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FOLKLORE INTRODUCES: 
INGRID SLAVEC GRADIŠNIK

MY “ROOTS”

I was born in Koper, at the seaside, in an area that is officially bilingual, Slo-
venian-Italian, and situated close to what is now the former Yugoslav-Italian 
border. In a way I feel this has marked my view, which I could say to have been 
curious and opening towards the horizon. As a little girl, I was looking from 
the home balcony towards the Debeli rtič cape, where there remains the open 
European border with Italy, and beyond toward Grado/Monfalcone – which is as 
far as you could see on a sunny day. And I kept saying that it was Venice. Far 
beyond the hills on the north side, also when the weather was nice, you could see 
the highest Slovenian mountain, Triglav, 
and far to the right, in the east, there was 
Nanos, a milestone of a kind between the 
Primorska region and Central Slovenia. 
Coming from the southeast and south, 
the miraculous Istrian landscape was ra-
diating, that is, its Slovenian part that 
had always been the natural hinterland 
of three Slovenian seaside towns – Koper, 
Izola and Piran, as well as the peninsular 
Croatian part eating into the waves of the 
northern Adriatic Sea.

A special place of my childhood – apart 
from Koper – was Trst/Trieste: even in 
socialism it was a habit (and tradition) for 
numerous women from the Istrian hinter-
land to work for wealthy Trieste families 
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and earn an additional income, both to provide for their own families and to be 
able to afford all the goods that were not available in the socialist Yugoslavia. 
Border residents had special passports, the so-called passes (It. lasciapassare), 
which enabled us to visit Italy four times a month, and later in the 1970s even 
more often. We would buy washing powder, footwear, textiles in Muggia, a 
small town ahead of Trieste, and in Trieste itself. Before Euros, in Italy you 
would pay in lire, which women also earned by taking a kilo of meat, a packet 
of butter, and eggs to Trieste and exchanging these for household items with 
drugstore owners. It would be difficult ever to forget the journeys to Trieste 
by a boat that departed from Koper two or three times daily, and the excellent 
ice-cream in Trieste, which my mother would buy for me.

During secondary school, I started to see Trieste differently: it was where I 
would go to buy music (the famed LPs), books, see art exhibitions, visit cinemas 
and theatres. This, apart from Italian television, was a window on the so-called 
“Western” world, as well as a reflection of the glitter of Austro-Hungarian mon-
archy’s westernmost part, and to me it still remains an exciting combination 
of Central and Mediterranean Europe. And also a city where Slovenians have 
found it hard to reside form the Fascist times onwards!

When in the mid-1970s I came to Ljubljana to study, I noticed that the ho-
rizon of people living near the Italian border was a bit “different”. It was as if 
we had been carrying in us a different spirit that was difficult to grasp. I found 
the decision about what to study easy and difficult at the same time. With my 
interests going in the cultural and humanistic direction, as well as languages 
(I had been learning Italian and English since primary school, also French in 
secondary school), I knew exactly what not to study. At the Faculty of Arts, 
I could study anything. I enrolled for the double-subject study of Slovenian 
language and literature (the major or A subject) and history of art (the minor 
or B subject).

EDUCATION

My secondary school teachers were mostly excellent and I was particularly 
inspired by a young teacher of Slovenian language and literature, who once 
invited her colleague with a degree in ethnology to our school literary group. 
This was probably the first time I had heard about ethnology. The talk with 
him remained somewhere at the back of my mind until the long holidays after 
the matura exam and before entering the university. Then, travelling around 
Europe, close to Copenhagen, I found myself in the company of two boys and 
a girl who studied ethnology. I realised how ethnology was opening up a view 
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towards everything I was really interested in: the diversity of cultures, histories, 
places, people and their fates. And so, when enrolling officially at the university, 
I swiftly replaced art history with ethnology, and after the first year registered 
it as the second major (A).

