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François Mouillot, University of Guelph 
 
Among many practices rooted in the principle of improvisation, the popularity of improvised sung poetry in the Basque 
Country (known as bertsolaritza in the Basque language) is especially striking. For anyone unfamiliar with this 
peculiar combination of poetry, music, and sport, the December finals of the 1989 bertsolaritza championships 
conjure up images of the festive community-bonding atmosphere typical of a European major-league soccer game.1 
On the day of the event, approximately 12,000 people gathered in the largest arena of Donostia (San Sebastian in 
Spanish, the urban cultural hub of the Basque region) in order to hear eight competitors improvise poetry in Basque 
during two three-hour sessions. The event was the culmination of several well-attended qualifying competitions that 
began the previous spring in multiple locations within the French and Spanish Basque regions. It was broadcast 
simultaneously by Basque television and radio stations, and was covered in the daily Basque newspaper Egin in a 
twelve-page supplement. The audience, representing all ages, genders, and social backgrounds, travelled from every 
part of the Basque country (Laborde, “Joutes”).2 As of 2005, the championship final has moved to Bilbo (Bilbao in 
Spanish, the largest city in the Basque Country) to accommodate its growing popularity; bertsolaritza is arguably the 
most successful expression of Basque culture today (Retortillo and Aierdi 20).  

 
While the formal aspects of bertsolaritza have largely been documented and analyzed by scholars of Basque culture, 
and many studies have focused on the lyrical content of Basque improvised verses, fewer studies have focused on 
the socio-political relevance of the contemporary practice of bertsolaritza in the context of the globalizing of Basque 
society. This article contributes a modern theorization of the implications and potential significance for Basque society 
of bertsolaritza’s popularity both inside and outside the Basque Country’s borders. For recent developments of 
bertsolaritza, the process of institutionalization has been a paramount factor, particularly given the creation of an 
association, Bertsozale Elkartea, which regulates most of the improvised poetry practiced in the Basque Country 
today.  

 
Of particular importance to this paper are questions regarding the improvised nature of bertsolaritza. What is the 
social relevance of improvisation in the Basque Country? How can improvisation function as a large-scale tool of 
cultural revival and resistance in this context? I argue that, in the context of the Basque region, such points of 
resistance can be most clearly identified with the values and the practice of improvisation. My analysis draws from 
recent scholarship documenting bertsolaritza and its milieu, my personal conversations with bertsolaris,3 and ideas 
from cultural studies: most notably, the concept of interculture as described and used (in distinct, yet somewhat 
complementary ways) by Jason Stanyek and Mark Slobin. Stanyek’s focus on the “face-to-face” dimension of 
intercultural interactions is particularly relevant in the case of bertsolaritza, whose basis relies largely on the 
performers’ physicality, that is to say, on the audible and visible co-presence of the improvisers reacting to one 
another’s performance during the course of a bertsolaritza session. Slobin’s parsing of culture into three main 
interconnected, overlapping, and disjunctive dimensions (interculture, superculture, and subculture)4 is crucial for 
reading the situation of the Basque Country in its global context. These specific concepts will serve as the theoretical 
underpinnings for the main argument of this paper: namely, that, in today’s Basque world, the role of bertsolaritza is 
two-fold. On the one hand, it consolidates the ideals of a Basque national identity based primarily on the Basque 
language (Euskara), and its popularity has reached hegemonic proportions. On the other hand, to the outside world, 
Basque oral improvised poetry represents Basque singularity by positing an ambiguous, yet undeniable, discourse of 
resistance to other, transnational forms of political, economic, and cultural hegemonies. 

 
A Brief Ecology of Basque Nationalism 

 
(i .)  The Basque Socio-Geographical Landscape 

 
Modern bertsolaritza can only be fully understood in relation to the situation of the Basques as a cultural and linguistic 
minority, and, before turning our attention to the practice itself, it would be useful to provide a brief social and 
historical background of the region. 

 
The Basque people form one of the oldest indigenous groups in Europe, one that has shown an immense 
determination to maintain its roots and to adapt to changing contexts without losing its singularity. The presence of 
the Basques as a distinct ethnic group, speaking their own language and occupying the same land as today, has 
been documented for centuries (going as far back as the Roman Empire) and pre-dates by far the formation of the 
French and Spanish states. However, the “Basque Country” (called Euskal Herria by many Basque people) is not a 
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“country” in a political sense, as it is not an autonomous state but a region spreading over the Pyrenées mountain 
chain into Northeastern Spain and Southwestern France. It is divided into two distinct geopolitical entities. The 
Spanish Basque region (named Hegoalde in Basque) counted, as of 2005, approximately 2.7 million inhabitants living 
in four historical provinces: Araba, Bizkaia, Gipuzkoa, and Nafarroa. On the French side of the Basque region (known 
as Iparralde) 270,000 people reside in the three historical provinces of Lapurdi, Zuberoa, and Nafarroa Behera. 

 
Since 1979, the Spanish-side provinces of Araba, Bizkaia, and Gipuzkoa have officially been grouped together as the 
Basque Autonomous Community (officially called Euskadi), while Nafarroa has also been granted a degree of 
autonomy under official “Chartered Community of Navarre” status (Comunidad Foral de Navarra in Spanish). The 
French-side provinces are not recognized officially by the French state and are subsumed under the status of “région 
Pays Basque” of the Pyrénées-Atlantiques “département.” Euskadi is an official political entity with an elected 
parliament and several levels of government. However, Euskal Herria (the idea of a “Basque Country” including all of 
the provinces of Hegoalde and Iparralde) is more properly referred to as a sociocultural entity. The Basque provinces 
have never been unified, but the idea of Euskal Herria is to create, to use Benedict Anderson’s term, an “imagined” 
united Basque community. 

