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Abstract 

 

Kukeri 

 

 

 

 

Proletina Koitcheva Veltchev, MFA  

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Susan E. Mickey 

 

Kukeri is a documentary film investigating the Surva tradition performed in the 

Pernik region of Bulgaria. The film was shot in Bulgaria, in the winter of 2011/2012, 

over the course of three weeks, and will be completed in August of 2012. During this 

creation process, I acted as the creator, director, and guide, and facilitated an artistic 

process that was shared with my cinematographer, Drew Xanthopoulos.  

Surva is a ritual performance whose purpose is to chase away evil spirits, ensure a 

good harvest, health, and perpetuate the life cycle: birth, death, and rebirth. Much of the 

performance is strictly regulated by tradition and rooted in an agrarian society that is 

thousands of years old. The society is quickly changing due to urbanization and 

globalization, and this is having drastic effects on the tradition itself. Inspired by a sense 

of homesickness for my Bulgarian culture, this project was a study of the transitory 

aspects of cultural tradition. It assayed topics of ethnography, anthropology, and folk 
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costume, but at its root were more complex topics of the value of cultural traditions and 

the effects of globalization on one of the oldest rituals in the world. 
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PROJECT OVERVIEW 

Culture is defined as the customs, art, social institutions, and achievements of a 

particular people. When I first began researching my thesis, I thought a lot about the 

ways in which my culture has affected my creative process and my design aesthetic. 

Since immigrating to the United States at the age of 10 from Bulgaria, I have now spent 

the majority of my life outside of my birth country. I began this exploration out of sense 

of homesickness for my culture. I settled upon the Kukeri tradition as an example of a 

centuries old custom that is ever changing and evolving, just as the impression of my 

culture on me is in a constant transitory state. While there are volumes of academic 

writing on the meaning of masks in ritual or specific regional customs, the Kukeri ritual 

today is manifested only in one state, which is different from what it has been in the past 

and different from what it will be in the future.  Much of the current writing fails to 

capture the individual viewpoint of people who practice the ritual and also tends to speak 

in generalities. I wanted this project to create a more personal connection to this culture 

through direct contact with the participants in the ritual. In fulfilling its role of forming 

national identity, this tradition will shift and change as its people’s views evolve from 

one generation to the next. I set out to record this moment in time, my thesis being that 

every culture has a different way of viewing life, and when we lose that perspective, we 

lose a way of viewing ourselves. 

I work in a visual medium, so I needed to create a visual outlet for this project that 

could illustrate my process of creation as well as the information I discovered. I created a 

short format documentary because I believe that there is intrinsic value in being able to 

view a cultural practice. While most academic text is written from the authoritative point 

of view of a scholar, a documentary film allows for the viewing and interpretation of 
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source material, making direct contact with the people participating in this ritual today 

and their personal views on the past and present of the festival.  

When I began this film project, I had just a seed of an artistic vision, and the 

desire to capture both the nostalgia of this tradition towards an agricultural past, and the 

beauty and magnificence of the costumes used in the ritual. I was also interested in the 

cultural nostalgia represented in the costumes and objects of the past, and to what extent 

these artifacts were being modified by the effects of globalization. The research I 

gathered was a secondary goal or a stepping-stone to finding the story. Because there is 

much research on this topic in the field of anthropology, my main goal was not to find out 

what others already knew, but to represent it in a way that was new. 
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THE SURVA RITUAL 

The costumed and masked tradition of Kukeri has survived from pre-Christian 

times and is still practiced in multiple villages within the territory of Bulgaria. It is 

performed by men and women covered in goat or sheep skins, wearing monstrous masks, 

who chase away evil spirits in the Winter months and during the lent holidays. While its 

origins are debated by scholars, many of whom will mirror the views of the times or the 

current political climate, the fact that the tradition has survived in some form and is 

constantly evolving is a given. Alexander Arnaudov writes, “As in all of Bulgaria… 

remnants of the masked rituals are preserved to present day, in some places as a living 

tradition, in others as a memory.”1 Originally a way of preserving cultural knowledge by 

passing it on from generation to generation, the performances have now also become an 

arena for staging cultural identity and reenacting folk tradition.  

