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“Anew.” 
The space in which you now stand—an 
encapsulation of springtime renewal 
and revitalization—is at the heart of the 
Ethnographic Museum’s ongoing efforts at 
conceptually reimagining, and physically 
restructuring, its permanent exhibition.

In the center of the room grows a tree, trunk 
broad and branches aswirl, around which 
we’ve spun a tale of springtime customs. Proud 
and unbowed, our Karkonosze Mountains 
spruce has taken root once again, with the 
tree’s roots themselves underpinning the long-
term development and (re)presentation of our 
permanent collection. Structuring the space, 
the spruce extends skyward, canopy expanding 
as, below, we seat ourselves at the tree’s mossy 
base, contemplate our surroundings, and begin 
to sense and imagine…

The fresh pep of the wood, the latent lushness 
of the foliage, and the crystalline blue of a sky 
scored to the trill of birdsong: springtime, 
pregnant with hope and all atremble with 
excitement, but also laden with uncertainty, 
and even a vague undercurrent of trepidation. 
Beholding nature’s dramatic transformation, 
one might react to the churn of spring with 
a moment’s primal apprehension as to what 
the natural world around us may or may not 
metamorphose into.

For those who believe that from wellsprings of 
myth and divinity the world is cyclically reborn, 
spring is the time when the rapidly whirling 
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“Among the many systems we know of for explaining causality, mythology is the most 
appealing, because it is a marvelously open system, and its basic structural module 
creates not a straight line or a spiral, but a meander.”

Joseph Brodsky 1
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wheel of life is set wildly into motion. Others 
might take this change of seasons, from winter 
to spring, in stride, accepting and expecting it as 
a preordained inevitability, especially in an age 
of weather bulletins and Internet almanacs.

And yet we have all at some point experienced 
feelings of fragility and vulnerability during 
times of profound and radical change, and so 
can begin to appreciate and understand the 
enduring relevance and resonance of a culture’s 

annual embrace of springtime traditions. 
Traditions which, in their symbolic structure and 
allegorical logic, attempt to define the distilled 
essence of nature’s course, in the process 
serving to reassure us of another safe and even 
fruitful passage through a transformative 
process beyond our control and true 
comprehension.

In the mythological order, spring is a time when 
life is regenerated out of the deadness of winter. 
The natural world, vigorously reanimated 
and having emerged transfigured out of 
fecund commotion, now needs to be promptly 
interpreted and explained so that it might be 
understood within a traditional framework 
of inherited lore, wisdom, and commonsense 
practical endeavor.

An examination of that framework, this 
exhibition—of regional artifacts dating from the 
tail end of the 19th century and the first half of 
the 20th century—traces the contemporaneous 
development of scholarly interest in Polish folk 
customs, and the parallel creation of the first 
public ethnographic collections, at a time when 
springtime rituals demonstrated a distinct 
melding of Christian elements and motifs tied to 
Easter, and those derived from a mythical, pre-
Christian conception of the world.



There is a village custom that 
from Holy Thursday until 
the end of the week […] the 
boys race about the village 
clacking their clackers.4

When they leave with their gifts, 
someone creeps up on them 
and douses them with water. 
And they respond in kind.3

Who, then, are you?2

The names for clackers and of springtime 
caroling groups flow together in streams 
of spring rain.

W h o ,  t h e n ,  a r e  y o u ?  
 W h o ,  t h e n ,  a r e  y o u ?  W h o ,  t h e n ,  a r e  y o u ?  W h o
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Let us imagine 
the insistent, noisy racket of the wooden 
clackers. There is, after all, no way to 
ignore it. It rouses us from our winter 
torpor and warns us that a place, a person, 
or a time is approaching—and one which 
is shadowed by death and chaos. The 
clackers fill the lingering quiet left by 
church bells that have fallen silent in 
mourning between the Mass of the Lord’s 
Supper on the evening of Holy Thursday 
and the singing of the Gloria hymn on 
Easter Vigil. Easter arrives, and with it, the 
vibrant pealing of church bells and ringing 
of handbells occasionally herald the 
approach of some rather unusual guests.