 
Basque identity is nowadays most clearly identified with the Basque language, Euskara, a unique and complex idiom 
of obscure origin. Euskara is a pre-Indo-European language and is not related to any other languages or dialects of 
the surrounding geographical area. It is one of the four official languages of Spain, and, despite not having an official 
status in France, it is now recognized by national government institutions as part of French cultural diversity (Retortillo 
and Aerdi 13-18). Paradoxically, Basque is only spoken by 27% of Basque people.5 

 
In light of this situation, it has long been a priority for Basque activists to maintain and transmit Euskara, which has 
suffered from the overwhelming, and at times imposed, oral and written presence of Castellano and French. In the 
past century, this resistance to linguistic annihilation has been most clearly exemplified by the creation of the Basque 
Language Academy, in 1918, whose mandate is to ensure the survival of the language. The creation of the Academy 
is often regarded as the starting point of the modern Basque language revival movement whose primary aims have 
been to normalize and, in a sense, to modernize Euskara. One of the first tasks of the Basque Language Academy 
was to unify the seven major dialects (each of them including distinct vocabulary and pronunciation) that made up the 
Basque language landscape, in order to create a language, Euskara batua, which is now the one spoken most widely 
among bascophones. This linguistic standardization allowed Euskara to go from being primarily oral to being a 
language of literacy, thus also allowing it to become a language of governance, science, and education. As pointed 
out by Jacqueline Urla, the linguistic project conducted by the Basque Language Academy has allowed Euskara to 
compete with Castellano and French in terms of authority, rationality, and modernity (46). 

 
In the context of the Basque region, Spain and France have acted—for obvious socio-geographical, historical, and 
political reasons—as assimilative powers in fairly recent history. In reaction to such an influence, a strong current of 
nationalist thought and activism has become a prominent factor in the political development of the Basque Country 
over the course of the twentieth century. As a consequence, modern Basque cultural productions, including 
bertsolaritza, if not all directly channeling political activism, have to be understood in light of this political context.   

 
(i i .)  Modern Basque Nationalism 

 
While a sentiment of singularity has always existed among the Basque population, the idea of a distinct Basque 
nation materialized politically with the work of Basque intellectual Sabino Arana Goiri (1865-1903). A journalist by 
profession, Arana crafted the initial ideology, structures, and symbols of a form of nationalism promoting 
independence from the French and Spanish states, and, most notably, created the “PNV” (“Partido Nacionalista 
Vasco”: Basque Nationalist Party) in 1895.6 

 
The appearance of such a movement can largely be attributed to the combination of two main phenomena which 
affected the Spanish Basque Country at the end of the nineteenth century. First, the abolition of the ancestral local 
statutes and charters known as Fueros, among other measures, exempted the Basque population from Spanish 
military service and taxation. Second, the rise of modernization and industrialization added considerable stress to the 
traditional Basque lifestyle and values (Conversi; Guiberneau). 

 
For Arana, what it meant to be a member of the Basque nation was predicated on three main notions: one had to be 
of Basque blood (that is to say, to be able to justify—usually through the family name—Basque ancestry over several 
generations), speak Euskara, and be a devout Catholic (White 17). 
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While remaining a stronghold for the Catholic religion in Spain, the Basque region nonetheless gave in gradually to 
the wave of secularization that swept through Western Europe in the last century (Gatti et al., 151-160). If the 
religious component of Basque identity slowly faded, the ethnic and linguistic qualifiers of Basqueness remained 
current throughout the first half of the twentieth century. Furthermore, the nationalist parties really gained momentum 
in response to the succession of two increasingly restrictive Spanish dictatorships: those of Primo de Rivera (1923-
1930) and General Franco (1936-1975). 

 
Significantly, it was under the fascist regime of Franco that repression against the Basque (and other Spanish) 
regional communities was the strongest. In addition to the military occupation of the Basque Country, the use of the 
Basque language, both in public spaces and in private, was forbidden. The names of streets and public signs in 
Basque were removed, academies and regional associations were closed, and Basque music and dances were 
prohibited. The oppressive nature of Franco’s regime resulted in the perceived decline of everyday manifestations of 
Basque culture and language, ultimately leading to the reinforcement of Basque nationalism and to the creation, in 
1959, of the organization Euskadi ‘ta Askatasuna (ETA, “Basque Country and Freedom”). Now a well-known 
international symbol of radical nationalism, ETA is a revolutionary socialist armed movement demanding the 
unification and independence of all the Basque Provinces; it is best-known for its use of bomb attacks on buildings 
and civilians in order to achieve its political goal. Despite Franco’s death in 1975, the return to democracy in 1977, 
and the creation of Euskadi which brought a degree of self-government to the Basques of Hegoalde in 1979, the 
popularity of nationalist movements continues today in various forms (many of them being less radical than ETA). 
Nowadays, the Basque political landscape is divided among many trends, including moderate and radical nationalism 
as well as Spanish mainstream currents,7 and only 15-20% of the population supports the armed struggle (Linstroth 
206).  