In the same way that performance studies as a field can exist across the 

boundaries of disciplines such as theatre, anthropology, art, sociology, and gender, so 

does this tradition lie on the borders of ritual, carnival, and theatre. The Kukeri tradition 

is a form of performance that involves elements of stock characters, plot, staging, and 

costumes. At the local level, performers use traditional costumes and props to recreate the 

image of their heritage, while the groups of “funny characters” who follow them provide 

commentary on current politics, gender, ethnicity, and other topics. Many Kukeri groups 

now also participate in national and international festivals, where they take on the roles of 

both performer and tourist, shifting the meaning of the tradition from ritualistic 

                                                
1 Alexander Arnaudov, “Maskaradnite Obichai B Tradizionnia Praznichen Kalendar Na Pazardjishko,” 
[Masked Traditions in the Traditional Holiday Calendar of the Pazarddjik Region] in Maskaradnite Igri- 
Minalo I Suvremennost, [The Masked Games- Past and Present] ed. Irena Bokova. (Pernik: Krakra, 1995), 
87. 
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community performance to a theatrical presentation of culture for an audience of 

outsiders.  

Illustration 1: Razlog festival with crowd and photographers. 

From direct observation and personal interviews, I can already see how the 

tradition has changed from descriptions in scholarly articles written just three years ago. 2 

The tradition owes its popularity mostly to the cultural nostalgia created by the official 

policies and agenda of the communist party between the years of 1944 and 1989. As 

festivals were created in the mid-sixties to celebrate culture and promote national 

identity, the party’s agenda was to simulate cultural authenticity. To this day, the festivals 

and competitions strive to do the same, resulting in a paradox of what takes place in the 

villages, which is “authentic” in the true definition of the word, and what is presented as 
                                                
2 Kalina Bakalova, “Kukeri: Ritual Performances in Bulgaria” (PhD diss., University of Georgia, 2009. In 
this disseration, Ms. Bakalova discusses the Razlog festivities not allowing women participants to wear 
furs. During our visit to the Razlog festival this year, we witnessed the first ever female chaush, Kukeri 
leader, who led the neighborhood of Varosha. 
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authentic on the international cultural arena. Recent scholarly accounts are increasingly 

concerned with the loss of community significance in favor of becoming a performance 

for tourists.3 Kukeri groups often attend festivals at home and abroad, where they strive 

to present the most authentic version of the ritual, yet also seek to differentiate 

themselves from other groups of participants. Thus, again paradoxically, the festivals 

seem to be both a response to globalization and a result of it. 

Globalization and westernization are topics that I personally struggle with in 

regards to my culture and personal identity. My interest in the effects of globalization on 

not only this ritual, but on the ways it reflects the national cultural identity, is something 

that drew me to this project.  Due to the proliferation of cultural festivals, many villages 

and towns have formed Kukeri groups for the sole purpose of competing in national and 

international festivals. As the performance becomes more of a theatrical event than a 

ritual, historical and geographic accuracy takes a secondary role to creating spectacle. 

The creator of the Iambol group, Eliian Khristov, is quoted as saying, “What is 

authenticity? Nothing is authentic anymore. This is theatre.”4 Yet what is authenticity? 

