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Abstract. This research is motivated by the richness of Indonesian culinary culture, especially Bolu Cupu
from Kayuagung, Ogan Komering Ilir Regency, which has not been widely recognized as a regional
symbol. Along with the increasing trend of culinary tourism, Bolu Cupu has the potential to become a city
icon that reflects the identity and local wisdom of the local community. The purpose of this study is to
reveal the symbolic characteristics and meaning construction of Bolu Cupu as a city icon, as well as its
role in the development of MSMEs and tourist attraction in Kayuagung. This research used a qualitative
method with a descriptive approach, relying on direct observation and in-depth interviews with traditional
leaders, business actors, and local communities. The findings show that Bolu Cupu not only has historical
and philosophical value, but also becomes a symbol of cultural identity that is passed down from
generation to generation, without being affected by modernization in the manufacturing process. The
implications of this research show that cross-cultural communication and preservation strategies through
cultural narratives can strengthen the existence of local culinary as a city identity. Therefore, it is
recommended that the local government and tourism actors actively promote Bolu Cupu through various
media and local events, and integrate it into the regional creative economy development strategy.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Culinary is an integral part of a society's culture, which not only serves as a
fulfillment of biological needs, but also becomes a cultural identity, social symbol, and
means of communication between individuals and between cultures (Aktas-Polat &
Polat, 2020; Monaco & Bonetto, 2019). In a cultural context, food and culinary
traditions reflect the history, values and way of life of the people who created them
(Berno & Fusté-Forngé, 2020). Culinary has also developed into a tourist attraction that
can introduce the identity of a region to a wider audience, both locally and globally
(De Albuquerque Meneguel et al., 2019; Suliantoro et al., 2024).

Symbols in a cultural context can be interpreted as a sign that has more meaning
than just its physical form (Bonvillain, 2019; Carter & Fuller, 2016; Pratama, 2024).
In this case, traditional food or regional culinary specialties can be interpreted as
symbols of a community or city that reflect the social values, history, and pride of
identity of its people (Quintero-Angel et al., 2019). Food as a cultural symbol conveys
not only flavors, but also values and messages hidden behind the process of making,

serving and the social context (Heersmink, 2023; Ting-Toomey & Dorjee, 2018).
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Culinary symbolic meaning becomes important when food is no longer only
consumed as a physiological need, but also constructed as a form of social
communication (Inai et al., 2020). According to the theory of symbolic interactionism,
the meaning of symbols is formed through the process of interaction and negotiation
between individuals in society (Aprilia & Firmansyah, 2024; Banderas et al., 2024). In
this case, foods such as traditional cakes, when associated with certain cultural events
or social practices, can symbolically create and strengthen cultural identity.

The phenomenon of food as a symbol of a city or regional icon has been found
in many regions, such as Gudeg in Yogyakarta, Pempek in Palembang, or Rendang in
Padang. Each of these foods is not only famous for its taste, but also for its role in
displaying regional characteristics. However, there are still many local traditional
foods that have strong potential as city icons but have not been widely elevated in the
narrative of regional identity. One interesting example is Bolu Cupu, a culinary
specialty of Kayuagung, Ogan Komering Ilir Regency, South Sumatra Province.

Field observations show that Bolu Cupu has a distinctive shape that resembles a
"cupu” container, with simple basic ingredients, such as flour, eggs and sugar. The
manufacturing process is still done traditionally with manual equipment such as stoves
and simple ovens, making it an authentic culinary that is deeply rooted in the local
wisdom of the Kayuagung community. In addition, Bolu Cupu is commonly served in
traditional occasions or as a treat when receiving guests, which makes it more than just
a food, but also a symbol of respect and social acceptance.

From an economic point of view, Bolu Cupu business owners have recorded
significant income, as revealed by Ningmas, reaching tens of millions of rupiah per
month, despite the decline during the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, the culinary
has also been recognized with a Communal Intellectual Property (KIK) certificate
from the government in 2018. This shows that Bolu Cupu not only has cultural value,
but also economic potential and legality as a regional superior product.