The appearance of spring carolers is a 
deeply uncanny time. The place from which 
these visitors hail, both vaguely familiar 
but also bewilderingly foreign, is like the 
world turned inside out. Recognizable 
human facial features and readable 
expressions are here concealed behind 
masks or smudged beneath a layer of coal 
dust. Coordinated gestures are replaced by 
a powerless flailing, and articulate human 
speech by incoherent shrieks and babbles.

These visitors cannot help but trail some 
aura of disquiet. With their appearance 
on the threshold, that which is firmly 
established, and which can be depended 
upon, is suddenly cast into doubt, 
giving way to a chaotic intermingling 
of seriousness and levity, wisdom and 
stupidity, life and death. Established 
norms go on hiatus, a void appears, and 
in this gap we find ourselves suddenly 
confronted by strangeness, anxiety, and 
the specter of death itself. Negotiating 
this encounter correctly, while facing 
down the manifestation of our gravest 
concerns and deepest fears, ensures 
renewal and the catalyzing of one’s vital 
energies heading forward.

A successful encounter is confirmed with 
an exchange of gifts: in return for eggs 
or other goods, the otherworldly guests 
perform ritual gestures and express their 
best wishes—and a positive future is thus 
named and guaranteed.
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The Dziady Śmigustne: Słomiak and Babka
Piotr Opach, Dobroniów, Limanowa Powiat, 
Małopolska Voivodeship, 1938

Here we have costumes characteristic 
of, and an archival photograph (Dobra, 
1912) depicting, Easter “carolers” such as 
would, in the late 19th and first half of the 
20th centuries, visit homes in the villages 
around the southern Polish towns of Dobra, 
Limanowa, Jodłownik, and Wiśniowa. Older 
boys and young men would dress up as the so-
called “Dziady Śmigustne,” or “Śmigustnicy,” 
enacting the roles of characters such as 
Słomiak (literally, Strawman) and Babka 
(Granny), and then, usually in pairs, travel 
from house to house during the night 
spanning Easter Sunday and Monday.

The immediate purpose of these visits 
was the exuberant chucking of pails of 
water, although primary sources differ on 
one technical point: some state that the 
Śmigustnicy doused the household members, 
others that the Śmigustnicy themselves were 
doused, and still others that everyone ended 
up doused. The visitors communicated not 
with words but rather unintelligible grunts 
and mumbles: ukali, a drawn-out “oooo” 
sound, and turkali, a rapid trilling of “tr.” As 
a part of their visit, the Śmigustnicy would 
additionally perform a dance in front of the 
house before moving on, although only after 
having received a small gift called a śmiguszt 
from the homeowners, typically in the form 
of an offering of eggs. This nocturnal roaming 
of the Śmigustnicy would then carry on 
throughout the night and into the morning of 
Easter Monday.

The Śmigustnicy are one regional example 
of the tradition of groups of costumed boys 
visiting homes on “Wet Monday” (another being 
the appearance of Siuda Baba, a character 
whose likeness can be seen on the wall with the 
Easter egg display cases). Going “po śmiguście” 
is a springtime version of caroling. Its primary 
purpose is to ensure a bright future through 
the exchange of ceremonial gestures, best 
wishes, and small gifts. Costumes, masks, and 
traits intended to foster a sense of “otherness” 
(for example, lack of coherent speech) endow 
the visitors with an aura of having trekked 
from a great beyond, from which they arrive 
as mediators between our world and theirs. In 
their presence, and guided by established ritual, 
the power of that unknowable but benevolent 
beyond smiles upon the homeowners who, 
despite the strangeness and bizarre behavior 
of their uninvited guests, receive them with 
hospitality and gifts.

Today, the Śmigustnicy still visit homes 
on Easter Monday in the villages around 
Limanowa. And although their costumes have 
changed over time—now there is less straw in 
use, and plastic masks have replaced scraps of 
sheepskin turned fur-side-out—they, like their 
predecessors, continue to make sure to drench 
their hosts with plenty of water.

The Ethnographic Museum in Krakow’s 
collection contains more than 900 props and 
costume components, the oldest of which date 
from the 19th century, used in the past by spring 
and wintertime caroling groups.
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Pucheroki Hammer
Zielonki, Krakow Powiat,  
Małopolska Voivodeship, 1976

This “hammer” is a prop used by the 
Pucheroki, troupes of spring costume-wearers 
who were active on Palm Sunday, and whose 
brand of absurdist humor earned them the ire 
of church authorities. The most identifiable 
elements of the Pucheroki costume were tall, 
conical caps festooned with paper ribbons, 
and a long stick atop which was affixed the 
head of a wooden mallet (or occasionally an 
axe). These so-called hammers were used to 
beat out a ceremonious rhythm during the 
group’s comical orations.