When creating the spaces in their homes where the ritual is staged, participants are not 

                                                
3 For further information, see Melanie Smith, Issues in Carnival tourism Studies (London: Routledge, 
2003) 147-50.  See also Richard Schechner, Between Theatre and Anthropology [Philadelphia: University 
of Pennsylvania, 1985].  
Also Kalina Bakalova, “Kukeri: Ritual Performances in Bulgaria”. The 2006 International Conference on 
the Arts in Society organized a seminar on The Postmodern Festival: At the Cross Roads Between the 
Local and the Global? which asked the following question: “The ‘postmodern condition’ is said to be 
characterized by the rejection of meta narratives and universal paradigms in favor of more localized forms 
of knowledge. In a postmodern world the boundaries between artist and audience, seriousness and play, 
high culture and kitsch and local and global have become blurred. Instead, eclecticism and jouissance have 
become the order of the day. The question for discussion is whether festivals reflect or should reflect this 
postmodern paradigm which perceives all local artistic and cultural expressions as having equal ‘validity’ 
or have most of today’s festivals seemingly rejected postmodern philosophies in favor of a new 
metanarrative of globalization, characterized by cultural homogenization?” 
 
4 Kalina Bakalova, “Kukeri: Ritual Performances in Bulgaria,” pg. 40. 
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recreating the past as it really was, but rather the past as they envision it, the memory of 

the past that is constantly in flux.  
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THE FILMING OF KUKERI 

The theatrical presentations of today’s Kukeri tradition reflect a nostalgic view of 

idealized folk traditions of the past. In this statement lies the curious case of the transitory 

nature of cultural tradition. The Kukeri performances will always be a re-imagined vision 

of a custom whose props and costumes belong to the past, which continues its existence 

into the future mainly as a theatrical presentation of a bygone time.  Yet in this 

theatricality itself lies a form of authenticity. The celebrations today are just as truthful 

and unique as they might have been 100 years ago, because what changes is not the past 

but the way that the present state of the world affects the re-creation of the past.  While 

the tradition will always be a re-imagined version of a past iteration, the Kukeri 

performers today enact a different, not secondary, and not lesser, identity. It is just as 

important to record this iteration in the annals of history as it may have been to record 

one from a decade ago, because with each celebration, the tradition reflects a new cultural 

viewpoint. Today, this viewpoint includes the global cultural market and its effects on the 

costumes and customs of the tradition. 
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Initial Observations 

The Kukeri tradition is very closely tied with an agricultural past. In a country 

where stock rearing and farming were the main means of survival for centuries, no 

tradition is more representative of the national identity than this ritual dedicated to 

fertility, health, and a fruitful harvest. During my initial visit to Bulgaria, I was interested 

in finding out to what degree the costumes had any relevant correlation to the livelihood 

of people in any specific region. I was also interested in the participant’s views on how 

the artifacts of this tradition have changed in the time that they have been witness to it, 

and whether any of these changes were brought about due to globalization and access to 

the west. In the least, I was seeking an answer to whether the intrinsic ties of the tradition 

to agriculture, now being lessened or obliterated by the functions of modern society, are 

already affecting the costumes in both their appearance and manufacture.  

In the summer of 2011, I visited villages in the Pernik region, the Stara Zagora 

region, and the Ruen region, in West, Central, and East Bulgaria respectively to perform 

preliminary research for the documentary. In the village of Leskovetz, near Pernik, I 

spoke with a mask-maker, Bai Malin, who showed me the various masks he creates from 

sheep or goat fur and horns. He talked about how he learned the craft from an elderly 

man in his village when he was just a boy, and how he has been making masks ever 

since. In this region, the Kukeri festival, called Surva, is performed in January, around 

New Year’s or St. Basil’s day, which marks the old New Year’s in the Orthodox 

calendar.5 Even with this first contact, I was already noticing the modern additions to the 

masks. Traditionally made of wood, Bai Malin made his masks by screwing pieces of 

                                                
5 The masked rituals in Bulgaria happen at several different times of the year. The festivals around New 
Year’s are called Surva, while the festivals around the lent season are called Kukeri Festivals. For the 
purposes of this paper, I am using the terms interchangeably, as the correct naming for the performers 
varies by region.  
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wood onto a construction helmet, which made the mask more comfortable to wear and 

easier to make.  While he used many other traditional materials, such as goat fur, sheep 

fur, and horns, he mentioned that these materials were intentionally gathered from other 

places, such as Macedonia, and not available locally. While mask-makers in the past 

would use whatever sources were available to them locally, Bai Malin told us that these 

resources are scarcer now. While he adhered to traditional rules such as not painting the 

masks and using only fur and horns as the outer décor, which he took great pride in, he 

had modernized some of his masks by inserting springs to make the jaw move up and 

down. 