Research on traditional culinary such as Bolu Cupu is very important
considering its existence in the challenges of modernization and globalization which
has caused a shift in people's consumption patterns. Many local traditional foods are
marginalized due to the dominance of fast food products and foreign culinary trends
that are more intensive in terms of promotion and marketing (Fansuri, 2017; Siregar et
al., 2024). In fact, traditional foods contain local values that are important to preserve

as part of cultural identity.
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Bolu Cupu as a specialty food that has not been widely studied academically
offers an interesting research space, especially in the context of cultural
communication studies. Understanding the symbolic characteristics and symbolic
meanings of Bolu Cupu can be a scientific contribution in explaining how culinary can
be constructed as a symbol of the city that has strategic cultural, social and economic
values.

Previous research such as that conducted by Frulyndese Karunia Simbar (2016)
shows that culinary can act as a cultural identity that continues to be constructed in
social space through cross-cultural communication. In addition, Sri Utami's study
(2018) emphasizes the importance of the communication process in introducing
culinary as a representation of multicultural culture. These two studies provide a
theoretical basis that food is not only understood from its culinary aspects, but also as
a symbolically meaningful cultural product.

Another study by Fenny Indah Sari (2019) which examines the experiment of
making sponge cake from composite flour shows the importance of innovation in
traditional food, but has not examined the symbolic meaning contained in it. Similarly,
Riski Dwi Rahmanto (2022) which examines the marketing strategy of Makassar's
typical sponge cake, the focus is more on promotional strategies rather than cultural
symbolization of the food.

Based on the existing literature review, there is a void or gap in research that
specifically discusses the symbol construction and symbolic meaning of traditional
culinary in the context of cultural communication, especially focusing on Bolu Cupu
in Kayuagung. Previous studies have focused more on nutritional aspects, marketing
strategies, or food ingredient experiments, but not many have explored the depth of
culinary symbolic meaning in relation to local identity and city iconization.

The uniqueness of this research lies in its approach that uses symbolic
interactionism theory to examine how traditional food is socially constructed as a
symbol of the city. This is a novelty in the realm of cultural communication studies
and food sociology, because it connects food as a material object with symbolic
meanings that live in the social practices of local communities.

The purpose of this research is to identify and analyze the characteristics of Bolu
Cupu culinary symbols and reveal the symbolic meaning contained in it as an icon of
Kayuagung city. This research is expected to contribute to the study of cultural

communication, preservation of local culinary heritage, and support the promotion
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strategy of culture-based tourism and creative economy. Practically, the results of this
research can be utilized by the local government, MSME players, and local
communities in developing a strong cultural narrative about Bolu Cupu as a city

symbol.

. METHODS

This research uses a descriptive qualitative approach with a field research
method to deeply explore the symbolic characteristics and symbolic meaning of Bolu
Cupu culinary as an icon of Kayuagung city. This method was chosen because it is in
accordance with the research objectives that emphasize the understanding of social
and symbolic meanings contained in community cultural practices. According to
Hennink et al. (2020), qualitative methods are based on the philosophy of post-
positivism and are used to examine natural object conditions, where the researcher acts
as the main instrument in data collection and analysis. This research emphasizes
interpretation of meaning, not generalization, and explores the process of social
interaction in shaping symbols and cultural meanings inherent in local cuisine.

Data in this study were obtained from two types of sources, namely primary data
and secondary data. Primary data was obtained through direct observation and in-
depth interviews with cultural actors and local communities, including Bolu Cupu
makers and traditional leaders in Kayuagung. Secondary data came from interview
documentation, local government archives, local culinary-related literature and
relevant academic references. These sources were used triangulatively to strengthen
the validity of the findings and interpretation of the symbolic meanings built in the
community (Ayoub et al., 2014).

Data collection techniques were conducted through observation and interviews.
Observations were conducted systematically using an observation format to record
social and symbolic symptoms that appear in the context of Bolu Cupu production and
consumption, such as the form of presentation, traditional tools, and the accompanying
cultural atmosphere (Yin, 2018) . The interviews were conducted on a free-lead basis
with seven key informants consisting of Bolu Cupu makers, community leaders, and
local historians. The interviews were flexible, but based on a pre-designed interview
guideline (S. F. Turner et al., 2017) . The data obtained were collected narratively and
used to explore the symbolic meaning of Bolu Cupu from the perspective of the local