The singular “Pucherok” is derived from the 
Latin puer for “boy,” an etymology which tells 
us something about Pucheroki performances, 
when groups of students would gather 
outside of Krakow churches on Palm Sunday, 
accepting offerings and chanting—with mock 
solemnity, as if intoning Latin exercises—
liturgical-sounding texts which were in 
fact a nonsensical patchwork of fragments 
drawn from Lenten hymns, catechismal 
dialogues, and satirical poetry from the 17th 
and 18th centuries. Such performances were 
eventually forbidden by the church, but this 
official condemnation didn’t keep elements 
of the Pucheroki performance from being 
adopted by children in villages outside of 
Krakow. In the accompanying film,5 from 1946, 
we have a chance to see one such band of 
Pucheroki in action.
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They crack the shells of Easter 
eggs and scatter them in rows 
under the heads of cabbages, 
to kill the caterpillars.6

The girl gives the 
farmhand an Easter 
egg while she is 
being doused.8Spare a few eggs…7

* In 2011, we counted 8,671 Easter eggs 
in the museum’s collection * Each 
individual egg is tucked into its own 
protective “nest” within one of 192 
drawers * The drawers are housed on 
a storage shelf measuring two meters 
tall by four-and-a-half meters wide * 
CAREFUL! A hundred-year-old egg that 
has not been hollowed out is a bomb: 
the yolk turns into a rock, the whites 
into hydrogen sulfide, and if you hold 
the egg too long in your hand it gets 
warmed by the heat of your palm and 

explodes! * The oldest egg in the collection 
is the Monasterska, or Monastic Easter egg, 
crafted in 1880 * To care for eggs that are 
often a century or so old, it’s best to drain 
the egg of its contents, leaving behind 
just a hollow shell * Various conservation 
methods for protecting the shells were 
tested over the years. Eggs were filled with 
wax, or cotton, or plaster. Conservators 
eventually settled upon the most effective 
method: reinforcing the egg by gluing crepe 
paper to the inside of its shell * The oldest 
and most popular method for executing 

a design upon an egg is to “write” onto the 
shell with melted wax using a “marker” 
such as a stick with the tip of a small metal 
funnel attached at the end * Designs can 
also be scraped with a knife, painted, 
etched in the acid of pickled cabbage, or 
achieved by glueing bits of paper, fabric, 
and the insides of bulrush onto an eggshell 
* The most commonly used type of egg in 
the collection is a hen’s egg, but there are 
also pigeon, turkey, geese, and duck eggs to 
be found here * Quail eggs are the smallest 
in the collection, ostrich eggs the largest 

S p a r e  a  f e w  e g g s …  S p a r e  a  f e w  e g g s …  S p a r e  a  f e w  e g g s …  S p a r e  a 
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Pisanki, kraszanki, 
drapanki, wyklejanki
Easter eggs: painted, dyed, etched, or used 
as a “canvas” for collage. Handmade with 
care and craft, these eggs were given as 
customary offerings of goodwill, tokens of 
affection, and even emblems of love. Eggs 
might be given in return for a dance at the 
zapusty (carnival), as a gift on Wet Monday 
after being splashed with water, or to 
convey Easter greetings. Decorative motifs 
here testify to the endurance of ancient 
symbols; to a sense of connectedness 
and rootedness to a place of origin and 
its influences; and to the kaleidoscopic 
diversity of creativity and inspiration.

But how did it all begin? “The beginning” 
and the egg have much in common. Under 
the hard, seemingly lifeless shell, a seed 
of life is contained, and therein lies the 
potential for development. Except that 
something comes even before the beginning 
itself—a non-state of non-being, a void. 
The egg is a symbol of life reincarnated, of 
return and renewal, of a cyclical emergence 
out of non-being. It represents a promise, 
serving as sustenance for the dead and the 
living alike by providing the former with the 
hope of return and the latter the potential 
for fertility.

