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PURISTS, INNOVATORS, AND THE CONSTRUCTION 
OF FOLKLORE TRADITION: FOLKLORE AS 
A CULTURAL REPRESENTATION OF ITS TIME

Martina Pavlicová – Lucie Uhlíková

In relation to folklore tradition, it is not an easy task to identify 
connections with purism and innovativeness, as both tendencies are 
its inherent components—just as in any other tradition. This is, of 
course, easier in the realm of folklorism, where dramaturgical lines—
if well thought out and consciously realised—can reveal, even at first 
glance, two distinct paths: one that relates to the sources and respects 
them, and another that favours inspiration drawn from folklore and 
individual creativity. In the “mainstream” of folklorism, these lines 
sometimes become blurred, and today, without a more in-depth 
study, it is difficult to determine what many expressions represent. 
In present-day ethnocultural traditions, both approaches1 intertwine 
successfully, and distinguishing between them is a marginal concern 
for individual communities—the important factors are a consensus 
regarding aesthetic taste among the bearers and the legitimisation of 
the tradition. This has been aptly expressed by Joseph Grim Feinberg, 
who wrote that whoever enters the sphere of folklore must also 
transform it and make it their own (Feinberg 2009). Nevertheless, 
before turning to this issue, it is necessary to take a closer look at the 
history of society’s relationship to folk traditions. 

During the nineteenth century, the interest of Czech intellectuals 
gradually shifted from the boundless admiration of romantic 
collectors towards more realistic views of folk culture and the 
life of the rural population. Although there were some exceptions 
during this century that did not share this romantic perspective to 
the same extent, they represented a rather minority opinion. Such 
views came from the pens of accidental collectors (for example, 

1. 	 Meaning in traditions that refer to traditional folk culture, even if only symbolically—
comp. Pavlicová–Uhlíková 2024.
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within the  so-called gubernial collection2), original personalities 
less burdened by the official opinions of the time (such as Jan 
Jeník from Bratřice3), or keen observers of the life of common 
people (for example, Božena Němcová and Jan Neruda). In the 
last two decades of the nineteenth century, when the professional 
study of rural people and their culture was taking shape in the 
Czech lands, those interested in folk culture began their first 
more focused forays into the field, which brought more realistic 
depictions of everyday rural life.4 Nevertheless, since romantic 
views continued to prevail in many respects, it is worth posing the 
following question in relation to the theme of this volume: who, 
in fact, is a purist—the one who adores folk culture in the spirit 
of romantic admiration, or the one who observes the field in its 
reality and thus helps to define the possibilities of source-based 
study in later future ethnography or ethnology? At first glance, it 
may seem that turning towards the sources, and one’s principal 
stance in relation to them, is the only possible one. However, even 
the most precise sources regularly reflect reality only within the 
sector of one individual researcher’s interest. They are therefore 
focused on specific components of local and regional culture, or on 
an individual song, dance, or oral repertoire, selecting from these 

2. 	 A project carried out in the Austrian provinces called gubernia (Upper and Lower 
Austria, Styria, Tyrol, Illyria, Dalmatia, and the Czech lands) primarily during 1819 
resulted in the collection of approximately three and a half thousand songs, dances, 
and transcriptions of instrumental music, mainly of folk provenance. The event brought 
together very diverse material, ranging from traditional folk songs of the older layer 
through contemporary urban songs including broadside ballads, popularised songs 
and composed songs, to arias from classical music and the so-called Hanakian operas. 
However, it also contained information claiming that, apart from church songs, there 
were no special folk songs in the area (Vetterl 1994: 12; the note was attached to the 
lists from Kostelec, Litenčice, Morkovice, Veselí, Březolupy, Uherský Brod, and Vsetín 
– municipalities where a large number of folk songs were later recorded).

3. 	 In the Czech context, folk culture is a term associated with the study of the culture of the 
lower social strata, primarily those living in the predominantly agrarian (pre-industrial) 
countryside, and, to a lesser extent, also in towns. It is a concept defined not only in 
nationalistic terms, but also socially and aesthetically.

