OPINION
by Assoc. Prof. Galin Georgiev, Ph.D. (IEFEM - BAS)
on the dissertation by Dimitar Vasilev

“Institutional Development and the Musealization of Folk Culture in the Contemporary Era
(Based on the Example of Crafts and Organized Craftsmanship in Bulgaria)”

for the award of the educational and scientific degree of “Doctor” in professional field 3.1 —
Sociology, Anthropology, and Cultural Studies

The dissertation by Dimitar Vasilev - an independent doctoral candidate in the Department
of Ethnology at the Faculty of History of Sofia University - is the first comprehensive and
systematic study of its kind, examining the processes of institutionalization and museumification
of traditional folk crafts in Bulgaria after World War I1. Here I specifically emphasize the phrase
“traditional folk,” since in many places in the text, and especially in the dissertation’s introduction,
the terms “traditional” and “folk” (as applied to crafts, culture, and society) are used
interchangeably, but this is not entirely reasonable. The first definition refers more to cultural
forms, knowledge, and skills that are firmly established and transmitted primarily orally, while the
second denotes their functioning among broad social strata in a non - professional setting.
However, the somewhat imprecise use of such terms does not detract from the well - founded and
in - depth examination of the subject matter chosen by the author - the positioning of a significant
part of tradition within the contemporary world - which he has been studying for years and for
which he deserves admiration. His focus on the field of crafts and the dynamics of their roles and
functions resulting from their placement outside their usual environment - in museums and other
public and cultural institutions - is remarkable and particularly revealing. The publication of this
study, as D. Vassilev himself notes, is “even overdue, but it certainly fills a significant gap in the
Bulgarian ethnological tradition” (p. 7), all the more so The publication of this study, as D. Vassilev
himself notes, is “even overdue, but it certainly fills a significant gap in the Bulgarian ethnological
tradition” (p. 7), especially since such topics have not been the subject of much interest among
researchers, particularly with regard to their theoretical interpretation and conceptualization.

In addition to its subject matter, the study is also of interest for its methodological
framework. At a time when the paradigms of relativism and constructivism are coming to the fore
in academia, D. Vassilev relies instead on classical historical - typological, comparative, and
positivist approaches, employing them skillfully and persuasively to extract the maximum benefit
from them in the specific cases he examines, while also demonstrating - albeit implicitly - their
value to science as a whole. On the other hand, the author also effectively describes his own
position as a unique participant in a chain of interconnections regarding the processes of



preservation, maintenance, presentation, and promotion - including research - of artisans and their
activities, as an employee of two emblematic institutions (IEFEM - BAS and NIM) - initiators and
agents in the processes of institutionalization and museification of folk culture. Here, however, 1
would like to see greater emphasis placed on the doctoral candidate’s reflective and self - reflective
experience in conducting his field research and interacting with respondents, as well as in
presenting his theses and views, especially in those parts of the text that directly address the topic
of the relationships between the masters and those around them (including the researchers).

Based on a broad methodological framework that includes a range of cultural -
anthropological approaches (including observation, the autobiographical method, case studies,
etc.), and conducted over more than a decade through multiple visits and meetings with
approximately 70 informants in several locations, the study is organized into an Introduction, three
chapters, and a Conclusion. Each section sequentially introduces the reader first to the general
processes of creating a new type of institution in the form of the Guild of Folk Art Craftsmen
(Chapter One) and open - air museums, architectural - ethnographic and historical reserves,
perceived as representative of the entire Bulgarian community and constructing the crafts and their
practitioners as cultural values and living heritage (p. 21) (Chapter Two). These processes are also
the focus of attention in the third chapter of the dissertation, but here they are examined through
the lens of the specific case of the craft tradition in the Troyan region. Focusing on their diverse
regional and local manifestations, D. Vassilev actually identifies the factors that are universally
applicable to the processes of craft transformation that interest him, namely: the role of trade
associations, specialized school education, the influence of museums and local authorities, the
cultural and social events they organize, and so on.

In my opinion, for the sake of a comprehensive analysis in the first chapter, it would be
useful to examine in greater detail the role of the so - called guild organizations of the Renaissance
era as a unique form of association aimed at regulating labor and social - normative relations
among members of a given craft. The text draws a parallel with the guilds only on page 42, but
only in a descriptive and factual manner, and that in the spirit of the relevant cited documents. I
would also recommend that the analysis in the first chapter, which concerns the appearance of
images from Pliska on the works of certain artisans (p. 75) and the activities of the Guild,
“extended back to antiquity” (p. 82), be supported by references to Evgenia Troeva’s studies on
the contemporary national experience of the ancient and medieval past. Where the text discusses
the livelihood of the Tran region and, in particular, seasonal migration, there is no reference to
Petko Hristov’s publications on this emblematic cultural practice, which also pertains to artisans.
Another title not included in the bibliography would be useful for a more complete unfolding of
the author’s theses, namely Svetla Kazalarska’s monographic study “The Museum of Communism
- Between Memory and History, Politics and the Market.”

Returning to the first chapter, I would like to emphasize that the case of Petar Gigov, the
master potter from the village of Busintsi, has another important dimension - one related not so



much to the role of his specific craft, but rather with its evaluation and its perception as cultural
heritage and memory, and with the construction of his memory as a significant figure to this day.

While I strongly recommend its prompt publication, I believe that, in its current form, the
dissertation text requires one more careful review for linguistic and stylistic editing. Its timely
publication will not only disseminate the ideas developed over the years by D. Vassilev, but will
also have a direct impact on the artisans themselves and their relationships with institutions and
cultural organizations. This would undoubtedly enrich the broader public dialogue on the fate of
the crafts today.

Having said all that, regardless of the remarks and comments made, I express my entirely
positive opinion of the dissertation under discussion and recommend to the esteemed Academic
Jury that it be successfully defended, and that Dimitar Vasilev be awarded the academic and
scientific degree of “Doctor,” which he fully deserves.
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Sincerely,

Associate Professor Galin Georgiev, Ph.D. /