community.
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Data analysis was carried out continuously from data collection to writing the
final results using the analysis model from Miles and Huberman (2014) which consists
of three stages: data reduction, data presentation, and conclusion drawing. Data
reduction is done by sorting out important and relevant information according to the
research focus, while data presentation is done in the form of narrative descriptions
that arrange patterns and symbolic meaning relationships. The final step is
interpretative inference, where the researcher formulates findings as a result of
meaning based on field data and the socio-cultural context of the Kayuagung
community. This approach allows for an in-depth understanding of how Bolu Cupu is

constructed as a symbol of the city and a representation of local cultural identity.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Characteristics of Bolu Cupu Culinary Symbol as Kayuagung City Icon
Bolu Cupu as a typical Kayuagung culinary product has prominent symbolic
characteristics in the context of local culture. As a traditional culinary, Bolu Cupu is
made from local ingredients such as flour, eggs and sugar processed without

preservatives. Its shape, which resembles a "cupu" (a traditional round container), is a

strong visual feature that emphasizes the cultural identity of the Kayuagung people.
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Figure 1:¢\Bolu Cupu
The symbolic characteristics of Bolu Cupu can not only be seen from its
physical form, but also from the meaning attached to the process, social function, and
people's perception of it. From observations and interviews, it appears that the people
of Kayuagung consistently interpret Bolu Cupu as part of their cultural heritage that
plays a role in strengthening local identity. This is in line with Geertz's view, which
states that culture is a symbol system that gives meaning to human behavior and the
existence of a community (Hendro, 2020; Huda, 2017).
Bolu Cupu has a strong symbolic value because it contains elements of

traditional symbols that are still maintained. According to Roza et al. (2023),
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traditional food becomes the cultural identity of local communities because it contains
history, moral values, and artistic expressions that are passed down across generations.
The uniqueness of Bolu Cupu lies not only in the raw materials, but also in the
manufacturing method that still maintains traditional methods such as the use of stone
ovens and hand mixing. These characteristics strengthen Bolu Cupu's position as a
symbol of local wisdom and culinary heritage that has been passed down for
generations

This is as expressed by Ningmas below:

"Bolu Cupu has been a hereditary food that cannot be separated because it is a
culinary cultural heritage. Bolu Cupu is easy to find in everyday life. Every time there
is an event such as a wedding and welcoming guests, Bolu Cupu is always served. It
reflects the culture in the life of the people of Kayuagung and Bolu Cupu has become
an icon that defines the city of Kayuagung. Despite the changing times, the way Bolu
Cupu is made has not been affected by modernization - it still uses hand mortar, a
furnace, a simple oven and certainly no preservatives. This recipe has been passed
down from our ancestors."

Interviews with business owners, such as Amir Nurdin and Fitrisah, revealed
that Bolu Cupu has undergone variations in terms of taste and appearance, while still
maintaining traditional elements such as the sprinkling of coarse sugar on top. These
variations reflect the adaptability of local cuisine to market tastes, while maintaining
traditional values as the foundation of its identity.

According to Amir Nurdin:

"Bolu Cupu has been a hereditary food that cannot be separated because it is a
culinary cultural heritage. Bolu Cupu is easy to find in everyday life. Every time there
is an event such as a wedding and welcoming guests, Bolu Cupu is always served. It
reflects the culture in the life of the people of Kayuagung and Bolu Cupu has become
an icon that defines the city of Kayuagung. Despite the changing times, the way Bolu
Cupu is made has not been affected by modernization - it still uses hand mortar, a
furnace, a simple oven and certainly no preservatives. This recipe has been passed
down from our ancestors."

Meanwhile, according to Fitrisah:

"Bolu Cupu cuisine has become an integral part of the city's identity. The local
people are very proud of their culinary heritage. Each Bolu Cupu dish is a reflection of

the culture and daily life of the people, and it has become an icon that defines the city."
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Based on the description above, Bolu Cupu holds a social function as a medium
of communication and cultural integration. Its presence in events such as midang,
weddings, or welcoming guests illustrates the symbolic role of food as a form of
respect and social acceptance. Foster and Anderson in the study of food anthropology
mentioned that food acts as social glue that strengthens relationships between people
through symbolization and ritualization of food consumption (Hastorf, 2017; Volli,
2022).

