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Zeljko Marekovi¢ works at an ancient wooden loom
that he restored himself, shooting a shuttle back and
forth across its warp. A broad yellow sash called a pas
stretches out in front of him. Together with his wife, Vinka,
who makes traditional beaded jewelry, he creates items
for traditional folk costumes at their home in the village of
Sesvetski Kraljevec, east of the Croatian capital of Zagreb.

Croatia’s tradition of folk costumes as we know it
today developed in the 19'" century. At the time, Croatia
was under Austro-Hungarian rule but was undergoing
a period of national awakening. Broadly speaking,
the style of its folk costumes grew out of traditional
peasant clothing. The costumes were gradually adopted,
elaborated upon and embellished by members of urban
intellectual circles and society, who saw them as a potent
symbol of national identity. Later, between World War
| and Il, folklore festivals were initiated in rural areas,
where villagers were encouraged to continue wearing folk

costumes, rather than adopting modern dress.
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Zeljko Marekovi¢ weaves a sash called a pas at his home in the
village of Sesvetski Kraljevec, east of Zagreb (opposite). His wife,
Vinka, makes traditional beaded jewelry (below).

Despite the drive toward modernization in the years
following World War Il, when Croatia formed part of
Yugoslavia, a number of institutions concerned specifically
with the preservation of folk costumes and dances
were founded. Among these was the Department for
Preservation, Reconstruction and Lending of Traditional
Costumes (PIRN], founded in Zagreb in 1948. As its name
suggests, its focus is not simply to exhibit as a museum
might, but to collect, preserve, restore and even lend
costumes [to folk ensembles, for example). It now has over
30,000 textiles in its collection. Among the oldest and most
treasured items is a woman'’s costume from Zagreb’s
Tresnjevka neighborhood that dates to 1876.

LADQO, the National Folk Dance Ensemble of Croatia,
was founded in 1949. Its collection includes some 1,200
folk costumes — the oldest of which were made over
140 years ago — and its performances cover the folk
dances and songs of all parts of Croatia, as well as those

of Croatian minorities in Serbia and elsewhere. Before
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Easter, members of LADO gave a concert ata churchin
central Zagreb. Choir members dressed in costumes from
Sunja and neighboring villages on the Sava River that are
notable for their white embroidered details.

There's an enormous amount of stylistic variation
between the folk costumes worn in different regions
of Croatia. For example, women'’s folk costumes from
Vrlika (a village in the Dalmatian hinterland] include a
thick, woven apron (pregaca) with geometric patterns
worn in front of a white dress; a white wide-sleeved shirt
decorated with red embroidery; a long, heavy woolen vest
and a red cap finished with a peacock feather.

In contrast, women’s costumes from Bizovac and
neighboring villages in eastern Croatia consist of a layered
white cotton dress perforated with a style of embroidery
known as slingoce, along with a large kerchief with long
fringes that’s worn over the shoulders, and an elaborate
folded collar, called a reklja. These are complemented by
rows of gold coins at the front, colorful wool socks and a
tiara of artificial flowers that crowns a distinctive hairstyle:
trimmed into bangs and straightened at the front, with two
thick plaits coiled at the back.

There are a number of reasons for such variations —
among them geography, climate, regional history, trade
and available materials. In eastern Croatia’s Slavonia
region, “People generally made clothing from plant-based
materials they had grown themselves, namely hemp
and flax, which they decorated using materials that were
readily available to them, like cotton and gold thread, the
latter showing the influence of the Ottomans,” explains
PIRN’s Bojana Poljakovi¢ Popovic¢. “On the other hand, in
the Dinaric region people mostly bred sheep and goats,
and they used skins and wool to produce clothing.”

