At the end of the 18th century the
Commonwealth of Poland and Lith-
uania disappeared from the map
of Europe as a result of three par-
titions (in 1772, 1793 and 1795). Its
territories were occupied and incor-
porated into the Russian Empire,
Prussia and Austria (since 1867 Aus-
tria-Hungary) of the Habsburgs. The
independent state was restored as
the Republic of Poland in 1918, after
over a century of military, econom-
ic, political and cultural struggle.
The historical background and con-
text for the processes and themes
discussed in this article are elab-
orated in detail in my publication:
Edyta Barucka, ‘Redefining Polish-
ness: The Revival of Crafts in Galicia
around 1900’, Acta Slavica laponica,
Tomus 28 (2010), 71-99.
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The Vernacular Revival
in the Polish Tatras
c. 1900

Arts, Patronage, Collecting
and Documentation

Edyta Barucka

Introduction

At the turn of the 19th and 20th century, a remote village
of Zakopane in the Tatra Mountains rose to unprecedented
prominence among the Polish elites as the informal cultural
capital of the country. Though Poland did not exist at that time on
the European map, the efforts of Poles to sustain their national
identity and ultimately to regain the country’s lost independence
continued throughout the long 19th century.! In 1831 and 1863
there were abortive military uprisings, both followed by severe
persecutions, which included deportations and exile, confiscations
of property, imprisonment and death penalties. Times were
harshest under the Russian and Prussian authorities after 1863.
With the failure of the uprisings, home industries, culture and
education began to play an increasingly important role and the
idea of military action gave way to the ethos of carving out national
autonomy through economic and social measures. Painting,
literature, decorative arts and architecture became vehicles for
national memories, dreams and aspirations.? In the last decades
of the 19th century, for reasons that will be discussed later in this
paper, there emerged in Zakopane a community of artists, doctors,
intelligentsia and landed gentry, some of them from insurrectionist
backgrounds, dedicated to upholding Polish identity and values.
Those men and women became involved in initiatives and work
at the grassroots level, fostering education among Highlanders,
cultivating local craftsmanship and vernacular building traditions,
documenting the Tatra mountains plant species and local wildlife,
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The earliest such collection was of
female folk costume from the turn
of the 18th and 19th centuries. It
belonged to Count Stanistaw Droho-
jowski, who donated it to the Tatra
Museum in 1889, thus starting the
Museum’s ethnographic section. In
1896 the Krasinskis collection was
donated to the Museum. The years
between 1880 and 1920 were the
peak period for ethnographic stud-
ies and private collecting in Podhale.
Hanna Bfaszczyk-Zérowska, Kultura
Ludowa Podhala (Zakopane: Mu-
zeum Tatrzanskie, 2003), 5-7.
Teresa Jabtonska, Muzeum Stylu
Zakopianiskiego im.  Stanistawa
Witkiewicza (Zakopane: Muzeum
Tatrzanskie, 2002), 37.
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and preserving the ethnographic heritage of the Podhale region.
The vernacular revival in the Tatras that these people initiated
had political overtones and was part of a broader sweep of the
national Romantic movements across Northern Europe, with
their appreciation of folk traditions, indigenous architecture,
handicrafts and Nature.

This article sets out to discuss that revival and, in particular,
to highlight the work of two artists, Stanistaw Witkiewicz and
Karol Ktosowski, who both made lasting contributions to the
decorative arts and architecture in Podhale. It also aims to situate
the vernacular revival in Podhale in a broader context of artistic
and ethnographic interests in the Tatras in the 19th and early
20th centuries. The history of artists’ presence in Zakopane has
been thoroughly researched and discussed by Teresa Jabtonska,
most recently in her major book on the subject, Fine Arts at
the Foot of the Polish Tatra Mountains (2015), which offers an
in-depth survey of the discovery of the Tatras in the 1830s,
and the subsequent growth of interest in Highlanders and their
culture. That interest was sustained by the advent of mountain
photography in the 1850s, and invigorated by the foundation of
the crafts schools in Zakopane in the 1870s and 1880s.3 The rise
of ethnographic studies and the interest in collecting in Europe
— which highlighted the vernacular and folk traditions — played
its role, too. In Zakopane Countess Rdza Krasinska and Maria and
Bronistaw Dembowscy were among the earliest private collectors
of Podhale handicrafts.* A suite of furniture decorated with folk
motifs, commissioned by Krasiriska in 1885, is considered to be
the first example of neo-vernacular ornamentation in the region.®