4. 	 Disputes also arise between older and younger researchers, when the emerging 
generation seeks to “demythise” the view of the countryside and its culture. See e.g. 
Pavlicová − Uhlíková 2006. 
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what is genuine,5 archaic, original, typical, valuable, and rare (to 
recall the most frequent attributes used in folklore editions); i.e., 
material corresponding to the ideological construction of the time 
defined as folklore, namely in connection with essentialist ideas 
about the soul of the nation, its creative potential, and aesthetic and 
ethical qualities of its cultural expressions. Whether romantics or 
realists, all of them—through their focus on this sphere of musical, 
dance, and oral production—created the category of folklore 
as a cultural representation par excellence, for it was they who 
assigned precisely this meaning to their selection. This construction 
of meaning is defined very precisely by Stuart Hall in the introduction 
to the volume Representation: Cultural Representations and 
Signifying Practices (1997), which he edited and also contributed 
the important opening chapter. Hall demonstrates that “it is by our 
use of things, and what we say, think and feel about them—how 
we represent them—that we give them meaning.” (Hall 1997: 3); he 
further speaks about the images we create in this process of meaning-
making, about the emotions we associate with them, about the values 
we attribute to them, and about the stories and fantasies we weave 
around them (Hall 1997: 3−4). It was precisely such ideas linked to 
values and emotions—and not infrequently also to fantasies—that 
accompanied both amateur and informed enthusiasts of folklore in 
the Czech lands throughout the nineteenth century, and we encounter 
them again in the following century. They were reinforced by the 
cultural and political currents that influenced research into folklore 
in each period: the national movement of the nineteenth century, 
Czechoslovakism and the intensified regionalism in the interwar 
period, and the communist cultural doctrine after February 1948. 
In shaping the image of so-called folk culture, and particularly of 
folklore, certain elements were always accentuated, while others 
were, in contrast, deemed unsuitable for recording—these did not 
become part of the shared cultural memory and were excluded from 
the sphere of what was safeguarded for future generations. 

5. 	 Comp., e.g., Leoš Janáček’s letter to Jan Nepomuk Polášek from 23 February 1928: “It is 
high time to collect songs, otherwise the truly good ones will die out.” (Vašut 1953: 52)
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Folklore Collectors as Cultural Mediators 
Purism prevailed for virtually the entire period in the field of 

collecting folklore sources, as well as in folklore editions focused 
on musical and dance folklore. Censorship of sources in this 
area has already been addressed in this series (Uhlíková 2012), 
although it concerned primarily aesthetic or ethical issues. Purism, 
however, related above all to what was regarded as a folk song 
(at that time called a national song) and the parameters it was 
expected to meet.6 Anyone who transgressed the rules defined by 
the authorities thus became an innovator. An interesting example 
in this regard is the collector Josef Černík (1880–1969), whose 
work contains, on the one hand, romantic views of the soul of the 
people and their song and poetic creation springing from a sudden 
impulse of the mind, but, on the other hand, also collecting songs 
by Moravian Roma, by which he was several decades ahead of his 
time (Uhlíková 2011). It should be added that nationally oriented 
institutional collecting was very purist in this respect: the composer 
Leoš Janáček (1854–1928), as chairman of the Working Committee 
for Czech National Song in Moravia and Silesia (1905−1918; 
between 1919 and 1928 he was chairman of the Moravian-Silesian 
Committee of the State Institute for Folk Song), routinely used 
Slovak sources for his theoretical arguments, yet he did not 
respond to Černík’s warning about the need to study Romani song 
in the Slovácko region. Nor did he take an interest in the folklore 
of the Croats living in southern Moravia in cultural symbiosis with 
the majority population (Czech or German, depending on the area 
in which they lived).