Furthermore, Bolu Cupu's status as a product that has been registered under
Communal Intellectual Property (KIK) strengthens its formal symbolic value. This
indicates that the symbolization of Bolu Cupu has gained legal legitimacy as an
intangible cultural heritage. In UNESCO's perspective, the preservation of intangible
cultural heritage through local food reflects the importance of culinary as a medium
for preserving collective identity (Bortolotto & Ubertazzi, 2018).

In terms of cultural economy, Bolu Cupu also has symbolic value as a source of
livelihood for local communities. The existence of Bolu Cupu-producing MSMEs that
are active in production and marketing is part of the culture-based creative economy
ecosystem. This is in line with the findings of Mukadas et al. (2024) who stated that
local culinary products that have high cultural value can encourage community-based
economic growth while maintaining the existence of regional identity.

In addition, the community's perception of Bolu Cupu as a symbol of
Kayuagung's identity strengthens its emotional and collective value. The local identity
formed from food shows how culinary symbols can be part of a community's
collective memory, as emphasized in Halbwachs (2020) study on collective memory
and cultural symbols. Through these characters, Bolu Cupu does not just appear as an
ordinary culinary product, but as a symbol that contains many dimensions of meaning:
social, cultural, economic, and historical. In other words, Bolu Cupu functions as a
multivocal symbol-symbol that has many layers of meaning as well as a means of
representing regional culture. (V. W. Turner, 2018).

Based on the description above, the following are the characteristics of the

symbols contained in Bolu Cupu culinary.
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Table 1. Characteristics of Symbols in Bolu Cupu Culinary
Symbol Symbol Description
Round shape resembling a Symbolizes continuity, wholeness, and connection to local
"cupu” cultural heritage. Affirms the visual characteristics as well

as the cultural identity of the people of Kayuagung.

Natural local ingredients (flour, | It symbolizes the purity and authenticity of tradition. The

eggs, sugar) use of ingredients without preservatives signifies respect for
nature and local wisdom in food preparation.

Traditional manufacturing Indicates a cultural heritage that has been preserved for

methods (stone oven, hand generations. Symbolizes hard work, simplicity, and

mortar) commitment to maintaining the authenticity of culinary
culture.

Sprinkling coarse sugar on top | A symbol of the distinctive touch and distinction that has

of the sponge been maintained despite flavor innovations. Signaling the
balance between innovation and tradition.

Presentation in traditional It symbolizes the hospitality, respect and social values of

events (wedding, welcoming the Kayuagung people. This food serves as a non-verbal

guests, midang) medium of cultural communication.

Public perception of Bolu Cupu | To symbolize the collective identity and pride of the
Kayuagung community. Demonstrating the community's
emotional and symbolic attachment to their own cultural
products.

Source: Processed data from research results

Based on the results of the above description, it can be concluded that the
symbolic characteristics of Bolu Cupu include its physical form, basic ingredients,
production techniques, as well as its function in socio-cultural events that contain
values of local wisdom, purity of tradition, and continuity of cultural heritage. The
symbolism of Bolu Cupu is strengthened by its function as a medium of cultural
communication and social glue in the Kayuagung community, both in traditional
events and in daily practice.

The local identity and collective pride of the people of Kayuagung are reflected
in the way they interpret, preserve and promote Bolu Cupu as a city icon. This shows
that culinary symbols can play an important role in building city identity and
narratives. Formal recognition as a KIK and the involvement of MSMEs show that the
symbolic characteristics of Bolu Cupu are not only cultural, but also have legal and
economic dimensions that are strategic for cultural sustainability and community
welfare.

As such, Bolu Cupu as an icon of Kayuagung city represents a synthesis
between cultural symbols, local identity and community empowerment. It is a
representative model of how traditional food can be deeply meaningful and impactful

in social, cultural and economic spheres. It brings people together through shared
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experiences, becomes a collective narrative that lives on in social space, and becomes
an authentic and meaningful visual and emotional identity of Kayuagung city.
Symbolic Meaning of Bolu Cupu Culinary as an Icon of Kayuagung City

The symbolic meaning of Bolu Cupu is formed through a social construction
process that is not singular, but complex, layered, and constantly evolving. In the
constructivism approach proposed by Berger and Luckmann (2017), the meaning of an
object is not something inherent or naturally attached, but is socially produced and
negotiated through interactions between individuals in society. An object like Bolu
Cupu acquires symbolic status not only because of its physical form as a specialty
food, but because it is interpreted, narrated and used in a specific social context that is
full of values, collective memory and cultural experiences. Language, local narratives
and everyday social practices become the main media in this meaning construction
process, where the people of Kayuagung consciously or unconsciously embed cultural
identities and values into the culinary symbol.