 
Given the complex socio-political and cultural landscapes of the Basque region, it follows that, in more ways than 
one, the Basque Country exemplifies what Mark Slobin and Jason Stanyek have both called an “interculture.” 
Whether we understand interculture in Stanyek’s terms (that is to say, as a “somatic aesthetic” that emphasizes the 
organizational co-presence of differently situated bodies (1)) or from Slobin’s perspective (as the cross-society links 
that connect different strata of culture), the Basque Country is just that: a space in which (legal and physical) bodies 
representative of the French, Spanish, and Basque legitimacies and historicities intersect, connect, blend, and clash 
all at the same time.  

 
The main strength of Slobin’s argument (reinforced by Stanyek’s emphasis on the physical nature of intercultural 
encounters) lies in the fact that it allows for “multi-focal” readings of cultural phenomena; for example, on a global, or 
even European scale, bertsolaritza merely represents a subcultural expression of Basque identity, but within the 
context of Basque society itself, bertsolaritza has undoubtably emerged as a form of supercultural expression. This 
hegemonic dimension of improvised poetry in the Basque region, further analyzed below, is identifiable primarily 
through a process of institutionalization that includes the organization of large-scale contests and the promotion of 
bertsolaritza through mass media (TV and radio shows, book manuscripts of poems by famous bertsolaris, etc.). 

 
Bertsolaritza and National Unity 
 
The word bertsolaritza finds its etymological roots in the Basque term “bertsolari,” itself composed of the word bertso 
(or, depending on regional spelling variations, bertsu), meaning “verse,” and the suffix –lari, which signifies “maker.” A 
bertsolari is thus a “maker of verses” (Laborde, “Mémoire” 11). The practice of bertsolaritza is based on the ability of 
the performers to improvise, in Basque, a sung verse on a pre-determined theme while respecting a set of strict rules 
determining rhythm8 and rhyme. 

 
For the 1989 Txapelketa, four different types of “scripted” games framed the bertsolaris’ improvisations: a type of 
role-play where each improviser acted as a pre-defined character; an exercise where bertsolaris were asked to 
improvise the rest of a poem after being given the first verse; another exercise where they had to create a four-verse 
poem based on four given words inspiring each verse; and finally, a game where each bertsolari had to improvise 
three poems on a single theme (the same theme applied to all contestants) (Laborde, “Joutes”). While these 
examples pertain to a specific context (the national championships), they remain typical of the structure of 
bertsolaritza in general as it could be practiced in informal settings (spontaneous performances by amateur or student 
performers), at more formal social events (weddings, funerals, village balls), or at competitions. 

 
Much like during the Txapelketa, a typical performance will feature two or more improvisers as well as a “game 
leader.” The game leader announces the theme (which may pertain to a large variety of local, national, or 
international matters and is usually addressed in either a poetic or humorous tone) and imposes a rhythm to be 
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followed by all of the performers. It is then up to the bertsolaris to choose a suitable melody (typically selected from a 
corpus of well-known traditional tunes9), find the proper rhymes, and elaborate the content of their bertso. 

 
(i .)  The Evolution of Bertsolaritza 

 
The practice of improvised sung poetry is an old Basque tradition. The first written records of a bertsolaritza 
performance date back to the mid-fifteenth century (Garzia, “History” 78).  Its original setting was rural, and 
performances often had a clear social function, occurring at village balls, funerals, or weddings. The role of bertsolaris 
has always been to provide entertainment in addition to commenting on social conditions. As Jon Sarasua explains 
most eloquently: “the role played by the verse-maker is a cross between that of communicator and poet, leader and 
jester, newspaper columnist and satirical cartoonist, while at the same time he or she is also an ordinary participant in 
that social environment” (39). 

 
While the fundamentals of the practice of bertsolaritza have not changed drastically since its beginnings, the second 
half of the twentieth century gave rise to some major stylistic changes. Among the most significant external and 
internal evolutions that have affected bertsolaritza, one can note: the standardization of the language, the higher level 
of education of young bertsolaris (most of the current generation of improvisers is pursuing post-secondary 
education), the increased presence of women (especially at the higher and most visible levels of the practice), the 
greater international resonance of bertsolaritza (exemplified in the connections and collaborations with other 
improvised poetry traditions across the globe), and the creation of Bertsozale Elkartea (translated as “the Association 
of Friends of Bertsolaritza”) which now organizes many of the formal improvised poetry competitions (Aulestia). 

 
(i i .)  The Intercorporeal Factor 

 
While performances still take place in “traditional” settings today, the most spectacular and arguably the most 
important occurrences of bertsolaritza happen in the context of well organized contests and championships. Today, 
the highest achievement in a bertsolari’s career is to participate in the national Txapelketa championships held every 
four years in front of an audience of about 13,000 people. The very fact that improvised poetry manages to gather 
such a large audience is remarkable for any culture, and in the context of the Txapelketa championship, one can 
clearly identify some of the most interesting impacts of bertsolaritza on today’s Basque society: the strengthening of 
community social networks and the grounding of identity in a common language. 

 
It is because its appeal lies largely in the witnessing of ephemeral poetic creations in Basque that bertsolaritza 
possesses such a strong potential to build community. Given their context, gatherings of people witnessing 
bertsolaritza are themselves performing a politics because they enact their feelings of identification with a specific 
language and, by extension, with a specific national culture, by participating.  