 

Illustration 2: Photograph of Bai Malin from Summer trip 2011. 

In the Pernik region, I visited another village called Banishte. The Banishte 

costumes were made of cornhusks, which was not common to the area, and the 
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participants made masks of feathers and also furs. Most other villages in the area would 

specifically pair a fur and horn or wood mask with a fur costume, or a feather mask with 

a costume made of strips of colored cloth, but generally did not mix the two, and no other 

village in the area used corn husks in any part of their costumes. Upon travelling to this 

village, I found that it was nearly deserted, but the people I did find seemed quite 

entertaining, and assured us that come festival time, there were many people who would 

return to the village from the city and perform in the festival. I spoke with many people 

who emphasized how important this tradition is to them, and that no matter what, 

participants will get time off from work, time off from school, and even return from 

abroad for the festival. I realized that the people who continue to keep this tradition alive 

are often dispersed in the nearby cities, but return to their villages specifically for this 

community-centered event.  
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Illustration 3: Old photograph of Banishte costumes from Summer trip 2011. 
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In the Stara Zagora and Pavel Bania region, where I visited the village of 

Gabarevo, I found an interesting modernization to the traditional masks. There, the masks 

are made of decorated cloth, in the shape of a tall hood. At the top of the hood, the Kukeri 

dancers traditionally tied a white rag, which represented purity or health. The white rag at 

some point had become a rag doll, which in its present state is a commercially produced 

plastic doll in a white dress. I asked the family that I visited why it was that the 

traditional costume had changed to include this commercial product, and the only 

reasoning they could give me was that it became a popular trend, and despite opposition 

from some of the older participants, it was widely adopted. The artifacts of this ritual are 

changing, and authenticity is becoming a nostalgic memory of the past. With some 

confidence in my predictions about the changing nature of the festival, I would soon be 

faced with finding the human story necessary to make this film and my exploration 

interesting and captivating. 
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Illustration 4:	   Photograph of Pavel Bania Kuker with old version of doll. 
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Illustration 5:	   Photograph of Gabarevo Kuker from Summer trip 2011. 
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Framing the Past 

A few years ago I saw a film about the loss of language, called The Linguists. In 

it, two men travel around the world seeking to record and preserve languages on the brink 

of extinction. As an explanation of their motives, they say that they fear when a language 

is lost, we also lose a specific way of viewing the world. I believe that cultural practices 

hold the same value. I wanted to try to preserve this tradition in its current manifestation, 

knowing that the recording of it itself would become a performance that frames and 

preserves the past.  

I was lucky to receive a TFPF grant from the Austin Film Society, which was the 

first step of a long fundraising process. With the help of this grant, I later secured 

matching funds on USA Projects and was able to run a group fundraising campaign for 

the remainder of the production costs. During this process, I felt surprised and frustrated 

with the amount of time I spent on funding the project instead of working on formulating 

the ideas for the structure and form of the film itself. Currently in post-production, I have 

handed some of these responsibilities over to a producer, and will be spending the needed 

time on helping the editor bring out the story from the footage we have captured. 
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Illustration 6:	   Still image from Winter 2011 fundraising video. 