A breakthrough in the history of the vernacular revival in
the Tatras was the construction of Koliba. Designed by Stanistaw
Witkiewicz (1851-1915) — who sketched out the building,
completed in 1893 — it stands out as the first and prime example
of the so-called Zakopane Style (Fig. 1). Witkiewicz was a larger-
than-life figure: a painter, writer, and art critic, prolific designer
of furniture and interior decorator. His houses, writings and ideas
constituted a major contribution to the artistic developments in
Zakopane around 1900. He moved to the village in 1891 to be
treated for tuberculosis, joining his friends Maria and Bronistaw
Dembowscy. Their collection of everyday objects, made and
used by Highlanders, opened his eyes to the decorative potential
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Fig. 1. The Zakopane Style. Stanistaw Witkiewicz’'s drawing of Koliba,
from the archive of the Tatra Museum in Zakopane

of local craftsmanship. The Zakopane Style was Witkiewicz’s
endeavour to revive the building and ornamental traditions of
the Tatra Highlanders and use them as a springboard for more
elaborate and sophisticated architectural and interior design.®
Koliba was designed to showcase his ideas.

While the work of Stanistaw Witkiewicz has been well
documented in scholarly publications, and his own writings have
been published, the artist whose contribution to the Zakopane
Style has not yet received proper recognition nor properly been
researched is Karol Ktosowski (1882-1971). Unlike Witkiewicz,
Ktosowski never became a central figure in the artistic community
in Zakopane, nor did he aspire to hold such a position. In Polish
art history he is first and foremost recognised as one of the
founding members of the Podhale Arts Society (Towarzystwo
Sztuka Podhalanska) and a designer of lacework, for which he
was awarded the gold medal in the ‘Exposition internationale
des arts décoratifs et industriels modernes’ in Paris in 1925.7
Yet, it is his intricately handcrafted house in Koscieliska Street in
Zakopane that deserves a special place not only in the history of
the vernacular revival in the Tatras but also in that of the artists’
wooden houses and studios in Northern Europe (Fig. 2). Ktosowski
named his home Willa Cicha (Silent Villa) and during his long and
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Fig. 2. The Silent Villa (Willa Cicha) in Koscieliska Street, Zakopane,
in 2014
Photo: Tadeusz Barucki

creative life he transformed a modest vernacular dwelling that
had originally belonged to his Highlander wife into an artistic
house of remarkable unity — his personal and poetic statement
on art and life.

When Ktosowski first came to Zakopane in 1896 to learn
woodcarving, the village had already been a hub of educational
activities. The School of Wood Industry that he joined had been
in operation for 20 years and the School of Lacework had recently
opened. Both were founded with a view to educating young
people in useful skills and with the ultimate goal of providing
economic relief in a region where there was notorious poverty.
There was also the School of Household Management, founded
in Kérnik by Countess Jadwiga Zamoyska and which moved
to Zakopane in 1889.2 Interestingly, those responsible for the
foundation of the schools — doctor Tytus Chatubinski, actress
Helena Modrzejewska (later known as Modjeska) and Countess
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Zamoyska — arrived in the Tatras from three different corners of
the former Commonwealth: Chatubinski, came from Warsaw,
then occupied by the Russians, Modrzejewska from Krakow,
then in Austria-Hungary, and Zamoyska, together with her son,
Wtadystaw, from Greater Poland, then under the Prussian rule. In
1889, Wtadystaw Zamoyski purchased a large portion of the lands
of Zakopane which, thanks to the relative autonomy of the whole
region under the Habsburgs and Zamoyski’s ownership, became
an enclave of freedom for Poles from the three partitioning zones.
In 1907 Ktosowski returned to the village and in that same year he
married a Highlander poetess, Katarzyna Gasienica-Sobczak. He
moved into his wife’s house in Koscieliska Street and would spend
the rest of his life there.