The spring equinox. Easter. The sun 
challenges the dark and defeats it. 
Light prevails. Christ conquers death. 
Life triumphs. Here we have an epic 
tale narrated by the symbols and 
inscriptions to be found on the shells 
of Easter eggs. The tale’s universal 
elements are then refracted through 
a multiplicity of visual forms shaped 
by region and era. Each egg contains 
information about its artist; it speaks 
to us of an individual creative spirit 
shaped by a time and a place, by 
a culture and a community.

* Each egg has its own personal portrait. 
Today these are photographic portraits, 
but when the collection was in its infancy, 
eggs were documented with drawings, of 
which there are more than a thousand in 
our archive * The collection began in 1902, 
when Seweryn Udziela donated around 100 
Easter eggs, collected from the area then 
called Galicia, to the National Museum 
in Krakow * Our collection now contains 
eggs painted in Poland, Belarus, Bulgaria, 
Croatia, the Czech Republic, Hungary, 
Romania, Russia, Slovakia, and Ukraine 

* “I could not sell these Easter eggs, and 
so would be happy if the Ethnographic 
Museum in Krakow would accept this 
humble donation, and might one day find 
room for these eggs among its memorabilia 
dedicated to the Lemko, a people now 
coming to their end,” wrote Aleksandra 
Polańska-Hryńczuk, a member of the Lemko 
ethnic minority, in 1969 * The designs and 
patterns on our eggs continue to serve as 
a source of inspiration for contemporary 
artists and designers, who in turn give them 
a new life—beyond the museum *
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The Monastic Easter Egg
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Braiłów, Winnica Powiat, Podolia Governorate 
(present-day Ukraine), 1880

A unique object, this Easter egg (or 
pisanka) is the oldest in our collection. 
Handcrafted by a nun living in a female 
Eastern Orthodox monastery, it is 
a hollowed-out egg, dyed red and then 
covered with transparent wax, into which 
was melted a decorative design comprised 
of colored tinfoil and spiral metal thread.

Easter eggs made within Eastern Orthodox 
monasteries were richly decorated with 
the use of multicolor beads, sequins, tinfoil, 
and metal thread. Eggs were sometimes 
filled with peas or beads so that they would 
produce a rattling sound when shaken. 
Apart from woszczanki, or wax-covered 
eggs, there were also raskrytki: hollowed-
out eggs, divided into halves set on hinges, 
inside of which were tucked religious 
pictures placed on a bed of colored cotton, 
dried plants, or paper flowers.

Eastern Orthodox believers would hang 
these eggs in a “holy corner” of their 
chambers. Today such decorative monastic 
eggs, although they continue to be 

made, are rarely to be found even within 
museum collections; it is possible that the 
Ethnographic Museum’s Easter eggs make 
up the only such collection in Poland.

Interestingly, the Easter egg on display 
here was crafted some five years before 
Russian jeweler Peter Carl Fabergé was 
commissioned to produce the first of his 
legendary “Imperial” Fabergé Easter eggs 
for Tsar Alexander III. It is conceivable 
that the forms and aesthetic aspirations 
of Fabergé’s ornate masterpieces—the 
use of opulent materials such as gold 
and gemstones notwithstanding—were 
derived from those of decorative monastic 
eggs such as to be found in our collection.
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Easter Egg with Dedication
Pusta Wola, Jasło Powiat,  
Subcarpathian Voivodeship, c. 1920s–30s

Within the display case dedicated to 
traditional decorative Easter eggs featuring 
dedications, we find one egg dyed a dark 
blue. This egg bears the inscription “Wesołego 
Alleluja” (“Happy Hallelujah”). It is adorned 
with an exuberant, radial pattern of swirling 
lines extending into curlicued endings, the 
lines radiating from multiple small circles and 
recalling the rays of the sun.

The egg was decorated via a process derived 
from the batik technique, which involves 
drawing (or “writing”) a design directly onto 
an eggshell with melted beeswax. The wax is 
applied with the use of a “marker”: the head 
of a pin or the end of a metal funnel attached 
to a short stick, or else a sharpened stick 
itself. The egg is then dipped into an either 
natural or chemical dye, an action which 
can be repeated many times with dyes of 
various tints in order to attain a multi-hued 
pattern. Lastly, the beeswax is removed, at 
which point the eggshell may be polished or 
greased in order to enhance the vividness of 
its coloring.