 
It is the emphasis on this participatory aspect that sets bertsolaritza apart from other popular cultural practices in the 
on-going building of a modern Basque nation. One of the greatest strengths of improvisation lies in the fact that one 
has to attend the actual performance in order to experience it in its totality. While this is arguably true of any 
performance (for example, Basque rock concerts are also participatory and immensely popular), the particular appeal 
of improvisation is its focus on the process of creation: in the case of bertsolaritza, improvisers and audience 
members are there to experience poems as they are being made. In a fundamental sense, every person attending 
the event becomes a participant, a collaborator in this process of creation. It follows that, as is the case with many 
other practices rooted in improvisation, some of the core elements of bertsolaritza have come to be audience 
participation and immediate feedback provided by this audience. Linda White explains that:  

 
Bertsolaritza is a public sport. Without an audience a bertsolari cannot perform. Singing improvised verses with no 
audience is merely a practice, not the art itself. A bertsolari must have the wit and language facility to improvise 
rhyming lyrics of consistently high quality and content to entertain a group of informed, discriminating listeners. They, 
in turn, provide instantaneous feedback, and in some cases they may even anticipate the last lines of a bertso and 
sing it along with the performer. (13) 

 
One of the most crucial features of bertsolaritza is (to borrow Jason Stanyek’s term) its intercorporeal dimension. The 
concept of intercorporeality has to be understood here in the sense of face-to-face, physical interactions between 
differently situated bodies which are to be distinguished, for the purpose of this analysis, from other types of 
interactions that do not rely on “bodies-in-contact” (Stanyek 3-6). Bertsolaritza, as an improvisational practice, 
mobilizes bodies, gathers diverse groups of people, and brings about different types of interaction: between 
performers who respond to one another, between performers and audience (as in White’s example), and between 
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audience members. Because it is improvised in Basque, because it references melodies that are associated with 
Basque popular culture, and because it emphasizes sentiments of belonging, bertzolaritza has become a cementing 
element of the bascophone community. One may say that this is what any good cultural practice should do for the 
community in which it exists. However, bertsolaritza also remarkably reinforces feelings of national unity within the 
context of a fragmented national identity. In performance, intercorporeal actions create a cultural conversation in and 
around Euskara from which a community emerges, if only temporarily, to negotiate and re-invent the meaning of 
being Basque in that particular moment.  

 
(i i i .)  Bertsozale Elkartea and the Search for Basque Identity 

 
The very nature of Basque improvised poetry tends to promote unity based on a common language. As previously 
stated, the equation of Basque identity with the ability to speak Euskara is a construct that was not created but 
strongly emphasized by both radical (ETA, Batasuna) and moderate (PNV) nationalist ideologies of the post-1950s 
era in Spain. As a logical extension of this equation between language and identity, bertsolaritza has become what 
Alfredo Retortillo and Xabier Aierdi have described as “the main battering-ram of popular culture […] in its quest to 
maintain and develop the whole of the culture carried on through the medium of Euskara” (30). 

 
In agreement with this statement, what I am arguing is that bertsolaritza, beyond its dimensions as an expression of 
popular culture, an art form, and a sport, also represents a cultural project that is supported by many Basque 
hegemonic structures as a tool for propagating the ideology that “being Basque means speaking Basque.” This 
project is perhaps most clearly exemplified in the Association of Friends of Bertsolaritza: Bertsozale Elkartea.  

 
The organization has three primary goals: 1) the transmission of bertsolaritza (through the creation of verse-making 
schools); 2) its dissemination (thanks to the organization of contests and the production of a TV show dedicated to 
showing and analyzing bertsos); and 3) the creation of archives and research (a task mostly accomplished through 
the Xenpelar documentation centre whose mission is to establish a body of written works documenting and analyzing 
bertsolaris and their art). Bertsozale Elkartea does not operate in a centralized manner; it is an associated federation 
(with branches in all of the Basque provinces) gathered around a common vision.  

 
As pointed out by Slobin: “The state is not a passive player in this expansion of intercultures” (63). In the case of 
bertsolaritza, Bertsozale Elkartea works closely with local Basque governments and financial institutions that strongly 
embrace and support it.10 Bertsozale Elkartea, in collaboration with the government of the Basque Autonomous 
Community, also helps to bring the practice of bertsolaritza into secondary schools as an aid to language training. 

 
Bertsozale Elkartea marks a significant departure from a more traditional, less structured and systematic practice, 
and exemplifies the assimilation of the practice into Basque national hegemonic dimensions of power. Furthermore, 
both its fundamental functions (transmission, dissemination, and the creation of archives) as well as its modern 
technological mediations (TV and internet coverage) re-create and reinforce community connections between 
performers and spectators of the practice. Bertsozale Elkartea, then, is the driving force behind the contemporary 
world of organized bertsolaritza, and is well supported by local government. These facts substantiate Retortillo and 
Aeirdi’s claim that bertsolaritza is part of the cultural “artillery” used by a political and administrative Basque 
“superculture” (30). 

 
At the core of this reasoning around a form of Basque nationalist hegemony is the rather paradoxical notion of what it 
means to be Basque today. As stated earlier, the most widely accepted discourse on Basque identity rests on the 
equation, “Being Basque = Speaking Basque,” a notion embraced by the Basque mainstream and, since its creation 
in 1979, the government of Euskadi. Placing language at the center of identity is, of course, not an unusual notion, 
but it becomes paradoxical in light of the position of the Basque language within its own environment, where it is 
spoken fluently only by a minority of the Basque population. As such, this particular vision of what it means to be 
Basque is imposed on the bascophone and non-bascophone population and may, thus, be viewed as a form of 
hegemony. In this process, cultural practices such as bertsolaritza are primary elements of cultural re-invention, and 
are at the core of the ideological discourse concerned with the constituents of Basque national identity and with the 
power struggle for the appropriation of this discourse. For Anthony Giddens, modern and (to an even larger extent) 
“late” modern social life is characterized by its institutional reflexivity (Giddens 10-35). In the current context of the 
Basque Country, Bertsolaritza Elkartea is but one instance of the process of institutional reflection that is establishing 
the current dominant narrative about Basque national identity.  

