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The material and non material culture is one of the most fundamental component 
of Albanian history that is derived from the Antiquity and that is still acquired by 
subsequent generations. Nowadays is quite clear that our lives are dominated by 
modernization. In these circumstances, the concept of culture is concerned with 
entertainment function. There is no serious consideration of the cults and customs. But 
when talks about Albanians, the culture is  very significant because there is a connection 
between Albanian culture  and Albanian national identity. 

The goal of this study is to highlight the traits of national identity, analyzing the 
aspect of similarity and continuity of  intangible  and material culture among Illyrians and 
Albanians. 

This study, which use descriptive research method, draws upon the historical and 
archaeological evidences to indicate that Albanian identity is shaped by the cultural 
elements derived from the Antiquity. In addition to analysing the customs, traditions, 
practices, cults, symbols  and  the wearing style that ancient and contemporary scholars  
had described, I have compared the  cultural components of Illyrians and Albanians. 

The archaeological evidences prove that there are similar aspects of Albanian and 
Illyrian culture. It`s not just similarity but in fact Illyrians and Albanians share the same 
fundamental cultural traits. The Albanian culture incorporated components  that are 
inherited  from Illyrians. 

 The Albanian material and  non material culture that is descended  from Illyrian 
culture had established and displayed the characteristic features of our national identity 
that is a particular mean in distinguishing and  differentiating us among other nations in 
Balkan Peninsula and even in the whole Europian Continent. So, the archaelogical 
evidences do not indicate only that Albanians have their own identity, but they even show 
that their identity`s roots lie deep in the Antiquity and that there is an incessiant cultural 
continuity from Illyrians to Albanians.  
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One of the most fundamental component of Albanian history is intangible  and 
material culture that derives from the Antiquity and is still acquired by subsequent 
generations. Albanian contemporary intangible culture is related to the using of symbols 
and cults that are inherited from Illyrians. So today we and Illyrians share a lot of  
intangible cultural traits. 

Abstract 
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An important part of Albanian intangible culture are the meanings. But we can 
argue that this importance is connected to cultural continuity among the generations. In 
fact, the using of the symbols is a essential factor in shaping national identity. These 
symbols are also a particular mean in distinguishing and  differentiating us among other 
nations in Balkan Peninsula and even in the whole Europian Continent. 

It is very interesting to explore and analyze these symbols, the lifestyle, traditional 
customs of Albanians such as the meaning of the snake, the meaning of the plow, the cult 
of the deads, the meaning of the metals, especially the meaning of the coins and 
talismans. All these symbols are part  of our everyday life and we respect them without 
being obliged by a law or juridical system. They are not written. 

Customs relating to Death   

Albanians believe in existence of the soul of the deads and in a afterlife. Afterlife 
beliefs appeared among Illyrians. They always gave clothes, personal thing, coins to the 
dead. We also place in the coffin of the deceased some certain favourite objects in order 
to go along with him. 

Some other customs relating to death are same among Illyrians and Albanian. The 
ritual of luncheon after the funeral is of ancient origin. The Illyrians shared a meal 
together on the tomb after they buried their relative. They though that that practices 
helped them to keep in touch with the dead. The deceased would always be a member of 
the family and mutual devotion would last forever. 

They said that the dead might be malevolent or benign toward people. Albanians 
share the same belief in this aspect. 

One particular element of funeral practice that is acquired by northern part of 
Albania is funeral dance ritual. They practice a dance around the dead. The round dance 
is related to the symbol of the sun. This dance represent the the path of the sun in 
firmament.1They round dance turn counter-clockwise in order to expressed the death 
meaning. 

Illyrians placed a coin on the mouth or on the forehead of the dead because they 
thought that the dead should pay to ferry to afterlife. His relatives place all his useful 
object in tomb supposing that he would need them in nether world. 

Death ritual guarantee the Albanian-Illyrian continuation. 

Amulets/Talisman 

Albanians believe in evil eye. To protect ownself from the troubles of evil eye, is 
very widespread the use of amulets. Generally the amulets  consist of metal like iron, 
gold, silver, stone, and bone, hair and coin (fig.5). 

 
 
                                                           
1
 Stipceviq,A.Illyrians,History,life,culture and the symbols of cult, Tirane,2002,p.348 
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 The plow  
  

The plow had been considered as fertility symbol in ancient civilization (fig.4). 
Since then it have the similar significance. If a man was infertile he would go with 
blindfolded eyes towards the plow. He should stripped and then put together again its 
pieces. Afterword there is nothing to alarm because a child  would be born soon. He  
would become a fertile man.  
 
