Boylan 2006, 62) and other expert institutions and individuals,
local communities, non-governmental and other organisations and associations which have recognised the importance of heritage for the survival of the community or have realised that heritage
and its interpretation offer new opportunities.
In order to enable the inclusion of the identified elements in the lists of intangible cultural
heritage in the Republic of Serbia, the National Committee for Intangible Cultural Heritage
adopted the form for the registration of elements. This form basically follows the model of the
application form for the UNESCO Representative List, but it is adjusted to the specific character
of field research and the current state of legal framework in the Republic of Serbia. It covers
all important issues of identification, safeguarding, preservation, and survival of intangible
cultural heritage and it clearly highlights the most important participants in the process of ICH
safeguarding: heritage bearers, local communities, non-governmental organisations, expert
institutions, and the state that initiates activities in the field of intangible cultural heritage and
warrants their implementation. The activities and programmes of each of these bodies aimed at
ensuring the sustainability, preservation, and protection of individual elements are also an integral part of the data necessary to complete the form. Through individual sections of the form,
it is defined and explained how the accomplishment of planned activities will ensure compliance
with the fundamental postulates of the Convention. In this way, it is possible to grasp the basic
tasks put before the most important participants in the process of heritage safeguarding from
several aspects: the legislative and financial perspective, the accomplishment of which is the
primary task placed before a State Party to the Convention; the professional aspect in terms of
research such as recording and education, which primarily depend on the strength and capacity
of institutions responsible for heritage safeguarding and education; as well as the aspect of preservation and sustainability, which largely depends on heritage bearers, local communities, and
non-governmental organisations.
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Taking into account the priorities established by the Convention and the need to define the
procedure for compiling the lists of ICH elements in the Republic of Serbia, the National Committee
for Intangible Cultural Heritage adopted the Regulations on the Registration in the National
Register of Intangible Cultural Heritage. As the criteria for the registration of intangible cultural
heritage are primarily determined by the postulates in the 2003 Convention and the Operational
Guidelines for its implementation, the Regulations additionally specify the procedure of registration, define the lists of intangible cultural heritage elements,3 and specify the mandatory content
of the documentation dossier for ICH elements.
The National Register of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of the Republic of Serbia was established in June 2012 and currently includes 32 inscribed ICH elements, based on the decisions of
the National Committee for ICH. The establishment of the Register has made it possible for the
Republic of Serbia to propose and prepare nomination dossiers for inscription in the UNESCO
Representative List of the elements of intangible cultural heritage. The first nomination from the
Republic of Serbia, prepared with the support of local governments, regional museums, tourist and
non-governmental organisations and individuals, ‘Slava’ (celebration of the family saint patron’s
day), was inscribed on the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity
in November 2014; whereas the nomination of the ‘Kolo, traditional folk dance’ is still under evaluation for the 2017 cycle.