Eggs both decorative and unadorned were, 
as recently as the interwar period, gifted 
to loved ones; to guests visiting during the 
Easter festal season; to godchildren; to spring 
carolers; and to the poor. The intent behind 
such a gift was generally to wish success and 
vitality upon its recipient. Boys received them 

S p a r e  a  f e w  e g g s …  S p a r e  a  f e w  e g g s …  S p a r e  a  f e w  e g g s …  S p a r e  a 

from girls as signs of affection and love, in 
return for a dance during Carnival season, or 
on Easter Monday as part of traditional Wet 
Monday exchanges which began with the 
boys dousing the girls with water. The gifting 
of eggs sometimes continued on into early 
June, when Green Week, a Pentecostal church 
holiday celebrated seven weeks after Easter, 
brought the Eastertide period to a close.

Greetings or dedications were sometimes, 
as in this case, inscribed directly onto an 
egg’s shell. The eggs on exhibit are drawn 
from multiple regions, with their inscriptions 
therefore appearing in multiple languages: in 
Polish on eggs from Upper Silesia, in Czech on 
those from Moravia, and in Cyrillic on those 
from Polesie Wołyńskie.



They are convinced that 
a field without palm crosses 
will be demolished by hail.10

It’s the willow branch 
hitting you, not me…11

Cows lashed with a blessed 
whip breed well.12
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The time is now. Spring: a period of 
purification. A world submerged in watery 
depths reveals its shapelessness, then 
emerges renewed. The need to shed and 
to shuck is felt instinctually, so as to strip 
a space for life to appear anew. A spring 
cleansing.

This is also a time for shaking off feelings of 
weakness and sluggishness, for a turning 
point has arrived. Subsequent development 
will depend on whether or not vigor 
increases—and now! The dormant vitality 
in slumbering bodies needs to be roused by 
the application of cold water and willow 
branches, which is to say with dousing and 
lashing respectively (actions which in their 
stripped-down primal intensity can even 
verge on the oppressive). And so we have 
Śmigus and Dyngus, two Easter Monday 

traditions, which involve villagers and 
townsfolk sprinkling (or sometimes soaking) 
each other with water—a tradition 
which endures until this day—but also, 
in the past, expressing best wishes and 
exchanging small symbolic gifts such as 
eggs, for these customs are, after all, about 
ushering in seasons of robust health and 
abundant growth.

The Easter palm, or bagnięć, is created 
from hydrophilous willow branches; 
a hazel branch, its catkins abundant; 
and the flowering stalk of a reed, all 
bound together with leather thong. It is 
astonishing to behold the speed with 
which the dry, seemingly dead branches 
begin to sprout leaves and put down roots 
when set in water. They foretell a spring 
awakening.

The thaw. Cracking, dryness, and a brittle 
stillness are replaced by rustling, dampness, 
and animation. The first thunderbolt 
cleaves the earth.
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Easter Palm
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Jurków, Brzesko Powiat,  
Małopolska Voivodeship, before 1924

This Easter palm is one of the oldest in our 
collection. Measuring 150 centimeters tall, 
it is constructed from willow and hazel 
branches bound together with string and 
leather thong, and decorated with a red 
ribbon fastened near the top. Originally, 
the branches were covered in catkins, and 
the palm was further embellished with the 
flowering stalks of reeds and bouquets of 
crepe-paper flowers.

Easter palms similar to the one on display 
were still being made into the 1970s. 
The shorter palms that are popular in 
our day and age, elaborately decorated 
with a multicolored arrangement of dried 
flowers garlanded around a stick, originally 
appeared in Vilnius (in present-day 
Lithuania) in the early 20th century, with the 
fashion eventually making its way south to 
Krakow and its environs.

Branches covered in catkins, as well 
as wetlands or evergreen plants, from 
which Easter palms (Polish: bagnięć) were 
assembled, were a symbol of new life, 
growing and gathering vitality before one’s 
very eyes when set in water. The fresh 
plants used for making palms were also 
consecrated in church, an act which was 
thought to further bestow upon them 
properties capable of enhancing 
vitality. This is why boys 
whipped residents with 
them, and why the 

leather thong with which palm branches 
were bound was later used as a whip at the 
beginning of the springtime shepherding 
season. Over time, though, the Easter 
palm’s decorative use began to take 
precedence over the palm’s symbolic 
and ceremonial functions, and 
today the Easter palm is seldom 
associated with fresh willow 
branches bearing clusters of 
catkins.