 

 

Illustration 7:	   Still image of author from Winter 2011 fundraising video. 
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A full year passed between the first idea for this film and my arrival in Bulgaria 

with the cinematographer. My first realization was that winter makes everything more 

difficult. Travel and lodging had now become real, as opposed to theoretical, problems.  I 

stayed with my aunt Gita and her family, while my cousin Misho served as my driver. I 

had secured a house for the film crew located in the village Erul, which was 

geographically situated between Leskovets and Banishte, the two villages I had planned 

to film in based on my summer research. What I soon realized was the Erul was situated 

far into the mountains, its single permanent resident being a dog, and was nearly 

impossible to drive to in bad weather. Long stretches of road, unprotected by trees or 

bushes, would become completely covered in feet of snow in less than an hour if there 

was strong wind. After being rescued by city services once, I gave up on our plan to stay 

close to the villages and remained in the city, Pernik, instead, which ended up informing 

some of the film. 

Artistic vision and logistical reality seemed to be in a constant battle over my 

attention. The imagined story that I thought I would find in these two villages was 

quickly derailed. The mask-maker, Bai Malin, gave us half a day of his time before 

falling ill to pneumonia. We were unable to get back in contact with him despite stopping 

by his residence almost daily. When we visited the village of Banishte, where I presumed 

I would find some source of authenticity because of their unusual cornhusk costumes, I 

was again disappointed. It was just a few days before the festival, but the village 

remained deserted. Furthermore, when we asked around about the festival, one man told 

us that it was actually a fairly new development in the village, from around the 1930s. 

There was no existence of it before, which is probably why their costumes looked like a 

combination of borrowed artifacts. This left me with the conclusion that while the 
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tradition itself is place based, the carriers of the tradition are now transient, intrinsically 

changing the essence of the place they call home.  

As in any endeavor, when one door closes, another opens. Because of these 

derailments, I began searching elsewhere, contacting any family contact my aunt had and 

going any place I thought would serve the film. The son of a family friend, Moni, 

accompanied our team to his village where we spoke extensively with a mask-maker by 

the name of Bai Kiro. A soft spoken older man, who could perform almost any task with 

a cigarette in his mouth, Bai Kiro gave me insight into what the tradition was like in his 

village of Gabrov Dol. The costumes of Gabrov Dol were the type of modernized dress I 

wanted to avoid filming. However, as my cinematographer kept telling me, you can’t 

ignore or avoid what you find during a documentary shoot, you have to embrace it, 

because that’s the reality worth capturing.   
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Illustration 8:	   Photograph of Gabrov Dol costume and mask January 2012. 
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Illustration 9:	   Still image from footage of Bai Kiro interview. 

In Gabrov Dol, the Kukeri performers wear costumes made of green, white, and 

red strips of fabric, representing the Bulgarian flag. Their masks are very large cloth 

panels covered in elaborate arrangements of feathers from roosters, turkeys, and 

chickens. Bai Kiro told us that the costumes used to be made of just rags, which were 

sometimes painted different colors. The uniformity of the modern dress was a direct 

result of the group’s travels abroad to international cultural festivals. He said that as they 

began to travel abroad, they needed a way to differentiate the group and quickly signal 

their place of origin, so they adopted the Bulgarian flag as an easy identifier. He also 

mentioned that the size of the masks was limited to the exact size you could fit in the 

vans that they use to transport them. In the past, masks were much smaller, made of wood 

and feathers, and a performer would wear the mask through the whole festival. As 

materials became more available, the size of the masks grew to very large proportions, 

and then again shrunk when the need to transport them to other festivals arose. Bai Kiro 
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also spoke of other changes and adaptations of the tradition in the time he had been a 

participant.  

 

 

Illustration 10:	  Still image from footage of Bai Kiro in the village hall. 