On the contrary, the songs of the Moravian Croats did not escape 
the attention of another Moravian innovator in song collecting: 
František Pospíšil (1885–1958). Similar to Černík’s interest in 
Romani songs, Pospíšil’s activities in this field may be contrasted 
with Janáček’s systematic recording of song and dance folklore 

6. All the so-called classical editions of folk songs—those by Erben, Sušil, Bartoš, Holas, 
etc.—are conceived in this way. They represent a specific selection of material reflecting 
the idea of folk creation of the time.
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7. It concerns the years 1905–1918. On this theme, see e.g. Procházková 2006: 36−49. 
8. Cf. Sound Documents from the Phonogrammarchiv of the Austrian Academy of Sciences. 

The Complete Historical Collections 1899–1950. Series 11/1. Croatian Recordings 
1901–1936. Wien: Verlag der Österreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2009.

9. Musicians in wind bands used to play part of their repertoire from sheet music. These 
were primarily new compositions, often of urban provenance—polkas, waltzes, 
mazurkas, marches, etc. These bands used to play folk songs according to opening 
singing, similarly to string line-ups, or bagpipers and cimbalom players; however, 
they did not join the singer. They let the singing finish, and then repeated the song in 
a different rhythm: they transformed older dance songs and long-drawn-out songs into 
polkas and waltzes. A distinct increase in triple-time melodies in Slovácko and other 
regions relates, among other things, to this practice. 

as part of the project Das Volkslied in Österreich.7 Setting aside 
Pospíšil’s phonographic recordings of the Moravian Croats’ song 
repertoire, which were primarily motivated by dialect studies,8 we 
note his interest in songs that Czech folkloristics refers to as semi-
folk songs—this category includes both broadside ballads (songs 
disseminated through chapbooks sold at markets or by door-to-
door pedlars) and the somewhat unified repertoire9 of wind bands 
that, from the mid-nineteenth century, gradually replaced older folk 
instrumental ensembles (such as string instruments and bagpipes, as 
well as bands with small cimbalom, etc.) across most of the Czech 
lands. These songs were popular among all social strata regardless 
of region, and, owing to their printed form, they were sung almost 
identically everywhere, with matching variants of lyrics and melodies 
found both in Bohemia and Moravia. Purists, who focused exclusively 
on the so-called “real” folk songs, rejected this repertoire as decadent, 
since it did not fall within their conception of an aesthetically and 
emotionally significant category of folk songs (and at that time, the 
term folklore was not yet used in this context). This is confirmed 
by Pospíšil’s remark in his study Lidové písně fonoautograficky 
na Moravě nasbírané [Folk Songs Collected Phonographically in 
Moravia], where he noted, regarding a broadside ballad recorded 
from a singer in Vlčnov: “Our collectors paid no attention to this 
type of folk poetry. Wrongly so! In the scientific study of folk poetry, 
we must also take these despised gems into account [...]. The fact 
remains that people in the countryside like to sing these songs.” 
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(Pospíšil 1920: 8, fn 3) In connection with Pospíšil’s modern view, 
which subsequently became established in the field of music and 
dance folklore as a scientific discipline, it is necessary to note that 
most editions that we would now classify as influenced by a purist 
approach include a number of what were originally broadside ballads 
as well as folklorised songs of diverse provenance. However, the 
collectors recording them were not aware of this at the time.

Although methodological purism in relation to folk songfulness 
was becoming outdated in the field of music folkloristics during 
the twentieth century, a thorough study of handwritten notations 
of song repertoire from the Moravian and Silesian countryside, as 
well as the information sheets associated with recordings stored in 
the sound archives of memory institutions including the Institute 
of Ethnology of the Czech Academy of Sciences, quickly reveals 
that the endeavour to safeguard song folklore as cultural heritage 
nevertheless led most collectors to focus their research on songs 
that were musically and textually distinctive, existed in multiple 
variants, and conveyed an archaic impression. The fact that many 
of these were ohlasové písně10 newly composed by individual 
authors was addressed in detail by the ethnomusicologist Věra 
Thořová (1959, 1960), who characterised these songs as follows: 
“These are conscious echoes of bygone days—both in content 
and form—striving to imitate old songs and seemingly having no 
other ambition than to make their minor works indistinguishable 
from traditional songs.” (Stiborová 190: 186) This observation, 
regarding the impossibility of distinguishing these songs from the 
so-called “real” folk songs, prompts us to reflect on the hundreds of 
recordings of songs collected from traditional bearers and showing 
only a limited resemblance to the cultural representation generally 
respected and presented in folklore editions, particularly in their 