As Ktosowski’s entire output is still awaiting a monographic
study, this article aims partly to fill that gap by shedding light
on the Silent Villa on the basis of available sources, including
family archives and memories. The significance of Willa
Cicha is highlighted in particular against the backdrop of the
cultural and educational developments in Zakopane around
1900 and Stanistaw Witkiewicz’s idea of the Zakopane Style.
The contribution of Witkiewicz and Ktosowski to the artistic
revival in Zakopane cannot be discussed without a reference
to a score of outstanding personalities such as Chatubinski
and Modrzejewska, who offered their support, patronage and
friendship, generously shared their knowledge and financial
resources, and became involved in a host of initiatives pro
publico bono. It was thanks to the contribution of such
personalities, coupled with the work of the artists themselves,
that around 1900 Zakopane came to be perceived as the cultural
and spiritual centre of Polish life, alongside Krakow. Therefore,
this paper also sets out to offer a picture of this community,
which comprised painters, sculptors, writers, and musicians, as
well as doctors, lawyers, and landowners, and last but not least,
the Highlanders themselves. The two major dates defining the
period under discussion are those of 1873 and 1909, which mark
the foundation of the Tatra Society and the Podhale Arts Society
respectively. The Tatra Society was the first body launched to
coordinate scientific and ethnographic studies on the Podhale
region; the Podhale Arts Society was an umbrella association for
regional artists.
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tion shortly after the partitions by
Stanistaw Staszic, founder of the
first Society of the Friends of Sci-
ence, who in his study of the geo-
logical formation of the Carpathians
mentioned the Tatra Highlanders
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Jacek Kolbuszewski, Tatry w litera-
turze polskiej 1805-1939 (Krakow:
Wydawnictwo Literackie, 1982), 34.
His landscapes such as Widok
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47.
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Wincenty Pol (1807-72) Piesri o
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writing on native landscape paint-
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alogue) (Warsaw: Muzeum Narodo-
we w Warszawie, 2000), 217.
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pane and paint the Tatras after he
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where in 1895 he was appointed
professor at the Academy of Fine
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144-45.

Walery Rzewuski’s (1837-88) pho-
tograph, Sunday Reading, from
1859, is considered the first photo-
graphic portrait of the Tatra High-
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80-81.

EUROPEAN REVIVALS

From Dreams of a Nation to Places of Transnational Exchange

FNG Research 1/2020

‘The secret speech of the landscape’:
painters and writers in the Tatras around
the mid-19th century

The early writers and painters who travelled to the Tatras
were driven by the call of the wilderness and the quest for
the sublime, also noted elsewhere in Europe, in the wake of
Romantic sentiments.? The first painter of the Tatras and a
pioneering figure of the Polish school of landscape painting, Jan
Nepomucen Gtowacki (1802-47), set up a studio in an old inn
in the 1830s in one of the valleys in the Tatras, from which he
would embark on outdoor trips to make studies from nature for
his oil paintings.10 At the same time the Romantic writer and
poet, Seweryn Goszczynski (1803-76), in his Podréz do Tatréw
(Journey to the Tatras, 1832) praised the Highlanders and their
ways of life, thus becoming one of the first writers to introduce
the Tatra motifs into Polish literature.!* For Goszczynski, who
had taken part in the November Uprising of 1831, the region
provided a refuge from political persecution, a role it would
resume later in the century after the Uprising of 1863. Both
such literary and pictorial representations of the mountainous
landscapes were also charged with coded emotions, becoming
manifestations of patriotism at a time of partitions and political
oppression. Using the expression coined by the poet Wincenty
Pol, the ‘secret speech of the landscape’ evoked the motherland
as much as the nature.?

The second wave of artist-visitors started to paint in
the Tatras in the 1860s. They were bohemians and disciples of
Wojciech Gerson (1831-1901), whose Warsaw studio was home
to the Gerson School and who is considered one of the best
realist painters of mountain views. The works of his disciple, Leon
Wyczotkowski (1852—-1936), stand out as the most expressive
renderings of the power and glory of mountain peaks, crags,
lakes and tarns.!® Towards the end of the 1850s, painters were
followed by photographers such as Walery Eljasz-Radzikowski
(1840-1905), who visited the Tatras regularly and made Zakopane
his second home.'* Eljasz-Radzikowski was not only one of the
most gifted early photographers of the Tatras, but also a painter
and writer, author of the first guide to the Tatras and a co-founder
of the Tatra Society.
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Education and arts patronage in Zakopane
towards the end of the 19th century: the role of
Tytus Chatubinski and Helena Modrzejewska