 
In short, the political, administrative, and economic push behind bertsolaritza has had the effect of strengthening the 
hegemonic project of building national identity around the Basque language, Euskara. A clear example of the success 
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of this project can be found in the diversity of people attending bertsolaritza performances: even fans who do not 
speak Basque attend improvised poetry events in order to support their Basque identity (White 12). This tendency is 
further reinforced by Bertsozale Elkartea’s alleged desire to attract non-bascophone audiences to the championships 
(plainly stated on the official website for the championships and exemplified by the re-location of the final to Bilbo, the 
largest yet least bascophone city in the Basque Country). Institutionalized bertsolaritza (embodied most clearly by the 
national championship), as a practice of improvisation focusing on the mastery of, and play around, the “official” 
language of the Basque nation is, of course, well suited to become a powerful medium for linguistic identity and 
represents a strong ideological vector for supercultural institutions (such as the Basque government) at work in the 
Basque Country.  

 
We have to wonder what hegemonic effects the structuring of national identity around a language few people speak 
may have on a diverse Basque society. The main danger appears to be the non-representation of the (presumably 
large) part of the Basque population that does not speak Euskara but identifies as Basque (through family lineage, 
affinity for the culture and its society, or day-to-day living in the Basque region). Official Basque institutions are, 
without a doubt, aware of such problems and their potential for weakening the political credibility of the Basque 
Autonomous Community within Spain and the rest of Europe. Although a non-Euskara speaking person at events 
such as the bertsolaritza championships is not likely to be as well-versed in the art of bertsolaritza as a bascophone 
listener, his or her presence seems to be politically essential to the process of validating Euskadi.   

 
For the Basque government and the cultural mainstream that are concerned with affirming the distinctiveness of 
Basque culture, the appeal of improvised verse-making lies in the fact that it does not go against either tradition or 
modernity. Bertsolaritza is rooted in its culture’s tradition of orality, as well as in its repertoire of popular melodies, but 
the fact that the lyrical content is improvised and the themes unfixed ensures that the practice can remain current and 
be relevant to changing socio-political contexts. Bertsolaritza’s strength lies in the combination of its fixed, scripted 
elements with the improvisative nature of the practice, which ensures its adaptability. This points to the hybrid reality 
of the Basque Country, a culture that is linguistically different from those that surround it but which is, nonetheless, 
embedded in the technological and economic infrastructures of modern Western societies. As such, Basque culture is 
both influenced by and a contributor to those power structures and their cultures. 

 
Because of its geographical, political, and economic situation, the Basque Country is by definition intercultural. 
Basque people constantly articulate their daily lives through different languages and cultures (primarily Spanish, 
French, and Basque, but also, increasingly, English). As such, Basque culture can easily be considered a “border 
culture,” and the lives of the Basques are, perhaps more so than the lives of other European populations, 
characterized by the constant crossing of metaphorical and physical boundaries. Institutionalized bertsolaritza (with 
its combination of improvised tradition and modern hybrid features) represents what Josh Kun calls the aural border, 
a site where “subjugated knowledges” and “disqualified knowledges” reveal “the many multivalent ways in which the 
very idea of the border gets constructed and disseminated through sound and music” (4). Bertsolaritza is, in some 
sense, Basque culture, as well as being this aural border zone, but it also embodies the “border” in its visual 
dimension. When one looks at a bertsolari on the stage of a large modern stadium, surrounded by video cameras at 
the televised national championship, one effectively experiences the confluence of “tradition” (the improvisation of 
verses), “modernity” (the contest and the technology required to organize it), and the inter-cultural, inter-political, and 
inter-technological encounter of, at least, the Basque Country, Spain, and France. In this context, Basque border 
culture is not only heard but also seen. 
 
A Language of Resistance 

 
The intercorporeality of Basque improvised poetry and its institutionalization (most visibly embodied in Bertsozale 
Elkartea) re-creates a community around the ideal of Basque language as the central trope of Basque identity. 
Language, however, is not the only defining criterion of Basqueness. As noted by Susan Arndt: “a nation is 
ineluctably shaped by what it opposes” (7). Being Basque has also come to signify the very idea of a struggle to 
maintain a cultural singularity based not only on the language but also traditions and values. If one perceives the 
Basque Country as a region opposing and resisting the overpowering, assimilative cultural values of a global 
superculture, then the intercorporeality of bertsolaritza reaffirms local Basque identity, while its institutionalization 
confirms the singularity of Basque culture as a whole. 

 
Even if they do not support ETA’s armed struggle for independence, many Basques perceive the politics of the 
Spanish and French governments as being aggressive, if not directly imperialist and colonialist in nature. As has 
been previously established, the founding of such a sentiment in modern Basque consciousness can be, at least in 
part, traced back to the turn of the twentieth century and the abolition of the privileges that many Basques felt were 
their due in a state of peaceful co-existence with Spain. In the second half of the century, many elements contributed 
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to anchor this feeling in the Basque population. One cannot help but see the resemblance between the colonial 
linguistic policies that affected the French and English colonies in Africa,11 Franco’s measures to prevent ethnic 
minorities from being able to speak their languages, and the official lack of recognition of Euskara (and other regional 
idioms) in France.12 Despite the official status of Euskara in Spain, the creation of the Basque Autonomous 
Community, the slow official recognition of regional particularism in France, and (perhaps most importantly) the long-
standing leading economic role of Euskadi in Spain,13 the Basques still have difficulty maintaining their singularity in 
the context of states whose economic, technological, cultural, and political influence puts a great deal of pressure on 
Basque culture.  