10. Ohlasové písně—literally “echo songs”—literary folk songs, i.e. literary imitations of 
traditional folk songs—newly composed songs consciously imitating the style of older 
folk songs in both text and melody. These pieces, often created by identifiable authors, 
primarily during the National Revival period, were intended to reproduce the idiom of 
traditional folk song so faithfully that they frequently became indistinguishable from it 
within the oral tradition. 
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textual component. A comparison of recordings made by different 
collectors in the same localities can at times be surprising—as if 
two collectors had encountered entirely different singing traditions: 
one corresponds to the generally shared conception of the folk 
song, while the other presents a highly peculiar and idiosyncratic 
repertoire, for which no variants can be found, whose poetics 
differ markedly, and whose vocabulary is sometimes remarkably 
succinct. Such records lead us to consider what folk songs actually 
sounded like in practice, which parts of them were safeguarded by 
collectors, and what was performed and revived (not only) on stage 
and transmitted to subsequent generations through the folklore 
movements starting in the late nineteenth century. 

The purists unambiguously preferred that tradition be presented 
from their perspective in its most authentic form, even if 
certain fictions had to be applied. Well known, for example, are 
Janáček’s efforts to present fiddlers from the ethnographic area of 
Horňácko together with the cimbalom player Tomáš Kaláč from 
Březůvky near Zlín11 at the Brno Folk Concert in 1892, despite the 
fact that—as the ethnomusicologist Dušan Holý wrote on several 
occasions—“there was no cimbalom in Horňácko music bands as 
far back as anyone could remember. If it was played here in the late 
nineteenth century, it was done explicitly and solely at the wish of 
visiting intellectuals. The cimbalom, which could be found in some 
other ethnographic areas, was simply absent from the Horňácko 
ensembles” (Holý 1992:32). Although this planned, inorganic 
combination ultimately fell through, we know that Janáček did not 
object to similar practices in the following years. Thus, in 1899, 
dancers from the village of Strání performed the podšable sword 
dance in Besední dům in Brno, accompanied by a bagpiper from 

11. Cf. Leoš Janáček’s letter to Martin Zeman, without date (written in pencil: Brno 20. IX. 
1892): “I have found a cymbalist, a very skilled one. His name is Tomáš Kaláč, he is 
55 years-old and has been playing for 36 years. I am convinced that he would be useful 
if he could play with you several times. However, he comes from Březůvky, three hours 
beyond Luhačovice, so he would have a long way to Velká. Nevertheless, he wants 
to make the journey. Arrange it with him. He also plays songs for a dance sedlácká.” 
(Uhlíková 1992: 83)
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Slovakia. It was a revitalisation of a door-to-door procession that had 
disappeared in the village because it had lost its original economic 
function—and because there was no one left to play for the dancers: 
at that time, no bagpiper lived in the village or its immediate 
surroundings (Kunz 1984: 77).