The snake  

 
The snake symbolic meaning has played an important part in both religious 

pantheon of Illyrians and Albanians (fig 1). This symbol is dealed with ancient myths, 
like myth of Cadmus and Harmonia. When Cadmus the son of Agenor, accompanied by 
his wife Harmonia, left Thebes, and bearing his unjust fate passed through the territory of 
Macedonia, he left a young son borne to him by Harmonia by the Illyrian River (Fig. 3).  

 
A serpent twined around this son and, until he had grown, nursed him in the 

embrace of its body and filled him with the power to subdue this entire country. It named 
him Illyrius after itself. According to the mythology, near the ends of their lives Cadmus 
and Harmonia were transformed into serpents. 

 
The snake is the protector of the house and the family. But the snake could have a 

totally negative role too as an originator of the death. The people should  not kill it. If 
they kill it, a disaster would happen in family. The impact of this cult is big. People use it 
in rings and other jewelleries. 

 
It represented the chthonic power connected with the Goddess of Earth, it was the 

attribute of Asklepios. It appear from the underground and return there. 
Sometimes it symbolizes a good thing and sometimes it is the man`s great enemy. 

 
Staff of Asculapius, a greek god of the healing arts features a single serpent 

wrapped around a roughhewn branch remains the symbol of medicine today. In other 
version the snake is representing by Hygieia that embracing a cup in which is kept the 
venom used for curing. 

 
The role of woman in community has been very important even in Antiquity. In second 
book, Filipika Theopompi declare “Illyrians…, takes  their wifes along in the 
parties”.2The women were allowed to manage and rule even the whole  tribe. For instance 
Teuta was a queen (fig 2).  
 
Marriage  The dowry ritual is very interesting. Herodoti touched this subject. According 
him “All the girls that are grown enough to marry gather together at regular intervals of 
the year. The leaders the tribe classify them analyzing their beauty. The men must pay if 

                                                           
2Selecting resources for history of  Albania, First Volume,Illyrians  and Illyria at ancient scholars,Tiranë 
1965, Atheneu, Book XI f.285 
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they liked to married to beautiful woman. Then the leader found men for the ugly girls 
using the money collecting from the marriage of beautiful girls. 

             
Now I am going to analyze some aspect of material culture of Illyrians. I would 

like to point out that we can see a lot similarities among Illyrians and Albanians referring 
the finds in archaeological excavation. 

 
The archaeologists have found some statue with traditional garnements. The girl 

of Dimal`s statue is famous for its folk costume3.The girl had worn Dalmatica, a female 
traditional kilt, or fustanella as it is known in the Albanian Language. The Kilt really had 
its origin during much earlier times as a long shirt called linja which, when gathered at 
the waist by a sash, gave the appearance of a knee- or calf-length kilt. Another element of 
the girl of Dimal`costume is a traditional woolen hat (fig. 6). 

                 
Dalmatica of Dimal is very similar to traditional attire of present-day inhabitants 

of this region and the hat is appears to be a lot like the Albanian hood wearing by people 
of Ballsh and Vlora today called Llabane. 

 
 The famous Albanian Kilt was common dress for Albanian men from the past 

centuries where it was regularly worn by a tribe of the Dalmatians  till at 20-th century. 
Archeological evidence points to the fustanella as being a more ancient form of clothing.  

 
The archaeologists found a small Illyrian ceramic statue from the 4th century 

C.E.(AD) in Durres which depicts a man wearing a long fustanella fastened with two 
bands across the chest. An Illyrian gravestone from the 3rd to 4th century C.E.(AD) 
found in Smokthine of Mesaplik (Vlora- Albania) shows a man dressed in a fustanella 
(fig.7).  Lord Byron, in Childe Harolds Pilgrimage observed the Albanian kilt to the knee. 

Another inherent traditional garnement is the white woolen hat for men known as 
qeleshja . 

  
Food and drinks In Albania is very widespread the cultivation of olives and 
vineyards.This traditions is mentioned by ancient scholars Strasbon underlined that the 
eastern coast was rich with olives and vineyards. Illyrians and Albanians had been always 
producers and users of wine. 

Honey Albanian people has been known for honey cultivation. They could produce wine 
from the honey. 

Albanians have always had thorough knowledge’s about medical plants. Gladiola 
known as Iris  Illyrica in Antiquity4 is one of them (fig. 8). Plini wrote that dried stock of 
gradiola should put on the neck of  a child that is teething. Today we practice this  
relieving the pain. 
                                                           
3
 Dautaj ,B. (1972). Unveiling of Illyrian town of Dimal. Illyria, 2, 136-150. 

 
4
 Selecting resources for history of  Albania, First Volume,Illyrians  and Illyria at ancient scholars,Tiranë 

1965,Plini, Book XIII p.197 
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At the end I would like to emphasize that it is pretty sure that Albanian culture 
incorporate a lot of element of Illyrian culture. A lot of material and nonmaterial culture` 
components shows the cultural continuity among Albanians and Illyrians. 
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