The climate of inland Croatia is very different from
that of the Adriatic coast and islands, and this also had
an obvious influence. “On the islands and coast you have
Mediterranean types of costumes, mostly because of the
climate — but also these people were sailors, and through
maritime trade were in touch with different cultures and
could get materials like silk, which was expensive and not

generally available to people in other regions.”
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Ana Drobina and Pavo Begovac model .

folk costumes from the village of
Bizovac, in eastern Croatia.
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CELEBRATING TRADITION Extremely elaborate and

highly valuable, folk costumes are not worn as everyday

clothing. Instead they're worn at festivals and celebrations,

mostly by members of the hundreds of folk ensembles
found throughout Croatia. While the country’s most widely
promoted folk festival is the annual International Folklore
Festivalin Zagreb, held in July, the true highlight of the
folklore calendar is the Brodsko kolo, which takes place
over three days in June in the town of Slavonski Brod. Now
running for over 50 years, the festival features folk dance
ensembles from all over Croatia who perform dressed in
beautiful folk costumes.

Other traditional festivals where folk costumes are
worn include the Sinjska alka, which takes place in August
in the town of Sinj and sees contestants on horseback
competing to spear a small metal ring at a thundering
full gallop. Each contestant is accompanied by a squire
in traditional dress, and on the final day the contestants

themselves don traditional costumes, including a dark
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Members of the HSPD Sljeme Sestine folklore ensemble make
costumes from the Zagrebacko Prigorje region (opposite). Antun
Leinveber employs an embroidery technique called zlatovez (above).
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embroidered dolama (jacket) and a fur busby. During the
Spring Procession of Ljelje, young unmarried women

in the village of Gorjani go from house to house, singing
and dancing for their hosts and wearing elaborate folk
costumes, including tall hats garlanded with flowers.

A number of Croatia’s traditional festivals were founded
inthe 1960s, a time when interest in folk costumes and
dances was dramatically revived. They've maintained their
importance as symbols of national and regional identity
ever since, an importance further reinforced by the war of
the 1990s and Croatia’s subsequent independence.

While some methods and materials have changed
over the years, the processes of making and repairing
folk costumes remain as intricate and time-consuming
as ever. They're still done by hand by a small number of
specialists. It's notable that many of these specialists
are quite young, and male — thus subverting traditional
genderroles. In the past, it was exclusively women who

made, cared for and repaired traditional costumes.
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Antun Leinveber sits beside a bright desk lamp in his
flatin Novi Zagreb, sewing a band of embroidery with
gold thread, a technique called zlatovez. Originally from
Vinkovci, Leinveberis a dancer and singer at LADO who
has been making items in zlatovez for LADO and other
organizations for six years. He's completely self-taught. “I
just realized it was a technique that very few people were
doing authentically and decided to learnit,” he says.

Poljakovi¢ Popovi¢ points out that new costumes are
increasingly being made using authentic techniques and
materials, based very carefully on originals. “Of course,
there’s still a great number of people, both amateurs
and professionals, who work on the preservation of
original costumes, but there are also a lot of people who
are preserving the tradition of folk costumes by making
authentic new ones based on those originals,” she says.

Doing so comes with challenges. Knowledge of an
old style of embroidery from Konavle, in Croatia’s far
south, vanished well over a century ago, meaning that
when embroidery specialist Slavica Rajkovi¢ works on
a reconstruction of a Konavle poprsnicala decorative
element that goes on the front of awoman’s shirt], she
has to base it on an original piece loaned from Split's
Ethnographic Museum. Gordana Radicek and other
members of the HSPD Sljeme Sestine folklore ensemble
make costumes from the Zagrebacko Prigorje region (the
area around Zagreb). The work is slow, but it's eased by
conversation, delicious charcuterie and homemade cakes.

You only have to spend a couple of hours at an event like
the Brodsko kolo or the Spring Procession of Ljelje to see
just how important and popular traditional folk costumes
remain in modern Croatia. “Croatians are very proud of
the variety of their folk costumes — even those who aren’t
involved with them in any way,” says Poljakovi¢ Popovi¢.

“In Croatia, folk costumes are increasingly recognized
as animportant part of cultural heritage and identity,” says
Livija Zguri¢, head of PR at LADO. “Many families keep
their ancestors’ original costumes and jewelry and pass
them on to new generations. So | believe there’s a bright
future in the preservation of our traditional heritage.”

(& Text and photographs by Rudolf Abraham
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LADO, the National Folk Dance
Ensemble of Croatia, has some 1,200
folk costumes in its collection®