The documentation of the National Register of the Intangible
Cultural Heritage of Serbia
Along with printed materials, the National Register of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Serbia,
maintained at the Centre for ICH at the Ethnographic Museum, contains an electronic database
which brings together all types of documentary materials about the elements inscribed in the
Register. The documentation dossier necessary for inscription on the lists of intangible cultural
heritage consists of a completed application form and relevant accompanying documentation:
audio and video materials, photographic documentation, technical papers, proofs of the informed
	According to the Regulations, the National Register of Intangible Cultural Heritage includes the Lists of Intangible Cultural Heritage
as well as the National List of Intangible Cultural Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding, and the list of nominations for the
UNESCO Representative List of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity, which at the moment does not contain any elements.
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consent of heritage bearers (individuals, groups, or communities), and the opinions of expert institutions (museums, institutes) or specialists in the area of intangible cultural heritage. The nomination for inscription on the lists of intangible cultural heritage can be submitted by individuals,
communities, institutions, or relevant non-governmental organisations.
The application form, as a basic document, is structured in such a manner that the work on its
completion reflects both the accomplished activities and those necessary to prepare and implement in the system for the safeguarding of intangible cultural heritage. Furthermore, an important
part of the documentation is the proof of informed consent of specific heritage element bearers.
By signing these consent documents, a heritage bearer confirms that an ICH element is a part of
his or her identity and heritage, passed-on from generation to generation. At the same time, the
bearers confirm their own intention to ensure that the transfer of heritage elements will continue.
Thus, by signing the document, the bearers transcend the framework set by the previous practice,
in which they were passive observers of scholarly and technical documentation of their knowledge
and skills, and become the protagonists of a process in which they will contribute, together with
other stakeholders, to the survival of a part of their heritage.
Simultaneously, the opinion of a responsible museum or another institution provides the certification that the nominated element is subject to professional research and ensures that it belongs
to the specific heritage of individuals, groups and communities who nominate it, and that relevant sources about it are available. Furthermore, the audio, video and photo documentation is also
essential in the process of recording and documenting elements of intangible heritage, and forms
a part of the dossier. Together with the statements of informed consent, the dossier is a specific
feature of the documentation on elements of intangible cultural heritage. Moreover, the very
fact that it is necessary to provide documentation that shows the changes of elements – because
the documentation of intangible cultural heritage as living heritage implies constant monitoring,
amending and updating – contributes to the complexity of this documentation and makes it necessary to define new rules for its handling and studying.
Based on the experience gained while documenting ICH and maintaining the National Register,
the Centre for the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Serbia has identified the need for improvement of this process through a development of an electronic database. Bearing in mind that the
efforts aimed at preserving ICH involve constant monitoring and updating of data on the elements
inscribed in the National Register – and therefore of the documentation that makes their integral
part – a task of designing an electronic database proved to be necessary. In order to ensure the
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A collective performance of the kolo by members of folklore ensembles, participants in Čivijada at Šabac, 2011.
Photo by Dragutin Petrović, Ethnographic Museum.

A kolo performance as part of a satellite programme within the celebration of Đurđevdan (St George’s feast) in the
village of Vrtovac near Knjaževac. The youngest members of the local folklore ensemble present a kolo variant from
their cultural heritage, 2010. Photo by Saša Milutinović, Homeland Museum Knjaževac.
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preconditions for the proper archiving of ICH documentation, as well as its use and presentation,
a digital National Register of ICH was thus developed.4 It contains an inventory of ICH, as well as
records associated with the elements inscribed on and nominated for the UNESCO list, i.e. the
documentation about elements of intangible cultural heritage in a digital format.
Taking into consideration the specific character of the documentation in which audio-visual
recordings are prioritised over textual records and information, an electronic database was
developed as an optimal solution for storing, preserving, and presenting the data about ICH
elements. The database structure basically corresponds with the structure of the Form for the
Registration of Elements and it enables to store all relevant documents associated with the
items inscribed in the Register in a digital format. The database of the National Register also
allows to enter and regularly update the data about the elements inscribed in the National
Register, as well as to deposit different types of documents that make up the dossier of an
ICH element (official documents, videos, photographic and audio materials). It also enables to
define user access levels with various user privileges (in addition to the access level granted
to administrators and database operators, under defined conditions, the data may be made
available to other users for research or scholarly purposes). It also allows keeping a record
of the stages in the process of adopting heritage elements – from nomination to the final
decision on acceptance or refusal. Additionally, limited sets of data are publicly available on
a website (see below). The data access is ensured by defining different levels of access to the
data contained in the database and these levels comply with the Regulations on Maintaining
the National Register. This means that only those pieces of information for which consent
is provided by heritage bearers can be used in promoting intangible cultural heritage or the
values of the Convention. Respectively, the data that can be used for the education of various
segments of society on intangible heritage is presented online and publicly available. Other
data contained in the electronic database may only be used under the terms and conditions
defined in accordance with the standards set by the 2003 Convention and the laws pertaining
to the use of data and technical materials. The access to the documentation is thereby enabled
to professionals, interested communities, and the general public.