As is apparent from the examples mentioned above, the 
presentation of the folk musical tradition (in the sense of 
instrumental ensembles) accentuated archaic forms, which, in the 
field at that time, mostly persisted in a marginal state, because they 
were replaced by newer groupings that better suited the taste of the 
rural population, bringing fashionable song and dance repertoires, 
and could be heard more easily in the field. Thus, a Wallachian 
music band with the clarinettist Jan Pellár (1844–1907), and folk 
musicians from Horňácko led by lead violinist Pavel Trn (1841–
1917), performed at the Národopisná výstava českoslovanská 
[Czechoslavic Ethnographic Exhibition12] in 1895, even though in 
their home regions dancing was in reality accompanied by ensembles 
combining woodwind and brass instruments. And if, for example, 
some dance groups were accompanied by wind bands, the folk 
troupe from Nový Hrozenkov, when performing at the Wallachian 
Year Festival in Rožnov pod Radhoštěm in 1925 led by Joža Ország 
Vranecký (1867–1939), consciously presented itself with a “wooden 
music ensemble”—comprised of a violin, a double bass, a hammer 
dulcimer, and a clarinet, even though they commonly performed with 
a flugelhorn as well (Uhlíková 2025: 113–114). Brass instruments, 
after all, did not belong to the purist image of folklore: according 
to the proponents of authentic folklore, wind bands overpowered 
traditional song and caused the disappearance of older folk dances 
and songs. As Vladimír Úlehla (1888–1947) noted in his monograph 
Živá píseň [Living Song], devoted to the music and dance folklore of 
the town of Strážnice, wind music brought the Slovácko countryside 
to “the irreversible decline of fiddlers’ play—a decline so complete 
that today [i.e. the 1940s] ‘genuine Slovácko wind bands’ from XY 

12. “Czechoslavic” in the sense of pan-Slavism, not “Czechoslovak”: Czechoslovakia was 
founded in 1918.
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13. The same thing happened at the Czechoslavic Ethnographic Exhibition in 1895.

perform at various festivals, as contradictory a notion as ‘genuine 
wooden Venetian glass’” (Úlehla 1949: 65).

It was Vladimír Úlehla, together with other members of the 
Ethnographic Section of the Provincial Council for Public Education 
in Brno, who called for brass instruments to be excluded from the 
programme of the Strážnice festival (Jančář 1995: 49).13 This was 
in response to disputes arising around from the assessment of the 
folk music band contest in the first year of the festival: the purist 
jury judged two trumpets in the renowned Ňorek music band from 
Horňácko to be less authentic than the large pedal cimbalom used 
by the Slávek Volavý music band from Strážnice and the Samko 
Dudík music band from Myjava (Jančář 1995: 46)—an instrument 
which, in the interpretation of musical folklore in Moravia, began 
to gain ground as an innovation only from the 1930s, in connection 
with the development of the folklore movement and its increasing 
presence in media. 

With the closing of many expressions in everyday life and also 
with the development of staged presentations of folklore in the 
interwar period, the purist–innovator relationship (or ambivalence) 
began to take on a new context. If we read the earliest statements 
on this topic, we can find, at times, rather sharp expressions—for 
example, those of the already mentioned František Pospíšil in 
response to the so-called národopisné roky [folklore years]—major 
regional folklore festivals (the Slovácko, Hanakian, Wallachian, 
and Silesian ones) organised during the 1920s. Pospíšil’s text 
describing his impressions following a visit to Slovácko together 
with the painter Antoš Frolka was published in Lidové noviny in 
1928 and included remarks such as “the cabaret performances 
held at the Slovácko Year demoralise the people needlessly”, 
and “folklore can be without admission fees, without beer and 
without sausages” (Pospíšil 1928). One year later, this text, with 
commentary, was published by Čeněk Zíbrt in the periodical Český 
lid [Czech Folk] (Zíbrt 1929). These and similar assessments 
were subsequently often cited by the purists, who argued that 
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folk tradition was moving into a space other than that in which, 
according to their opinion, it properly belonged. The concern was 
not merely the presentation of elements of folk culture but also the 
fact that this new cultural phenomenon increasingly acquired an 
additional social dimension and reached the wider public.

Considerations regarding the way of presenting folklore 
expressions on stage, observable in the work of many figures since 
the Czechoslavic Ethnographic Exhibition,14 represent one side of 
the coin. The other side concerns the transfer of folk traditions into 
a different environment and their utilisation and the work with them 
(a perspective pursued most sharply in ethnology by Richard Jeřábek, 
who moreover commented on aesthetic forms of folklorism—see 
his sketches entitled Folklor-Horror-Picture-Show).15

Although statements by researchers since the era of the 
Czechoslavic Ethnographic Exhibition indicate that many were 
fully aware of the necessary work involved in presenting folklore 
material to audiences, opinions on how this work should actually 
be carried out were not specified. Rather, they often reflected 
vague insights, shaped by particular interests, knowledge or 
tastes—for example, the statements surrounding the emerging radio 
broadcasting, where the main demand was to cultivate audiences or 
stimulate their voting preferences.

