Cover Story

& =H}7|0} S5 x|
M= 27t oby|, Fofa}

Fojaf = HEFOE a=ul|0} S5 x|we| x|7IS0) pFsHE 2zt 2|2
E} AIRIH 7Hs T8 UR17| Safo] UM ot 5l A3t RAIC,

Music to Watch
- Sheep By -

In Slovakia’s time-warped Podpol’anie region,
5, e the fujara, a musical instrument that takes
5 ' years to make, is one of the last surviving
elements of traditional shepherding culture.
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“Welcome to the center of Slovakia,” Juraj Majer says
with a grin. “That's it, right there.” He indicates a forested
knoll above his salas, the sheep farm he has manned,
largely single-handedly, for decades. Around me, vast,
rolling fields of grass resound with the clang of bells worn
by the sheep Majer is herding back into the fold for the
evening. When his task is done, he shows me into his hut. It
has a rudimentary packed-earth floor and is dominated by
a hearth, around which we sit and sip Zincica, a drink made
from sheep’s milk, from ornate wooden tankards.

Majer has partially changed out of his traditional
shepherd’s garb, jettisoning the baggy white shirt and skirt
in favor of a plaid shirt and combat trousers, but retaining
the brocaded black jacket, dark hat and heavy boots. His
new clothes are the only signs of 21<'-century life within
the salas. Everything else could be 20™, 19, even 18,
from the antiquated cheese-making equipment to the pots
hanging from the smoke-blackened eaves.

I've come to the Podpol'anie region of Slovakia
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Men in traditional dress at a folk festival in Slovakia’s Podpol'anie
region (opposite), where the historical shepherding lifestyle — still
lived by Juraj Majer (below) — gave birth to the fujara.

to experience, insomuch as is possible today, the
environment in which the fujara, an outlandishly large
three-fingered shepherd’s flute, came into being. “The
fujara isn’t just an instrument but an important part
of a traditional way of life,” says Jana Ambrézova of
the Department of Ethnology and Ethnomusicology at
Constantine the Philosopher University in Nitra.

Times were tough in the Slovak countryside of old.
The gazdovia, heads of families in the scattered villages
of Podpol'anie, employed shepherds to take their sheep
into the hills to graze. The shepherds and their assistants
would be gone from early spring to fall, tending the sheep
in remote encampments not dissimilar to Majer’s salas.
During this time, far from civilization and with no recourse
in crises but each other, the shepherds doubled as cooks,
builders, veterinarians and, above all, survivors.

The fujara, which is now on UNESCO's List of Intangible
Cultural Heritage, was the shepherds’ means of relaxation

and the instrument by which they expressed their lonely,
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danger-fraught lives. Its sound, a melancholy warble
with a deeper, more resonant tone than other flutes,

is romantically believed not only to have entertained
shepherds, but also to have helped sheep graze more
peacefully. Due to their exceptional length, fujaras
were also staffs to lean on while watching the flock. The
instrument is as solitary as its early players were —
intended to be played alone, apart, with a spate of playing
and then one of singing, in a performance often carried
out with no witness but the surrounding countryside.
Accompanying verses regularly place the fujaraas the
very embodiment of the shepherd spirit:

Yeah, by the sheep pen a shepherd started to play the
fujara/ yeah, he came to the end of his life’s work, he's too
old for it/ Yeah, my sheep, my sheep, were taken by my
helpers/ and my dear fujara mourns in deep sorrow.

Several famous Podpol'anie fujara players come to
buy Zincicafrom Majer, and sometimes they still play at
his salas, emulating the pastoral Central Slovak lifestyle
of previous centuries. “It's easy to see how the fujara
assumed such a romantic place in our culture,” says
L'ubomir Tatarka, a craftsman of traditional instruments
who holds Majer’s salas as the last true example of its kind
inthe area. “This was the instrument of common people.
Not only was it linked with shepherds, but with outlaws
too, whom shepherds would often protect. Now you have
the internet and 4x4s. Distinctions between village and
countryside are lost, so the meaning of the fujarais lost.”

Perhaps the most poignant aspect of the fujara’s history
is that while the world in which it developed isn't dead, it is
dying. It remains primarily on farms such as Majer's and in
the memories of members of the older generation, some
of whom can still remember the shepherding lifestyle.

Roman Malatinec is a director of the city of Detva’s folk
festival, the region’s most important. He cherishes the
fujara's idiosyncratic heritage, but doesn’t think along the
extreme lines Tatarka does. “Tens of thousands attend this
festival,” he says. “They come of course for all the different
traditional performances, but each one of them expects to
hear the fujara. It speaks to Slovaks still, even if they don’t

understand exactly what it says. Our job is to preserve it —

MORNINGCALM

Z|ci 20|E{of| E5h= Folak= 2 ol

nlAT|AT} SRl 2t phe pizde| Bler),

Fujaras can be 2m long and have a
smaller pipe with a mouthpiece
attached to the main barrel.
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for them, for everyone.”