UNIVERSITY

Many are disappointed with their studies. I wasn’t. I kept in mind what the 
secondary school class teacher told us as a farewell, saying that surely we 
believed it was the end of annoying classes, but even in what we had chosen 
to study, we would still find at least half of the classes and obligations to be 
redundant and off-putting. I have always loved literature, whereas studying 
the secrets of my mother tongue has given me many valuable things – first, 
it made me aware of my own literacy, but mostly it made me realize how the 
world and relations between people in their most part are actually interlaced 
in the language. Today, for example, this knowledge helps me also with my 
editorial work. On the other hand, at the Department of Ethnology, there was 
Professor Vilko Novak, an eminent expert on philology and ethnology, who kept 
persuading me about the importance of philological education. When I began my 
studies, he was the only full professor at the department, and lectured on the 
ethnology of Slovenians, ethnology of Southern Slavs and European ethnology. 
Naturally, I only began to appreciate him after I finished my studies, and later 
on in my career path. Except for two or three assistants, the second lecturer at 
the department was the associate professor Slavko Kremenšek, who had been 
introducing “revolutionary” views into Slovenian ethnology since the 1960s. He 
turned the future development of our discipline away from its traditional eth-
nographic frameworks, which he achieved particularly by focusing ethnological 
research elsewhere than solely on the past, on rural areas and the remnants 
of the “old” culture. To student generations of the 1970s and 1980s, he opened 
up a perspective on everyday culture, contemporary cultural manifestations 
and cities, and related past and contemporary cultural phenomena to various 
generational, social, professional and local groups. It could be said that he 
provided research into everyday life with social-anthropological foundations, 
which see culture not as a single and unique entity but as a strongly histori-
cally and socially informed phenomenon. He thus balanced the relationship 
between the discipline’s practice and theory. He became my mentor in the 
noblest sense of the word.
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MY INTERESTS

I was particularly drawn by theoretical aspects, which was due to several rea-
sons: intimately, I had always been interested in the adventures of the human 
spirit, and – which is already related to ethnology – in theory I saw the key 
non-explicated or explicated stock of knowledge, which, apart from the skill 
of narration, is what to a great extent creates inspiring or lame, “better” or 
“worse” ethnological/anthropological texts, which are more or less convincing 
in the sense of thematising both universal and specific phenomena of human 
existence. The first founding-fathers that I read with such a sensibility, of 
course, were Malinowski and Lévi-Strauss.

MY BA DEGREE

My diploma thesis on the Slovenians in Mannheim, Germany, served two pur-
poses: it was prepared in the seminar dedicated to the research of Slovenian 
emigrants and it integrated my Slovenian and ethnological studies; it was also 
admitted as a diploma thesis at both departments. My main topic of interest 
was linguistic communication both in German and in Slovenian, as was then 
practiced in Slovenian families living abroad due to temporary working migra-
tion. In principle it explored bilingual asymmetry, which is typical of migrant 
communities, but not as a unified concept because communicative practices 
in the mother tongue and in a foreign language depend largely on the social 
position, education, social networks, contacts with the country of origin, future 
plans (to remain abroad or return home), etc., and eventually on the attitude 
towards the mother tongue and homeland in general.

EMPLOYMENT

During my studies, I wasn’t worrying about what to do for a living. Actually, 
there weren’t many jobs in ethnology: at the time ethnologists would mostly 
work in museums, in institutes for heritage protection, whereas the majority 
of them would find jobs based on their education in other specialties. Towards 
the end of my studies I somehow knew I didn’t want to be a secondary school 
Slovenian teacher. I really wanted and hoped to do something related to ethnol-
ogy. Already while studying, I helped in the department library on a regular 
basis, thus learning about library and secretarial duties. Since I was a good 
student, Prof Kremenšek would have offered me a position as an assistant if it 
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had been possible, but it wasn’t. As the then librarian was just switching jobs, 
I thus came to the library after graduating, to the world I love so much – be-
ing surrounded by books. I stayed there for four years until a position for an 
assistant in general ethnology was opened.