This construction process reflects an ongoing socio-cultural dynamic, where the
meaning of Bolu Cupu is not static but constantly shaped and renewed by different
generations in various contexts-whether in oral traditions, ceremonial events, local
economic practices, or tourism promotion. This symbol becomes the meeting point
between local identity and urban representation, bridging the historical memory and
future aspirations of the people of Kayuagung. As such, Bolu Cupu functions not only
as a consumption product, but also as a means of cultural communication that
represents the collective image of a community. Its symbolic meaning is born out of
the social process of constantly creating, maintaining and reconstructing a shared
understanding of who they are and how they want to be known by the outside world.

Based on the data analysis, the symbolic meaning of Bolu Cupu culinary as an
icon of Kayuagung City can be understood as follows: First, the symbolic meaning of
Bolu Cupu arises from its long history as part of the life of the people of Kayuagung.
Bolu Cupu is a cultural product that has been passed down for generations, and its
presence in various traditional and social ceremonies makes it a symbol of cultural
continuity. In this context, Bolu Cupu is not only a material representation of the past,
but also a means of preserving the community's collective memory. Its continuity from
generation to generation shows that food can function as a form of expression of a
community's living history. In line with Halbwachs' theory (2020) regarding collective

memory, Bolu Cupu perpetuates cultural and social experiences that become part of
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the local identity narrative. The people of Kayuagung not only consume Bolu Cupu,
but also "live" the historical meanings attached to each bite of the cake.

Secondly, symbolic meanings are also formed through social relations between
the community and the culinary. Bolu Cupu is used in midang events, as a sign of
respect to guests, and in the context of souvenirs, symbolizing care and love for the
recipient. This is in line with Foster and Anderson's opinion that food contains
relational meaning and language symbolism (Hastorf, 2017). This is where the role of
Bolu Cupu goes beyond its function as an object of consumption. It becomes a
communication tool that contains emotional messages, such as respect, affection, and
appreciation for others. This social practice strengthens community cohesion and
demonstrates that food can symbolically build social relationships. By giving Bolu
Cupu to guests, people are not only giving cakes, but also conveying cultural messages
of hospitality, openness and local identity.

Third, Bolu Cupu is a symbol of cultural identity that strengthens the social
cohesion of the Kayuagung community. In this regard, according to Maryam, Bolu
Cupu is not only a food, but a symbol of "we are Kayuagung people", showing the
role of food in the formation of collective identity. This statement shows that Bolu
Cupu has become part of the social identity symbol that distinguishes Kayuagung
people from other communities. In cultural sociology, local food often serves as a
cultural marker (Adongo et al., 2015; Suwandi et al., 2024). When people refer to
Bolu Cupu as "ours", it creates a symbolic boundary between "us" and "the others",
and reinforces a sense of internal solidarity within the community. Identity is formed
not just through taste, but through a sense of belonging-both emotionally and
culturally

Fourth, from a cultural communication perspective, Bolu Cupu has become a
visual and narrative symbol used in tourism promotion, both by the cultural office and
business actors. Culinary exhibition activities such as in the Golden Triangle Park and
promotion on social media strengthen the symbolic meaning of this food as a visual
representation of the city. In the realm of visual communication and regional branding,
Bolu Cupu has become an icon capable of conveying identity messages quickly and
effectively. This food is not only presented as a product, but also as a narrative
constructed to elevate the city's image. As explained by Castillo-Villar (2016), city

branding requires local symbols that can authentically represent the city's character.
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Bolu Cupu fulfills this function-both as promotional material and as a cultural artifact
that builds Kayuagung's image as a city rich in cultural values.

Fifth, symbolic meanings also evolve over time through innovation and
individual interpretation. Some new flavors such as pandan or sesame made by local
MSMEs do not diminish their meaning as symbols, but broaden the cultural
interpretation of these products. This process reflects the dynamics of meaning in the
contemporary context. Symbolic meanings are not static, but continuously reproduced
in a changing social context. The flavor innovation in Bolu Cupu shows that cultural
symbols can survive and adapt, without losing their traditional roots. This supports
Stuart Hall's view that cultural representation is an active process that is continuously
negotiated (Clarke, 2018). This innovation shows a balance between preservation and
creativity, which allows Bolu Cupu to remain relevant in the midst of changing times
and the tastes of new generations.