It was, in essence, only in the period after the Second World War 
that this theme emerged in the Czech environment with new vigour—
above all, in the artistic sphere.16 The inspiration drawn by the Úlehla 
couple from the Russian Moiseyev Ensemble,17 the foundation of 

14. We can see the first ideas about staging folklore expressions, in this case the dance ones, 
for example with Lucie Bakešová or Františka Xavera Běhálková (Pavlicová 1993).

15. Treatises with this titles, written by Richard Jeřábek, were published in the journal 
Umění a řemesla [Arts and Crafts] in 1983–1985

16. Inspiration from folklore, or more precisely from folk culture, can of course be found 
in the artistic sphere throughout the 19th century and in the first half of the 20th century 
in Europe, albeit with varying degrees of utilization, as well as with diverse reception 
of such oriented works.

17. Officially, it was called the State Academic Ensemble of National Dances of the USSR. 
Úlehla’s statement regarding the establishment of their choir (the term “ensemble” 



33

their Choir for Moravian Folk Song, Music, and Dance in 1946 
(later the Moravian Dance and Song Choir), the establishment of the 
Czechoslovak State Song and Dance Ensemble in 1947 (initiated, 
among others, by Karel Plicka), and, finally, the 1952 creation of the 
Brno Radio Orchestra of Folk Instruments and other radio ensembles 
specialising in the interpretation of musical folklore, all extended 
the path for the innovators, which began to gain power. Scholarly 
study of the folklore movement illustrates this with numerous 
examples, revealing that even proponents of a certain purism were 
often driven towards creativity, often unacknowledged. This was 
frequently the result of a shortage of source material, the necessity 
to adapt to the stage and its rules, the expectations of audiences, as 
well as the desire to emphasise a certain self-presentation. 

Nevertheless, we must not forget the period contexts that changed 
in various waves in relation to folklore even after 1948. While the 
so-called “nova tvorba” [new creation] in the early 1950s often 
gave the original folklore form new content, ideological workers 
focused on the folklore movement expressed a different view in the 
1970s, as illustrated, for instance, by the words of Zdeněk Jírový, 
a long-time employee of the Institute for Cultural and Educational 
Activity in Prague: “…it is not possible simply to update the old 
content, it is not possible—if we recognize the principle of unity 
of content and form—to give ‘new content’ to an old form. New 
creation is necessary. […] [T]he more today’s creators distance 
themselves from their original folkloric inspiration, the less they 
strive to reconstruct ‘authenticity’ and the more they ‘merely’ use 
folkloric impulses to express contemporary ideas […], the more 

only began to be used several years later) reflects the influence of Soviet ensembles: 
“[His wife Maryna Úlehlová] entered the liberated republic with the firm intention to 
build a body that would create our own distinctive expression in movement, music, 
and singing, based on a reliably and faithfully restored folk heritage. The performances 
of the Soviet State Choir for Folk Singing and then the Choir for Folk Dance in the 
USSR, both in the autumn of 1945, immediately shaped our public opinion in favour of 
endeavours of this kind.” (Kosíková 1998: 176)
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such creations must be judged by standards similar to those applied to 
other contemporary art.” (Jírový 1974: 65–66) Although the author of 
the text does not negate professional efforts to fully capture folklore 
tradition in the field, he adds: “...what may be a subject of socially 
necessary collection and research for folklorists may not necessarily 
be a subject of socially appropriate public application.” (Ibid 66). As 
demonstrated by many years of academic research on the folklore 
movement in the second half of the twentieth century resulting in the 
monograph Tíha a beztíže folkloru. Folklorní hnutí druhé poloviny 
20. století v českých zemích [The Weight and the Weightlessness of 
Folklore: The Folklore Movement in the Czech Lands in the Second 
Half of the 20th Century] (Stavělová et al. 2021), the work with 
folklore during this period was very diverse under the ideological 
“veil”. Methodologically structured work with folklore ensembles 
and village groups through a network of educational centres created 
a range of opportunities both for creative as well as more purist-
oriented activities, which was further stimulated by the influence 
of a very diverse spectrum of personalities who were officially or 
unofficially active in this sphere of culture between 1948 and 1989.