 
In the situation of the Basque nation, which has been struggling to maintain a distinct existence, the very positing of a 
difference can be seen as an act of resistance. Arguably, the most obvious way in which bertsolaritza functions as a 
tool of cultural resistance is found in the linguistic situation of the region. Because Basque speakers are a minority 
within their own territory, speaking Euskara and practicing a form of improvisation based on this language can be 
viewed as a form of resistance. This point takes on a stronger dimension if one looks at the situation of Basque 
language and culture in France, where Euskara is not official and is consequently not promoted by French 
institutions. Effectively, the percentages of fluent Basque speakers in Iparralde are some of the lowest in the Basque 
region (Retortillo and Aierdi 15). Any form of language education and/or promotion of Basque culture tends to come 
from grassroots movements run by Basque activists, or from small local institutions receiving little or no funding from 
their municipalities and/or regional and national governments. These cultural agents are actively resisting the powers 
of France and its regional language policies. In this context, bertsolaritza, whether supervised and partly funded by 
the Iparralde branches of Bertsozale Elkartea or organized independently by the Ikastolak14 and a few dedicated 
bertsolaris, enters the realm of cultural resistance. 

 
(i .)  The Bertsolari as Basque Activist  

 
Bertsolaris Colina and Alkhat suggest that being an improviser requires the will to express an opinion, to take a 
strong stance (interviews). It is part of the bertsolaris’ “job description” to voice an opinion on any given topic 
(sometimes a controversial one) that may potentially displease the audience or the event organizers. A bertsolari has 
to live by his/her views and principles and sometimes has to suffer consequences for his/her opinions. For example, 
Alkhat recounts the story of the offended mayor of a Basque village who decided not to re-invite him to participate in 
public events after a particularly critical and unpopular bertso performed at a funeral attended by most of the village 
(interview). This particular episode (one of many similar accounts by bertsolaris) ultimately led to a loss of income for 
Alkhat. 

 
In some contexts, the practice of bertsolaritza simply is resistance, whether directly against what is happening in the 
bertsolaris’ own communities or against supranational powers. Denis Laborde recounts an event that can be 
interpreted as a particular instance of resistance within the matrix of institutionalized bertsolaritza. On December 22, 
1991, Jon Sarasua, a young and gifted bertsolari, reached the final stages of the Gipuzkoa championship. Sarasua, 
along with four other bertsolaris, had made it to the ultimate challenge of the championship: the kartzelako lano (“jail 
work”). At this point, instead of being gathered onstage performing the theme and responding to others, the bertsolari 
must perform alone while the others wait offstage. The point of the exercise is to focus on the ability of each bertsolari 
to do a solo improvisation without being able to respond to a previous poem. The first improviser sets the tune to be 
announced to his/her opponents as they get on stage. The following two performers create their bertso, as expected, 
by following the initial melody. Sarasua, the fourth and last one to go on, decides to spice his performance up: he 
begins by following the same tune as his predecessors but, half way through his bertso, decides to switch to a 
contrasting melody (Laborde 46-47). A seemingly minor variation for a person not acquainted with the rules of 
bertsolaritza, Sarasua’s shift caused a great deal of controversy and debate in the well-oiled machinery of the 
bertsolaritza championship and, according to many, ultimately caused him to place third, when he could have won the 
title. So, what was Sarasua’s point in choosing to switch melodies? He never did fully explain, but he hinted that his 
decision to change the melody during the course of a very strict performance was more than a simple provocation. It 
was a barely masked criticism against the way bertsolaritza was evolving at the time, and against the bertsolaritza 
institution. Sarasua is an active member and promoter of Bertsozale Elkartea, as well as a bertsolaritza scholar, and 
if he is not to be considered a rebel, he is certainly to be viewed as someone who thinks critically about his own 
practice. I believe this example shows two significant points: it displays the fundamental spirit of engagement and of 
speaking one’s mind that is so typical of the Basque improviser, and it also shows that, even within the institution of 
bertsolaritza (concerned with standardizing and unifying the practice), performative processes of negotiation, 
including criticism and resistance, still occur.  

 
With this in mind, I will now return to the ways in which Basque improvised poetry articulates forms of opposition to 
aspects of global supercultures. Bertsozale Elkartea was founded by bertsolaris on the premise that, if it were not for 
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them, there would be nobody to help transmit the culture of Basque improvisation. Many bertsolaris are cultural and 
sometimes political activists at odds with the French and Spanish governments that refuse to grant the Basques full 
self-determinacy. As White points out, “Since nationalism of any flavor depends on difference to set the ethnic group 
apart from the others, language and ethnic minority literatures are almost always featured as vital elements in any 
nationalist self-identification kit” (19). It is, therefore, not surprising that the site of the 1989 bertsolartiza finals clearly 
displayed symbols of the pro-Basque cause. Above the stage, the audience could easily see a large ikurrina (the 
official Basque flag: red and green crosses on a red background) as well as a poster displaying a message 
addressed to the bertsolaris from the 750 Basque activists imprisoned in France, Spain, and other European 
countries: “Sing loud, so our people remain standing” (Laborde, “Joutes”). Outside of the venue, event-goers were 
also greeted by activists with pamphlets pleading for the amnesty of Basque political prisoners (Laborde, “Joutes”). 
Bertsolaris, as masters and promoters of the Basque language, often either self-identify or are perceived by their 
audiences as patriots, nationalists, or even separatists. Among multiple instances of the involvement of bertsolaris 
with different forms of nationalism and movements of cultural promotion, the example of Sustrai Colina stands out. 
The 28 year-old from Iparralde is a prominent figure within the new generation of Basque improvisers and he openly 
supports and participates in “Démocratie pour le Pays Basque” (“Democracy for the Basque Country”), a non-violent 
movement promoting a linguistic policy in favor of Euskara and the respecting of Basque political prisoners’ rights 
(Laborde, “Mémoire”).  