PhD RESEARCH

In the meantime I began my postgraduate studies, the topic of my postgradu-
ate thesis having been the development, or rather, a thorough overview of the 
tendencies in post-World War II ethnology in Slovenia. The topic then grew 
so much that the professor advised me to elaborate it as a doctoral thesis. As 
in the following years I undertook a series of lectures and seminars, which 
together with other work with students occupied all of my time, and became a 
mother, I was quite late in obtaining my PhD, only when turning 42. By then I 
had thoroughly studied the history of ethnology in Slovenia and abroad, which 
convinced me of the cumulative nature of knowledge production in humanities, 
and of the need to balance historicist and presentist approaches in dealing with 
the history of the discipline. The most valuable of the findings, as I thought and 
as was later affirmed by research into the formation and work of individual 
researchers, was that the so-called objective aspects or determinants that in-
stitute, co-produce and govern the discipline’s trends, coexist with a number of 
ostensible contingencies of a more subjective nature (individuals’ affinities and 
characters, their views of the world, individual trajectories, interpersonal and 
institutional networks, reception of discipline’s tradition), in short, everything 
that belongs to self-reflexive research into scholarly practices and the produc-
tion of knowledge. Also, a part of this, to a certain extent, is the dis/loyalty to 
the “fashion” in scholarship, which has been a typically global phenomenon, 
not only today, but even a century or two ago. Science is global or international, 
therefore local disciplinary traditions get caught in it in a varying dynamics, 
sometimes sooner, sometimes later, and more or less intensely. After all, this 
is the starting point and condition for our international communication. And 
if I had to single out one of the several authors that have made an important 
contribution to expand the field of issues related to the discipline’s history, it 
would surely have to be George W. Stocking, Jr.

Even in the most difficult times – which for our forerunners were the decades 
following World War II, for which it often seems that the socialist regime was 
firmly closing the door to the experts hoping for a comparative dialogue, they 
were actually able to find a way and ensure it. In this respect, the Yugoslavian 
regime as compared to other countries of the so-called Eastern, socialist block, 
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was “softer”. My generation experienced hard times, but of course to a much 
lesser extent, in the 1980s when the “Yugoslav crisis” was severely limiting 
our financial options. The majority was thus mostly keeping in touch with the 
international science through reading rather than mobility. It is difficult to 
imagine it today how valuable each foreign book or journal was to our libraries 
that had to buy it.

WORKING AT UNIVERSITY

I was employed by the Faculty of Arts for almost two decades. This was an 
exceptional time for my maturing, both professionally and personally, and 
marked by my studies as well as generations of students. When taken seriously 
by the lecturer, teaching is demanding and strenuous. In recent decades, this 
responsibility might have grown due to the exceptional production of findings 
in the discipline and outside it, making it quite difficult to follow. In such cir-
cumstances we can only dream of the meticulousness of our older professors. 
Today, we are faced with a much different style of production within the disci-
pline, often much shallower and more cursory as compared to the impressions 
acquired when reading older texts. However, a teacher first and foremost has 
to open the doors and windows to knowledge, curiosity, and responsibility, but 
also sensitivity both to the distinctions in the issues being raised today and to 
the style of research.

WORKING AT A RESEARCH INSTITUTE

Somehow, I also experienced this when changing jobs. That is to say, about a 
decade ago I moved from the university to a research institute with different 
work routines. Here I am allowed more time, which I missed while lecturing, 
so enabling me “slower” and more in-depth study and writing.