The Ethnographic Museum’s 
collection includes 245 
Easter palms, the earliest of 
which date from the early 
1900s. The great majority 
of our Easter palms are 
Vilnius palms, such 
as are described 
above, or else those 
influenced by the 
Vilnius variety.
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Easter Palm Cross
Rabka “Na Bani,” Nowy Targ Powiat, 
Małopolska Voivodeship, 20th century

Small crosses made out of Easter palm 
branches were carried out into the fields 
and placed, or “planted,” upon plowed 
soil, as a gesture of asking for the divine 
blessing of the earth and a bountiful 
harvest. Palm crosses were also laid atop 
houses and farm buildings to protect, 
respectively, the people and animals living 
within from disease—and also to shield 
the physical dwellings themselves by 
warding off the threat of lightning strikes.
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You hardly set foot on the 
Rudawa Bridge when you are 
greeted by a roar, commotion, 
the sound of fifes and paper 
trumpets, harmonicas and 
hurdy-gurdies, rooster-shaped 
whistles and wooden pipes.14

W h y  s o  g l u m  o n  y o u r  w a y  t o  E m a u s ?  W h y  s o  g l u m  o n  y o u r  w a y  t o 

Ledwie przestąpisz most 
na Rudawie już wita cię 
gwar i hałas, granie trąbek 
papierowych, organków, 
harmonijek, katarynek,  
świst gwizdków, kogutków  
i piszczałek...

Seweryn Udziela, 1905  r.

Każdy wreszcie powraca  
z siekierką taką i dzwonkiem 
glinianym...

Stanisław Cercha, 1896

Everyone returns with 
an axe and a clay bell.13 Why so glum on your 

way to Emaus?15
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Easter Monday. 
Early 20th century. The residents of Krakow 
have set out en masse for the Emaus fair 
in nearby Zwierzyniec. On this, their first 
springtime jaunt of the season, th ey stride in 
pursuit of recreation for both body and soul. 
At Emaus, one’s senses are vigorously roused 
from wintertime hibernation: […] the sound 
of fifes and paper trumpets, harmonicas and 
hurdy-gurdies, rooster-shaped whistles and 
wooden pipes […]. The little frogs twisted on 
strings croak, the rubber balls and balloons 
of all shapes, inflated and released, squeal 
and squeak in a host of voices […]. When 
you find yourself there, bewildered by the 
motion, the general bustle and merriment, 
you forget about the worries that plague you, 
and you breathe more freely; it seems that 
those carefree years of youth are back, and 
that everything that once delighted you has 
returned […].16

The world in spring emanates a childlike 
energy. At Emaus, the stalls are stocked 
with sweets, and chockablock with wooden 
figurines and axes, miniature wheelbarrows, 
carriages, and cribs, clay whistles and bells. 
And although it is doubtful that anyone 
at all pays much attention to the small 
suns branded into the axes or the wavy 
lines ornamenting the bells, for us, these 
subtle iconographies allow us to trace the 
provenance of such artifacts back into 
a distant past, for they are derived from Slavic 
harvest rites tied to the regeneration of the 
earth and springtime renewal in this corner of 
the world.

Rękawka, the “green carnival,” begins 
a day later. Students and other young 
men chase after the girls, blowing into 
their ears with long paper trumpets […] 
and showering them with whole handfuls 
of confetti […]; from higher up, the street 
urchins pelt passersby with orange peels 
and nutshells […].17 All is a joyous swirl of 
whirling carousels, the scene punctuated 
by captivating dioramas. Grown men test 
their mettle within the “fortress” while, 
elsewhere, youngsters show off their 
physical prowess at pole climbing and 
wrestling, stilt racing and sack racing, the 
long jump and the high jump.

But make no mistake: the lack of 
seriousness at Emaus and Rękawka 
does not mean a lack of significance, 
for an essential and sustaining quality 
is to be found here in play and fun and 
games; in feelings of giddy bewilderment 
and outbursts of joy; in the pleasurable 
disorientation that results from swaying 
and spinning, climbing and leaping, 
tumbling and then laughing on the way 
down; in the good-natured but hearty 
competition; in fortunes foretold by a parrot 
or a roll of the dice.