“We have 100 traditional wind instruments in Slovakia,
but no other captures the imagination or divides opinion
like the fujara,” explains Karol Kocik, an authority on the
subject. “There are the traditionalists, who believe only
men should play fujaras, because shepherds were never
women. The fujara wastheir woman. There are ultra-
traditionalists, who even disapprove of the instrument’s
decoration. For them, a fujara's only ornamentation
should be the black stains from the hearth smoke in the
salas hutwhere it was once kept. And there are liberals,
too, modern players like Daniel Homola, who deviate from

the traditional repertoire and add their own lyrics.”
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Drying wood and fujaras in the early stages of production in Ondrej
Selecky’s workshop (below). Selecky uses an acid finish to give
fujaras their typical orange-yellow hue (opposite).

HE| A3 AFFOIE AFFIE T Eolhe P L
Folele] £A1% B oIt AlkA 7 o] o)k narg
O 19664 AR HLER} RIS ) 5 A1 FAlA B
o]0 g}, & Folee] A3} wo] A560~70 Fk
ol £49}92) BALO % Folele] S £l o]
AR FALE WS 5 gl

Lhe whrh) A=) 7 9)e) g A Foket
Aol 4 AFA] SEdo] el r)E e, Ae)27)
BT R ol AR Sla] o)) Bekg w2t
e 3= 32, 0|9 F A1 e i,

Ae2719] Aol Soh A e el 7413 ol
Q= e o] o] LprTn]7h 7 & BTk Fokeh Aate) 3
Aol A, 2 W4 dely| SR b 71 o]tk 1 U
# Fohlol A= g AHE WAZHITF T 2l g3 ol
et Al A QL 12 SA A5 Ho]
oM, Wi B S el s A AR
FAS] BAE Folok sl 2. BF AL M7 A M} T
7] YE Bolzs, BEPF AL A7) Boha

o] WAl A ] 712} TRt $18 ol s T e

rir

61

STANDING ALONE What everyone agrees on is the
importance of preserving the fujara. The instrument’s
revival in recent decades is often attributed to the founding
of festivals like Detva’s and to the instrument’s makers,
who in the last 60 or 70 years have given the flute its
reputation for exquisite workmanship. | drive into the hills
above Banska Bystrica to meet fujaramaker and musician
Ondrej Selecky, whose fujara-crafting process is so refined
he requires two workshops, one for the initial shaping of
the instrument and another for the decoration.

In Selecky’s workshop, lengths of wood are stacked and
undergoing the first phase of production, drying, which
can take years. “If the fujara is too crooked,” Selecky says,
“you smell business. Wood shouldn’t be chosen hurriedly
from damp ground. Wood like that is too curved. You have
to go high into the hills, to dry land and well-drained
limestone soil, to find the straightest, finest pieces.”

Boring the wood, from the main tube to the three finger

holes and mouthpiece, is notoriously difficult, especially
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7 as drying wood contracts and displaces previous incisions.
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Years after it was cut from the wild, a fujara enters the
final stage of production: its embellishment, which can
take many months more. Every properly made fujara has
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their engravings. Then an acid finish is often applied,
which lends fujarastheir usual orange-yellow hue.
And there it stands, ungainly yet intricate, a flute
so preposterously long it requires a second pipe to be
attached just so that the mouthpiece can be placedina
spot where the player can still reach the finger holes — an
instrument that was originally designed to have no one
listening to it being played at all, apart from the odd sheep.
“The only considerations of the fujaraplayer would have
been his own emotions, what his life was like and where he
was living,” says Vladimir Homola, a fujaravirtuoso whose
lustrous mustache and the shepherd’s knife tucked into
the top of his boot render him the epitome of a latter-day
Slovak folk hero. “That's why you have the melancholy in
songs, but why the beauty of nature comes across too.
Historically, you'd play the fujara standing up, standing
by yourself, standing in the countryside. Some even think
the sound imitates the shepherd’s surroundings — birds
calling, streams bubbling.”

Onthe night | leave Majer’s salas, | drive away from
Pol'ana, the hill from which the region’s name derives.
Podpol'anie translates as “under Pol'ana,” as if everyone
in this area once looked up to this now forgotten highland.
Many must certainly have once done just that, waiting for
the safe return of their sheep so that life could continue
its cycle. Down the darkening track. Back to civilization.

If Podpol'anie is indeed the country’s heart, the fujarais

certainly its soul. & By Luke Waterson Photographs by Kerry Christiani
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"Fujara virtuoso Vladimir Homolasays

the flute captures boththé shepherd’s
melancholy and the b'e_aﬁf_y of‘nature
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