While in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries we are able to 
identify, with a fair degree of objectivity, the social milestones and 
general contexts that shaped society’s relationship to folk tradition 
and their use, the information gathered over the last quarter century 
has not yet provided a more cohesive picture of this issue. It is clear 
that economic conditions and a certain “post-postmodern” concept 
of the approach to folk traditions—in terms of their staged and 
artistic presentation—play a role. A question arises as to whether the 
currents of “purism” and “creativity” can be clearly distinguished 
today, since, for example, even a turn towards sources can lead 
to a highly creative interpretation, while conversely, a creative 
approach can, over time, become a requested and “codified” 
element of ethnocultural traditions. In this respect, valuable insights 
are offered, for example, by certain field research projects carried 
out by ethnology students, which examine ethnocultural traditions 
in depth in selected localities and regions that often differ in the 
historical development of their interest in folk culture and its vitality. 
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Ties to folk, or ethnocultural, traditions (meaning those that 
in some way refer to folk culture, even if this link is sometimes 
more a product of the actors’ fantasy or imagination), identified by 
ethnological research in the field, are strongly interwoven with issues 
of identity and representation, as well as with leisure activities and 
entertainment. These ethnocultural traditions incorporate varied 
elements “born” of the natural tension between the effort to safeguard 
a certain degree of authenticity in the folklore tradition (purism) 
and the desire for innovation and updating (innovativeness). As 
a recent example, we can mention a treatise by Petr Drastil, which 
addresses hody (feast days of the patron saints in whose name the 
local church is consecrated, akin to the Dutch kermis/kermesse) in 
the Brno region and, among other things, documents the transfer 
of dance elements from the Slovácko region, which have become 
part of the hody—for example the male “miller’s dance” presented 
by young people in Domašov, which was originally recorded and 
subsequently interpreted by a folklore ensemble from Kudlovice 
in the Uherské Hradiště area; the same applies to the klobúkový 
hat dance game known (Drastil 2022: 57–58). The inclusion of 
male dance expressions into the hody programme spurred the 
participation of local women, who introduced the Slovak girls’ 
dance karička into the regular hody programme (Drastil 2022: 59). 
An even more detailed exploration was offered by Anna Varausová 
in her Master’s thesis Taneční projevy na současných hodových 
slavnostech (na příkladu Brněnska) [Dance Expressions at Present-
Day Hody Celebrations (Using the Example of the Brno Region)]. In 
the Brno region, folklore is a genuine contemporary period cultural 
representation, and the possible relationship between purists and 
innovators operates in an entirely different context than in past 
centuries. Anna Varausová employs the concept of the dancescape 
as her theoretical starting point—analogous to the soundscape in 
ethnomusicological research. This dancescape combines dance 
expressions that are both traditional and non-traditional, original 
and “invented”, locally defined and translocated from elsewhere. 
Within this broad spectrum, the dichotomy between purism and 
innovations can also be observed. 
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An interesting case connected with the hody feasts in the Brno 
region is represented by dance suites inspired by the Česká beseda18 
[Bohemian Dance Suite], which originated in 1863 as a Czech 
drawing-room dance with the national undertone of the time. With 
the gradual decline of the traditional folk dance repertoire, it came to 
assume, in many places, the function of a festive dance performed at 
various festivities. Alongside the Česká beseda, similar suites were 
later created: the Moravská beseda [Moravian Dance Suite] (1892), 
Slovácká beseda [Dance Suite from the Slovácko region] (1929), 
and Československá beseda [Czechoslovak Dance Suite] (1937, 
1946). These dance suites were frequently published in print and, 
somewhat paradoxically, became representative dance performances 
of local village youth groups at hody feasts in some Moravian 
regions, as well as at compatriot festivities abroad. These dances 
also inspired the creation of various local innovations emphasising 
an imagined link to a particular locality—in the example of the Brno 
region, mentioned above, the Jundrovské tanečky [Jundrov Dances], 
composed as early as the interwar period,19 or, in this millennium, 
the Domašovská beseda in Domašov, and the Hvozdecká beseda 
in Hvozdec (Drastil 2022: 60, 71). The last two examples emerged 
from discussions over whether to perform a beseda already known 
and repeatedly presented, or, conversely, to adopt a creative 
approach—often quite spontaneous and lacking any connection to 
source material.