As was the case with many people we interviewed, he had worked in Sofia, the 

capitol of Bulgaria, most of his life, and only returned to his village, whose permanent 

residents number 52, when he retired.6  He described mask-making as a hobby, putting 

more emphasis on the animals he took care of and his responsibilities at home. His 

passion for the festival was evident, and during one of our interview sessions he recited a 

poem he had written for his group (Appendix A). In this poem are evident many of the 

recent changes to the ritual. We can see that the Kukeri groups placed as much 

importance on their travel abroad as they did on the community-centered celebration. Just 

like immigrants would adapt their cultural practices as they emigrate away from home, 
                                                
6 Sofia and Pernik are the two closest industrial cities to these villages. 
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the changes made to both the costumes and masks for the purposes of international and 

national travel are deemed acceptable and necessary as the tradition adapts itself to 

modern times. With every change and adaptation, the festival presents a new experience, 

making a unique impression that lives on in the memories of those who experience it. But 

that impression, the thing we remember and yearn for, is always a false assumption, 

because culture and tradition are in a constant state of change. 

On the 13th of January we followed another family connection to the town of 

Batanovtsi. In Batanovtsi, the traditional festival attire is sheep fur costumes and sheep 

fur or wood masks with horns. In addition, participants wear very large, heavy sheep or 

goat bell sets which rest on large padded bands around the waist, and smaller bells 

attached to the arms and legs. Here we found a last minute connection with a much 

younger mask-maker, Radislav, who welcomed us into his home and let us observe his 

preparations for the evening festival on the night before St. Basil’s day. He directed us to 

another older participant, Bai Nedialko, who recounted the tradition as it was passed 

down to him from his parents and grandparents. My initial attraction to these costumes 

was that they were made entirely of natural materials- fur, horns, and leather. I hoped that 

this would be the place where I could discover the connection between available 

materials from livestock and the Kukeri costumes. 
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Illustration 11:	  Still image from footage of Radislav putting on his costume. 
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This interview was particularly interesting because of the scenery against which it 

was set. As we arrived, we walked into a room completely covered in artifacts of the past. 

A taxidermy head of a ram spanned across one wall above a complete set of sheep bells 

organized from smallest to largest. Old photographs, wooden wine flasks, and traditional 

costumes were on display. Bai Nedialko sat at a wooden table surrounded by short 

benches covered in traditional rugs. It was obvious that this room was meant as a display 

of the past, or rather a nostalgic representation of the past. Our interview was often 

interrupted by Bai Nedialko jumping up and bringing out yet another artifact to show us 

how it ‘really’ was or how it ‘really’ looked. The Surva holiday, he showed us, was 

traditionally celebrated in simple, every day dress, with maybe a rag to cover the face. 

Participants would bring a simple over-the-shoulder bag to collect the goods and gifts 

that village residents bestowed upon them for their blessings. Bai Nedialko told us about 

how his family used to work exclusively in agriculture. In his youth, he was a shepherd 

and a cowherd. The area had abundant livestock, thousands of sheep and hundreds of 

goats. Yet it was obvious that his views as well as this room were romanticized, and that 

this agricultural life no longer existed in the area. I asked him why he thinks the tradition 

is so strong in this town, and he told us that culture is one of the only things that the told 

has left. He said, “The festival would die off if it wasn't for us. If I'm not here, or Rado, or 

some other people who come back, it would die off.” (Appendix B) 
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Illustration 12:	  Still image from footage of Bai Nadialko interview. 

Change is always present in life. Just as the Kukeri ritual celebrates the 

continuous cycle of life, so too is it subject to this selfsame cycle. It seems that whether 

willingly or unwillingly, Bulgaria is giving up its agricultural roots in exchange for urban 

life, with its commodities, shopping centers, and cafes. To what extent these changes will 

eventually change the Kukeri festival, and the country’s cultural identity, is yet unknown. 

I set out to record only one iteration, and to observe how the festival exists today, 

knowing that this film itself will become a performance that will frame this moment in 

time based on my personal cultural nostalgia.  
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Crafting a Story 

The Kukeri documentary is currently in the editing phase, where I must narrow 

my perspective and present one cohesive story. I am working with Robin Schwartz, my 

editor, and Micah Barber, my producer, to come up with not only a story, but a cohesive 

artistic artifact of images, text, and sound. What has proven the biggest challenge, thus 

far, is translating the footage from Bulgarian to English. While I speak both languages, 

the nuances are often not translatable, and I am left with the feeling that the real meaning 

will never pass from one language to the other. On the other hand, this has led me to rely 

heavily on the visual aspect of the film, trusting that images, unlike the limitations of 

written text, can speak without translation.  