And then, at day’s end, the holiday season 
draws to a close, and people, objects, and 
time itself can return to daily life and its 
diurnal rhythms.
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Krakow, turn of the 19th and 20th centuries

A unique object. At the turn of the 19th and 
20th centuries, clay bells such as the one 
on display, as well as small toy axes made 
of wood, were the most common souvenirs 
one could purchase at the springtime 
Emaus fair—held annually in Zwierzyniec 
(then a village, today a part of Krakow)—
an Easter Monday festival attended by 
residents of Krakow and its surrounding 
villages. Everyone returns with an axe 
and a clay bell to show they have been to 
Emaus.18 In spite of their popularity and 
inexpensiveness—or perhaps precisely 
because of their ubiquitousness, which, 
at the time, might have resulted in their 
not having been deemed worthy of 
preservation—only this one single clay 
bell survives in our collection, although 
we are fortunately able to count fourteen 
axes among the museum’s holdings.

The turn-of-the-century popularity of 
fairground bells and axes was likely 
owed to their affordability, although the 
tradition itself can perhaps be traced back 
in time to rites associated with springtime 
Slavic All Souls’ Day observances. During 
the interwar period, axes and bells were 
still sometimes sold at Emaus, as well as 

at the Rękawka fair, held a day later on 
Krakow’s Lasota Hill. Gradually, however, 
their popularity began to wane until by 
midcentury they had vanished altogether.

It is worth considering, though, from 
the vantage point of today, if instead 
of truly disappearing, the Emaus toy 
axes—modeled upon a tool associated 
with masculinity—were instead simply 
replaced in popularity by other types of 
replica, child-scaled tools or weapons, 
or, subsequently, by the proliferation of 
contemporary plastic toys representing 
modern weapons such as pistols and 
machine guns. 

W h y  s o  g l u m  o n  y o u r  w a y  t o  E m a u s ?  W h y  s o  g l u m  o n  y o u r  w a y 

The Clay Bell
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The Clay Bell
Krakow, first half of the 20th century

This diminutive toy tree, sculpted from wood 
and painted green, is comprised of a base, 
a trunk, and a dozen oval, elongated leaves/
branches extending upwards. Additionally, 
the tree’s crown supports a bird’s nest and 
a pair of nesting birds painted yellow. We 
were delighted by the synthesized form of 
this sculpture, as well as its innate dynamism, 
so suggestive of vitality and strength. It is 
for this reason that we decided to use this 
miniaturized Tree of Life as both inspiration 
and model for the large-scale tree that we 
have placed in the center of the room.

The identity of the Tree of Life’s sculptor is 
unknown, although it is likely that he was a 
bricklayer or woodworker such as would—in 
the late 1800s and early 1900s—craft small, 
handmade figurines and other children’s 
toys at home during the winter months, to 
be later sold in the springtime at fairs in 
and around Krakow, such as the Emaus and 
Rękawka festivals. The authors of the oldest 
works on display here remain anonymous; 
but we do know the names of many of the 
artists represented in this exhibition who 
were active during the interwar and postwar 
periods, such as Franciszek Kuthan, Jan 
Oprocha (the father), and a porter named 
Mateusz Dańszczyk.

Though typically produced by 
nonprofessional hands, and in a creator’s 
spare time, the craftsmanship on display here 
is not without its artistry and individuality, 
especially in the idiosyncratic rendering of 
physical traits and facial characteristics. 
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The Tree of Life

What further links the objects that were 
available for purchase at the aforementioned 
fairs, and at the same time distinguishes 
them from similar artifacts found elsewhere, 
is their technical ingenuity—specifically, the 
way in which individual wooden components 
are cleverly set on springs, lending these 
figurines a delightful hint of animation and 
spring-activated aliveness, particularly in the 
case of figurines depicting human characters. 
The occasional herky-jerky unpredictably of 
their movements can be quite amusing to 
behold, although one can imagine how these 
erratic movements could also be seen as 
slightly unnerving.

This subset of the Ethnographic Museum’s 
collection is comprised of nearly 300 such 
toys, produced from the late 1800s all the 
way up until the present day, acquired at 
Emaus and Rękawka fairs over the years.
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