 
(i i .)  Improvisation and the Politics of Resistance 
 
In the process of opposing Basque singularity to global supercultures, improvisation offers creative alternatives for 
Basque people to position themselves as distinct within the flow of a mainstream international popular culture. Jon 
Sarasua, in an article examining the social features of bertsolaritza, identifies several characteristics that define its 
core values: spontaneity, the absence of mass production, accessibility of the artist, audience participation, and the 
absolute importance of the feedback provided by this audience (41). Arguably, these are not the values promoted by 
the current mainstream global cultures, which tend to be concerned with the promotion of more predictable (as 
opposed to spontaneous) cultural products—products that can reach the widest audience possible (thus 
necessitating an industrial apparatus of mass production) and whose image can be easily controlled (a process that 
often makes the artist inaccessible to the public).  

 
One of the primary reasons for the contradiction between bertsolaritza and mainstream global culture lies in the fact 
that many of the French and Spanish mainstream cultural products available in the Basque Country function 
according to the corporate logic of cultural consumption, which presupposes the foreseeable outcome of the creative 
process. In other words, major French and Spanish record labels and publishing houses (often tied to the interests of 
larger, transnational corporations), who would have the potential to distribute recordings of bertsolaritza outside of the 
Basque region, control and sometimes modify the creations of their artists before putting the final product on the 
market. Their aim, of course, is to minimize commercial failure and to maximize profits. 

 
Because it emphasizes a volatile creative process instead of a predictable outcome, improvisation defies the 
corporate prerequisite of the controllable end product and, thus, may be less appealing to cultural corporations.15 To 
this day, bertsolaritza remains mostly promoted and organized by either grassroots organizations or by the official 
institutions of Euskadi, and there has been no significant co-optation of the practice or its artists by forces external to 
the Basque communities.16 

 
This perspective is, however, obviously tempered by the institutionalization of bertsolaritza analyzed above, and, as a 
result, bertsolaritza (and its improvised component) cannot be grasped solely in terms of “resistance.” The recent 
appearance of Basque broadcast media utilizing and contributing to the popularity of bertsolaritza (Basque television 
and radio stations), recordings and transcriptions of bertsos (a task mostly accomplished by the Bertsozale Elkartea 
documentation centre), and the organization of large-scale events, are all elements pointing towards a form of mass 
production which certainly challenges the values of spontaneity and accessibility inherent in improvised practices. As 
we have seen, these tendencies appear fundamentally to be elements of a global superculture, and if they are easy 
to criticize (as “inauthentic” or as having the effect of leveling cultural differences) they nonetheless appear as tools of 
an effective process of modernization for the Basque cultural project.  

 
However, I argue that because there has not been a significant co-optation of bertsolaritza by international 
corporations, the argument that improvisation serves as a point of resistance (in the context of the Basque Country: 
engaged in power relations with France and Spain most immediately and with an international process of 
globalization more broadly) remains of value. In a land subject to many outside economic pressures, and where other 
forms of popular culture articulate conceptions of modern Basque identity based on multi-lingualism, hybridity, and 
cosmopolitanism,17 bertsolaritza (because its interest lies in the very witnessing of improvised creation) provides a 
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way for Basque people to reaffirm their cultural singularity, basing it more strictly on Basque tradition and language. 
Witnessing the immediacy of improvisational creation is an implicit factor in bertsolaritza’s popularity. 

 
Despite the fact that distinct trends of resistance and of hegemonous nationalism can be abstracted from the analysis 
of contemporary bertsolaritza, there is, of course, no simple dichotomy between a discourse of “resistance” to global 
supercultures (seemingly embodied in improvised verse-making) and a discourse stemming out of these hegemonic 
cultures (visible in the institutions that manage the practice). Both discourses are visible within bertsolaritza, and they 
are not mutually exclusive. Their relation goes beyond one of mere opposition to reach a level of interconnectedness 
and, at times, paradoxical mutual support, which is characteristic of bertsolaritza today. 

 
If perhaps a homogenizing force at the economic level, globalization often fosters particularity when it comes to local 
identities and their cultural development. In spite of a long-standing tradition of singularity, this phenomenon seems to 
be exemplified in the situation of the Basque Country, with its complex past and present relationships with France, 
Spain, and the rest of the world. The use of Basque improvisational poetry represents a uniquely successful and 
effective way for the Basques to create and negotiate their cultural and political space within the broader spectrum of 
the European countries that surround them. The success of bertsolaritza as a meaningful cultural practice is in part 
due to the careful organization and promotion, by means of the association Bertsozale Elkartea, which has most 
significantly institutionalized the practice of improvised poetry into regular, large-scale contests and championships. I 
believe that it is this standardization that articulates most clearly the current two-fold role of bertsolaritza in Basque 
society. Improvised poetry creates and emphasizes a form of hegemonic community that surounds the project of 
Euskara as the central element of Basque identity and, in so doing, expands the role of this “idealized” community to 
that of an articulation expressing dissent and resisting the assimilative cultural powers of Spain and France. While 
itself in part an enabler of this function in Basque society, the institution of bertsolaritza (most clearly identifiable in 
Bertsozale Elkartea) also supports the uniqueness of this improvisatory cultural practice. Through the inherent 
intercorporeality of improvisation, bertsolaritza offers an effective means of solidifying social networks based on a 
common celebration of the Basque language. At the same time, through improvisation’s emphasis on a spontaneous 
creative process, bertsolartiza offers a model for expressing Basque difference. 
 