What I discovered while making this film is that just as the participants in the 

festival romanticize the folk traditions of the past, I had also added nostalgic, 

romanticized elements to my original film treatment. I imagined that I would be able to 

follow one character, someone whose family had been celebrating for many generations. 

Through his story I could tell the story of this ritual and the progression of the effects of 

globalization on the festival. But my nostalgic views of my home country, with its 

thriving agricultural village life, were not what I discovered. Instead, I found emptied out 

villages full of retirees, and the realities of harsh winter life.  

The festival still thrives, though it may be different than what it was. The story of 

this film is the combined narrative of the experience of all of the participants who do 

what they do because they believe in the ways this cultural tradition reinforces the 

strength of their communities. As Kalina Bakalova quotes a resident from the village of 

Eleshnitsa, “We do it for ourselves… This is our tradition.”7 While the small village 

                                                
7 Kalina Bakalova, “Kukeri: Ritual Performances in Bulgaria” (PhD diss., University of Georgia, 2009.) 
pg. 24. 
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communities now stretch to the cities and beyond, with residents coming back even from 

abroad, Kukeri as a cultural artifact is something that keeps them connected. People view 

the world through their personal experience of culture, and this story will give a glimpse 

of this unique view. 
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CONCLUSION 

Since I moved away from Bulgaria at the age of 10, the country has gone through 

some significant political and social changes, transforming from a post-socialist to a 

democratic state. With every visit home, I saw more change, and the artifacts of my 

childhood slowly disappeared, being replaced by malls, cafes, and hotels. With mass 

migration out of the country, I could also see the ideas and culture of the West 

influencing Bulgarians, even through language. I realized I was homesick, but the home I 

missed is a completely different place now. 

Culture is not constant. Its roots may be solid, but each new generation makes its 

own contribution. This project stemmed from my own personal reaction to change, and 

my unwillingness to accept the impermanent, transitory nature of life. For me as an 

immigrant, the only remnants I have of my culture are my memories, and it is difficult to 

accept that the places I remember no longer exist or are the same. As I moved through the 

process of making this film, I was forced to embrace reality as it is, with every modern 

twist and development. I was in search of how the archaic artifacts and costumes of the 

tradition are surviving into the future. What I found, instead, is that people are the carriers 

of culture. I learned to embrace the relationships I witnessed more than what I deemed 

authentic or modern, and whatever hope I found for the future, or regret about the past, I 

found it in people’s lived experience. As for my fear that my culture will soon be lost, I 

will fear no more, because I, too, have preserved a piece of it.   
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Illustration 13:	  The author interviewing Hristo the shepherd. 
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Appendix A 

Poem written by Bai Kiro 
 
Bulgarian Text for Translation 
 
Gabrovdolska Surva krasiva 
V nas traditsiata e jiva, 
Likovete ni blestiat ot krasota 
niamat ravni po sveta. 
Na 13sti Yanuari, shtom chasat ydari, 
zvunvat zvuntsi, hlopatari. 
Tupanite dumkat po megdana, 
chuden mscarad nastava. 
S maski strashni gonim zloto, 
da e vunka ot seloto, 
s pojelania za chuden bereket,  
mnogo zdrave, i kusmet. 
Gastrolirame iz tsialata rodina,  
daje veche i v chushbina: 
Pernik i Rakovtsi, Karlovo, Chirpan,  
Frantzia, Eire, Turzia, i Taivan. 
Deto stupim praznik stava,  
vseki s nas se zabavliava. 
I taka shte e prez vekovete,  
sigorni v tova budete. 
Nie poslannitsi sme na mira, 
vece na planetata zemia, 
 deto minem so otiva zloto,  
i vaspiava se dobroto. 
A puk koito zaigrae na horoto s nas,  
shte e zdrav i budur vseki chas. 
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Translated Text: 
 