Sixth, the symbolic meaning of Bolu Cupu is also realized in the context of
cultural political economy. This culinary becomes an instrument of economic
empowerment for local communities, as well as a tool of cultural diplomacy that
introduces local values to the national and international public. This makes Bolu Cupu
a representation of strategic local wisdom. In terms of cultural economy, Bolu Cupu is
a clear example of cultural capital that can generate economic value while
strengthening the position of local culture in the public sphere. Formal recognition
such as the Communal Intellectual Property (KIK) certificate also shows that the state
affirms local symbols as part of the national heritage. In line with Bourdieu's theory
(2018), culinary delights such as Bolu Cupu contain symbolic values that can be
converted into social and economic capital. In this context, Bolu Cupu not only
introduces the culture of Kayuagung, but also expands the community's access to
heritage-based economic opportunities.

Based on the description above, it can be concluded that the symbolic meaning
of Bolu Cupu as an icon of Kayuagung City is formed through a combination of
collective memory, social relations, cultural identity, visual communication,
innovation, and economic value. This process of meaning construction is neither
singular nor linear, but continues to evolve through people's interaction with their own
cultural heritage. Bolu Cupu is not just a culinary product, but a living cultural artifact,
which continues to be interpreted and reinterpreted by its community. It is a medium

that represents the identity of the Kayuagung people, bridging the past with the
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present, and uniting social, cultural and economic interests into one powerful and
valuable symbol.

Thus, the existence of Bolu Cupu as a city icon cannot be separated from the
socio-cultural context that surrounds it. It is not only an inherited cultural product, but
also a strategic instrument in building an image, strengthening identity, and
encouraging the economic empowerment of local communities. Bolu Cupu is a clear
example of how local symbols can play a big role in the collective narrative of a city.
Strengthening and preserving the symbolic meaning of Bolu Cupu is not only
important for the people of Kayuagung, but also serves as an inspiration for other

regions to explore, interpret and utilize their cultural potential in a sustainable manner.

. CONCLUSIONS

Bolu Cupu has strong symbolic characteristics as an icon of Kayuagung City.
These characteristics include its round physical shape resembling a cupu, natural
ingredients without preservatives, traditional making methods, and its presentation in
various traditional and social events. The symbolization of Bolu Cupu is also
reinforced through the community's perception of it as part of their collective identity
and local pride. The symbolic meaning of Bolu Cupu is formed through a complex and
layered social construction process, encompassing historical, social, cultural, visual
communication, culinary innovation and creative economy dimensions. Thus, Bolu
Cupu is not only a cultural symbol that represents the local identity of the Kayuagung
community, but also functions as a medium of cultural communication, a tool of
cultural diplomacy, and a source of community economic empowerment.

The implication of this finding is that local culinary symbols such as Bolu Cupu
can play an important role in the formation of city identity, strengthening social
cohesion, and developing a community-based cultural economy. The formal
recognition of Bolu Cupu as Communal Intellectual Property (KIK) and the active
participation of local MSMEs signify the importance of collaboration between the
community, government, and businesses in the preservation and utilization of
intangible cultural heritage. This research also makes a conceptual contribution to
cultural studies and symbolic communication by placing food as a multivocal symbol
that represents local values dynamically and contextually. From the practical side, this
research provides a foundation for city branding strategies and the development of

more authentic and sustainable culture-based tourism.
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Based on the findings and implications above, it is recommended that the local
government and other stakeholders integrate Bolu Cupu in the city's identity building
strategy and culture-based tourism promotion. There needs to be sustainable
preservation efforts through recipe documentation, regenerative training, and
facilitation of MSMEs in expanding market reach through digitalization. In addition,
further studies can be conducted using interdisciplinary approaches, such as visual
ethnography or city semiotics studies, to further explore the role of culinary symbols
in shaping regional identity narratives. Research can also be extended to other local
culinary icons in South Sumatra to develop collaborative models of adaptive and

contextual cultural preservation.
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