OUR INSTITUTE

The Institute of Slovenian Ethnology at the Research Centre of the Slovenian 
Academy of Sciences and Arts, where I work now, alongside the Institute of 
Ethnomusicology, is the central solely research-oriented institute for ethnol-
ogy and folklore studies. Similar to university, where teaching is connected 
to research, the latter here is connected to teaching, although the scale is 
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smaller. Namely, many researchers teach as external or guest lecturers at four 
Slovenian universities (Ljubljana, Maribor, Koper, Nova Gorica – the latter 
hosting a special RC SASA postgraduate programme). I also kept lecturing in 
Ljubljana for a year, then several years in Koper, at the Faculty of Humanities, 
where there is a department for cultural studies and anthropology. Research 
and teaching is a good and tempting combination, enabling the researcher to 
transfer their findings and test them in a way, particularly as regards their 
relevance and applied aspects. Above all, working with students forces you to 
keep in touch with the latest results in domestic and foreign scholarship. And 
simply enables you not to grow old.

As I have said already, the nature of work in a research institute is much 
different. In Slovenia, research institutes are financed through local and in-
ternational research project tenders, therefore our survival depends on the 
success of our applications. Sometimes, this means cruel battles and competi-
tion, as in principle there is no stable finance for continuous research. I am 
particularly referring to fundamental research, which provides for a continuity 
of research relevant to the national culture, the knowledge of which is crucial 
for any intercultural comparison. The institute is currently implementing the 
research programme “Cultural Spaces and Practices: Ethnology and Folklore 
Studies” (2009–2014), with everybody employed at the institute participating 
in it (currently there are 17 people, of whom eight are PhD researchers, four 
young researchers, a documentation assistant, a secretary, a librarian, a re-
search assistant and a technical assistant), and several projects with researchers 
participating based on their specific competences. This is the reason that our 
work unfortunately is often more fragmentary than we would have wished for, 
as intense input is required within several research projects. On top of the fact 
that the institute takes care of its archives and documentation, it keeps its own 
library and a special audiovisual laboratory that develops visual researches 
into culture and provides a large video archive. Senior researchers also serve 
as mentors to young ones who are training for their own academic career, com-
pleting their doctoral theses. We edit two scientific journals (Traditiones and 
Studia mythologica Slavica) and three book series (Opera ethnologica Slovenica, 
Ethnologica – Dissertationes and Slovenski pravljičarji [Slovenian Storytellers]). 

Our editorial work is demanding in the sense of the amount of time it takes. 
I am particularly glad for both our journals to have an international profile, 
which has been achieved by being open thematically and having a rigorous 
editing process. Authors of articles are Slovenian and foreign researchers. We 
also publish topical volumes, often in English, to reach as many readers as 
possible in the international scholarly community. Also helpful in this view is 
our international editorial board with eminent foreign experts, two Slovenian 
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academicians and experienced former editors. Except for the most recent year, 
the articles are also available on-line on the journal’s homepage.

PROFESSIONAL & PRIVATE LIFE

Ethnologists mostly believe ethnology to be life itself. And being unable to 
delineate my professional and personal life clearly, this is how I see it myself. 
At the institute I have my working space, which I use thoroughly in the morn-
ing, sometimes also in the afternoon and even on Saturdays and Sundays, if 
necessary. But this is far from saying that my work and my thoughts stop and 
switch over when I step out of the door of the institute. We cannot be like al-
ways in the field. Currently I have been involved in two new research projects 
exploring the transformation of festive practices and the issue of evaluating 
the relationship between nature and culture, i.e., natural and cultural herit-
age, with Triglav national park serving as an example, while I also continue 
researching the history and methodology of ethnology in Slovenia in a compara-
tive European context.

On top of this fundamental work, the researcher often gets burdened with a 
plethora of minute, often bureaucratic tasks, which are also of key importance 
for the institute to function smoothly, while some others might support local 
ethnology at least indirectly. Considering all this, there is only little time left 
for leisure – for the family, walks, reading. I am thus looking forward to sum-
mer ever again, when I have the time to relax for a week or two in Slovenian 
mountains or somewhere in the Mediterranean, preferably in a quiet place 
somewhere on Croatian or Greek islands. But even then my spectacles have 
ethnological lenses.
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