 
Notes 
 
1 The championship final (known as Euskal Herriko Bertsulari Txapelketa Nagusia in Basque) was held on December 
17, 1989, and later recounted by anthropologist Denis Laborde. 
 
2 All English translations of Laborde are by me. 
 
3 Part of the research for this project took place during field work in August 2008 on the French side of the Basque 
region. An earlier version of this article was presented at the 15th Guelph Jazz Festival Colloquium on Sept. 4, 2008.  
The colloquium is sponsored by the Improvisation, Community, and Social Practice (ICASP) research project. I am 
particularly indebted to the late Ernest Alkhat and Sustrai Colina, two bertsolaris who contributed their time, insight, 
and invaluable experience to this study, as well as to Professors Deborah Wong and George Lipsitz for their time and 
comments during the initial writing process which took place in the context of the ICASP Summer Institute for Critical 
Studies in Improvisation, 2008. 
 
4 The superculture refers to an overarching category of culture (embodied in industry, the state and its institutions, 
and other agents of hegemony); the subculture is an “embedded unit” characterizing “micro-units” of culture (including 
but not limited to family, neighbourhood, voluntary associations); and the interculture represents the “grey area” 
where super- and subcultures meet and blend (what Slobin calls a “cross-cutting trend”) (Slobin 11-12). 
 
5 This percentage represents a homogenized statistic, and there is a great deal of internal variability regarding 
bascophones. For example, Euskara speakers make up 22% of the population in the whole of the Northern Basque 
Country, but they add up to 50% in the province of Gipuzkoa, and only 11% in Nafarroa. For a sociological approach 
to the Basque language, see Retortillo and Aierdi (2007). 
 
6 See, for example: Conversi; Bidart; Zulaika. 
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7 Among a variety of organizations and political parties, one can note PNV as the most popular moderate Basque 
nationalist organization, ETA for its radical nationalism, the Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party (“Partido Socialista 
Obrero Español,” PSOE), and the People’s Party (“Partido Popular,” PP). 
 
8 In his book La Mémoire et l’Instant: les improvisations chantées du bertsulari basque, Denis Laborde distinguishes 
four main types of rhythmic (or metric) architectures controlling bertsos. Depending on the number of lines making up 
the verse and the number of syllables included in each line, a bertso will be a zortziko, a hamarreko, a txiki or a 
haundi. 
 
9 Recently, bertsolaris have also, on occasion, adapted melodies taken from modern international popular music. 
 
10 For example, Gipuzkoako Kutxa—one of the banks of Euskadi—was the main sponsor of the 1989 Txapelketa 
finals (Laborde, “Joutes”).  
 
11 For a fascinating read on the relations between myths of “whiteness” and terminology in the post-colonial context, 
see Arndt’s “Introduction” in Introduction: Migration, New Diasporas and Literature. 
 
12 In May 2008, the French “Assemblée Nationale” amended the first article of the French constitution to state that 
regional languages are part of France’s patrimony. Article 2 of the same constitution, however, still states that French 
is the only language of the Republic (Comité de solidarité avec le Pays Basque – Paris).  
 
13 A wealthy industrial, technological, and agricultural region, the Spanish Basque country has done better 
economically than other Spanish regions for centuries. Hence, it often becomes a prime target region for Spanish and 
international migrants who are seeking work. By contrast, the French Basque country has largely developed around 
the tourism industry and is often considered one of the least dynamic regions of Southwestern France in terms of 
other sectors of economic activity (Letamendia).  
 
14 Ikastolak are schools whose primary goal is to provide Euskara language training to children and adults who do not 
have access to the Basque language on a daily basis. As most of the students of the Ikastolak are either schooled or 
work in French during the day, language and bertsolaritza lessons are often organized in the evening and during the 
weekends.  
 
15 This is, of course, true only in regard to the specific Basque context. There are many instances (for example, many 
modern styles of African-American music) where cultural practices stemming from improvisation have seen significant 
commercial success, and where the argument that improvisation contradicts mainstream values does not apply. For 
example, Miles Davis’s Kind of Blue, a highly improvised album, is a best seller and has never been out of print.  
 
16 There has been international recognition for artists of bertsolaritza, but this tends only to affect the communities of 
the Basque diaspora, without any significant mainstream or commercial success. For example, two bertsolaris of the 
San Francisco Basque Club in California were awarded National Heritage Fellowships in 2003 (San Francisco 
Basque Club). While this is a major recognition of the relevance of bertsolaritza by the U.S. government, these 
awards are, nonetheless, not instances of a corporate process of cultural co-optation. 
 
17 We can, again, think about the Basque rock groups, which have, for the past 30 years, blended international 
popular music aesthetics with Basque nationalist and cosmopolitan trends, and have become part of Basque modern 
folklore, thus providing yet another dimension of contemporary Basque identity.  
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