Surva* from Gabrov Dol beautiful, 
with us tradition is plentiful. 
Our feather masks shine with beauty, 
in the world there's nothing like it. 
When the time comes on the 13th of January,  
bells and sheep bells start to ring out. 
The drums in the town are beating 
And an awesome masquerade is starting 
With our monstrous masks we scare evil  
so it’s gone from our village, 
we bring wishes for fertility, 
much health, and lots of luck. 
We come to every town, 
and go abroad as well now: 
Pernik and Rakovski, Karlovo, Chirpan** 
France, UAR, Turkey, and Taiwan. 
Every place we go we start the celebration 
and we bring to everyone elation. 
It will be like this for centuries 
you can be certain of that. 
We are ambassadors for peace 
all over the world. 
Everywhere we pass, evil disappears, 
and then happiness appears. 
And whoever comes to join our dance 
for eternal joy and happiness will have a chance. 
  

*Surva: The general name of the winter Holiday associated with Kukeri in the Pernik 

region, celebrated on New Year’s day or January 14th, St. Basil’s day. 

** Cities where Kukeri festivals are held in Bulgaria. 
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Appendix B 

Partial Transcript of conversation with Bai Nadialko. 

 

[00:01:24.54] 

{font:Arial}{size:14}{Plain}{textColor:65535, 65535, 65535}The festival would 

die off if it wasn't for us. If I'm not here, or Rado, or some other people who come back, 

it would die off. 

[00:01:31.40] 

{font:Arial}{size:14}{Plain}{textColor:65535, 65535, 65535}Because even if it's 

100 people, those 100 people come. If they didn't, the festival wouldn't be around. 

[00:01:35.64] 

{font:Arial}{size:14}{Plain}{textColor:65535, 65535, 65535}If they didn't have 

the drive, and they didn't participate, it would go away. 

[00:01:41.69] 

{font:Arial}{size:14}{Plain}{textColor:65535, 65535, 65535}Just like in many 

other villages I can point out in our area. 

[00:01:46.55] 

{font:Arial}{size:14}{Plain}{textColor:65535, 65535, 65535}They used to have 

a very strong tradition, and now it’s lost. 

[00:01:52.04] 

{font:Arial}{size:14}{Plain}{textColor:65535, 65535, 65535} 

[00:01:56.04] 

{font:Arial}{size:14}{Plain}{textColor:65535, 65535, 65535} 

[00:02:00.05] 
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{font:Arial}{size:14}{Plain}{textColor:65535, 65535, 65535}This is where the 

heart of the tradition lies. 

[00:02:07.21] 

{font:Arial}{size:14}{Plain}{textColor:65535, 65535, 65535}These are the 

places where this tradition persists. And that's because there are still a lot more people in 

these villages. 

[00:02:12.02] 

{font:Arial}{size:14}{Plain}{textColor:65535, 65535, 65535}Like here in 

Batanovtsi. Here it's preserved because of the train station. People can go work in Sofia, 

but they don't leave town permanently. 

[00:02:16.08] 
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Glossary 

Kuker: Masked performer in the Kukeri ritual tradition, generally dressed in furs or rags 

and covering the face with a decorative mask of cloth, fur, wood, or other materials. 

Surva: The winter holiday which encompasses the Kukeri rituals in certain regions of 

Bulgaria, taking place on or around New Year’s day or St. Basil’s day. 

Babuger: An alternate name for a Kuker, used in some regions of Bulgaria, including 

Razlog and Bansko. 

Chaush: An alternate name for a Kuker, used in the region of Razlog. The first Chaush is 

the Kukeri group leader. 
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