In these cases, as demonstrated by research projects, different 
aspects come into play than in the work with folklore on the art 
scene: the local identity mentioned above, self-presentation, general 
taste, social consensus, and the inventiveness of the participants. 

18. Česká beseda—a Bohemian dance suite modelled on the quadrille, consisting of 
a  sequence of choreographed figures set to national melodies (such as the polka, 
sousedská, and rejdovák). 

19. In this connection, Jaromír Světlík (1906–1984), born in Otrokovice, is most frequently 
mentioned; he moved to Jundrov in 1926, taking an active part in the local kermesse; 
later, he became chief of the local Sokol Physical Education Union. Most probably, 
he was influenced by the Czechoslovak dance suite (Československá beseda, 1936), 
as well as by manuals for teaching folk dances of the time. For more, cf. the brochure 
Slovácké hody v Jundrově [Slovácko hody in Jundrov 31. 8. – 1. 9. 2024].
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Discussions between purists and innovators are, in such situations, 
always an integral part of negotiating the legitimacy of what is 
presented. They just no longer take place on the basis of reflections 
on folklore that have accompanied us since the nineteenth century, 
but within the present-day social perspective, which, for its cultural 
representation, draws inspiration both from the legacy of traditional 
folk culture and from the broad, and often inhomogeneous sphere 
of folklorism, and not rarely also from mass culture. In this way, 
they operate as a contemporary cultural representation of a locality 
or region, perceived by their bearers as traditions. 

*The text was written within the project “Folklorism as a Part of Intangible 
Cultural Heritage” (MUNI/A/1636/2024) carried out under the Specific Research 
Programme of the Department of European Ethnology of the Faculty of Arts, 
Masaryk University, and with the institutional support of the Institute of 
Ethnology of the Czech Academy of Sciences, RVO: 68378076.
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Summary
Folklore, as part of folk culture, has never been a static or unchanging phenomenon. 
On the contrary, it has always been subject to processes of formation, adaptation, and 
reinterpretation. This process acquired a new dimension in the 19th century, when folk 
culture – or, more precisely, selected aspects of it, chosen by nationally minded intellectuals 
– became the essence for the formation of national culture in a number of European states. 
Folklore became an iconic cultural representation of national identity. However, its image 
was shaped in line with the period’s prevailing ideology of cultural purism and aesthetic 
selection, which dominated both the collection of folklore source material and its public 
presentation well into the first half of the 20th century. As many traditional expressions of 
folklore lost their vitality and functionality in everyday life, and as the staged presentation 
of folklore developed, increasing space opened up for innovators. The image of the folklore 
tradition changed fundamentally after the rise of communist ideology and cultural policy; 
nonetheless, the influence of both purists and innovators persisted – albeit within a markedly 
different context, primarily associated with staged folklore. A variety of elements “born” 
from the inherent tension between the effort to safeguard a degree of authenticity in the 
folklore tradition (purism) and the desire for innovation and contemporaneity have become 
part of living ethno-cultural traditions. Today, they function as cultural representation of 
a locality or region and are perceived as folklore by their bearers.

Key words: folklore, cultural purism, innovations of tradition, stage presentation of music 
                     and dance folklor, Czech Lands.