4

	The National Register of ICH, namely the database of the National Register, was developed within the project Digitizing
the Documentation of the National Register of Intangible Cultural Heritage and the Application of New Information and
Communication Technologies in the Protection and Promotion of Intangible Cultural Heritage, supported under the UNESCO
Participation Programme 2014–2015.
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Partial access to the content of the National Register of ICH is made possible through the web
platform (www.nkns.rs), which enables to display a selected set of data from the database on the
website dedicated to the intangible cultural heritage of Serbia. Along with the basic information
about the system for the safeguarding of ICH, developments within the system, and the activities
of local communities in the area of ICH preservation, the platform contains an excerpt from the
National Register. The digitisation of documentation on intangible cultural heritage and the access
to it through the web platform ensure an increased visibility of ICH, whereas the application of
new technologies in its presentation facilitates its inclusion in the educational, cultural, touristic and
other programmes implemented by institutions within the system or by communities. At the same
time, this approach creates preconditions for networking with other entities involved in the safeguarding of cultural heritage (museums, archives, libraries, private collections, websites, and online
databases). Moreover, through the new forms of communication, the young generations that play
a crucial role in the transfer and – accordingly – preservation of intangible heritage, become familiar
with heritage. Similarly, the platform allows establishing the necessary connections with multimedia
materials and new ways of presentation and accessing via mobile phones or tablets.
An example of the successful application of new technologies in the presentation of digital
documentation on the elements of intangible cultural heritage was the promotion of the ‘Slava’
(celebration of the family saint patron’s day) and its inscription on the UNESCO Representative List.5
With the use of modern information and communication technologies and multimedia in a variety
of formats, such as 3D digitising, holographic projection and interactive augmented-reality applications, the presentation of this ICH element achieved its set objectives by creating new cultural
content and bringing cultural heritage closer to new presentation modes, and at the same time
opened up space for new interpretations of traditional culture.

Challenges in documenting ICH
Through the implementation of the UNESCO Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible
Cultural Heritage, the establishment of an ICH safeguarding system in the Republic of Serbia, and
especially through the establishment of the National ICH Register, a new framework has been
5

	The ‘Slava’ (celebration of the family saint patron’s day) was presented at an exhibition at the Cultural Centre of Serbia in
France and the 2015 World EXPO in Milan within the project The Food Culture of Serbia.
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created in which the professional public is once again encouraged to identify and record heritage
items, as well as to motivate heritage bearers and local communities to preserve traditions, beliefs,
knowledge, skills, and all that belongs to the category of intangible heritage. The objectives set by
the Convention are achieved and a new field of action is created for professionals in various disciplines by inventorying the elements of intangible cultural heritage, compiling the necessary documentation, facilitating involvement, and educating the bearers of this heritage, and by committing
to ensure its transfer to future generations.
The establishment of the National Register of Intangible Cultural Heritage is the result of the
full cooperation of all those who have been recognised in the Convention as significant bearers
of the process of preserving this form of heritage. Museum professionals and museums as institutions, primarily the Ethnographic Museum in Belgrade, make up the part of the professional
audience that is actively involved in the process, which at the same opens up new possibilities for
defining the role of scholarly and cultural institutions. This pertains primarily to museums, which
nowadays seek to build a new concept that does not aim at destroying the old, but – to put in the
words of Tomislav Šola (2011, 25) – seeks to build upon it and enrich it with new possibilities. At the
same time, it is in the interest of local communities and heritage bearers to make their heritage
visible and recognisable, and ensure that it is preserved for the future. In this sense, the decision to place a register and the documentation on intangible cultural heritage under the auspices
of a museum, as it is the case with the Centre for Intangible Cultural Heritage at the Ethnographic
Museum, brings a new type of materials to the museum, opens up the possibility of using and
interpreting the already existing collections and documentation, performing new research, and
opening up museum spaces for new programmes that also involve the bearers. It also offers an
opportunity for the Museum to upgrade its activities through the implementation of a system
instituted by the Convention. Consequently, with support from official institutions, the system
forms a stable framework for the safeguarding of ICH.
Thus, the process of documenting ICH, in the same way as living and developing heritage, requires
constant monitoring and regular updating; hence the documentation is constantly expanding. The
approach to ICH documentation, especially in the context of museum documentation, is, therefore, a major challenge. That is why the establishment of standards for documenting ICH is one
of the tasks that will become a priority for experts in this field in the years to come. Specifically,
digital content management implies the establishment of a consistent system for networking,
presenting, and creating content. By defining metadata as a precondition for networking and
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exchange of information and digital (digitised) documentation about ICH, we ensure the use and
share of information about the elements of ICH among institutions involved in documenting ICH
and among those that are directly involved in segments of heritage safeguarding, also on the international level. By creating an online platform accompanied by the activation of social networking
sites with the bearers and promoters of the ICH elements that are already inscribed in the National
Register, it is possible to bring about a new impetus and give a sense of united action to the stakeholders that are already involved in the system, as well as to expand the actions so that they involve
new users and potential nominators.
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