The establishment of the Tatra Society in 1873, as well as
Zakopane’s newly acquired status, from 1885 onwards, as
a mountain resort for the climatic treatment of pulmonary
diseases, were the two milestones in the development of the
village. Both were largely masterminded by Tytus Chatubinski
(1820-1889), a renowned Warsaw doctor who, together with
Walery Eljasz and parish priest Jézef Stolarczyk, was among the
founders of the Society. The Tatra Society provided a platform for
concerted efforts to protect native plants and wildlife, encourage
ethnographic research and promote tourism. In 1888 it played
an instrumental role in the foundation of the Tatra Museum in
Zakopane. That year Chatubinski, who had been involved in the
project and whose wide-ranging interests included botanical and
mineralogical studies, donated his substantial collection of the
Tatra bryophytes to the Museum.® It was also on the initiative
of Chatubinski and the Tatra Society that in 1876 the School of
Wood Industry was founded to provide vocational training in
building, ornamentation, sculpture and crafts.1® Similarly, the
School of Lacework opened in 1883 thanks to the actress, Helena
Modrzejewska (1840-1909). In a letter of 12 October 1881
Modrzejewska was writing about her desire to do ‘something
good’ for Highlander childrenl” and a year later she raised funds
for the School at the premiere of Ibsen’s Doll’s House in the Great
Theatre in Warsaw.18 The School initially produced work based
on foreign models, but over the years, it developed its own
designs, with motifs of Tatra plants and animals; a pivotal role
in this development was played by Ktosowskil® (Fig. 3). In 1925
several pieces of lacework designed by Ktosowski and executed
by students of the School, were displayed in the Polish Pavilion
in Paris.

Modrzejewska was a regular visitor to Zakopane, where
she had a villa called Modrzejow built for herself and her family.
The villa was one of the artistic salons of Zakopane, frequented by
artists who wereresidentinthevillage orvisiting for shorter breaks.
It was at Modrzejow that the career of Ignacy Jan Paderewski
(1860-1941) was launched. Paderewski was a virtuoso pianist
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Fig. 3. An example of Karol Ktosowski's lacework with a motif of pines
from the Family Archive
Photo: Jacek Bukowski

and composer, who went on to become the Prime Minister of the
independent Republic of Poland in 1919. He was introduced to
Modrzejewska in 1884 by Tytus Chatubinski and he would come to
play the piano in her house until the small hours of the morning.
Impressed by his demeanor and performance, Modrzejewska
noted: ‘By the piano, Paderewski’s head encircled in a halo of
thick, golden hair and his delicate, almost feminine facial features
reminiscent of an angel from Botticelli or Fra Angelico’s paintings.
Whilst playing, he was so absorbed in the music that its power
over him had an almost hypnotic effect’.2® She decided that as a
young, gifted pianist the 24-year-old Paderewski should continue
his education abroad. That year, she also arranged for Paderewski
to give a concert in Krakow, combined with her own recitations,
to raise funds for his studies in Vienna.2! Nearly twenty years
later, in 1901, Paderewski’s opera Manru, with its plot set in the
Tatra Mountains, was first performed at Kénigliches Opernhaus in
Dresden, and was subsequently staged in several European cities,
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Fig. 4. Leon Wyczotkowski, Stanistaw Witkiewicz with Wojciech Roj, 1902, oil on canvas. National Museum in Krakow
Photo: Pawet Czernicki

Szczublewski, Modrzejewska. Zycie
w odsfonach, 569.
https://culture.pl/pl/dzielo/ignacy-
jan-paderewski-manru (accessed 21
December 2018).

The friendship between Modrze-
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and his son, Stanistaw Ignacy has
been discussed by Janusz Degler,
‘Modrzejewska i Witkiewiczowie’, in
Helena Modrzejewska 1840-1909.
Pamietnik Tetaralny, Zeszyt 3-4,
(Warszawa: Instytut Sztuki PAN,
2009), 261-81.
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as well as New York’s Metropolitan Opera.22 The costume designs
were sketched out in Zakopane and some of the costumes were
sent to Dresden directly from there; presumably the School of
Lacework was also involved in making them.23

Helena Modrzejewska was a good friend of Stanistaw
Witkiewicz, with whom she maintained regular correspondence
throughout her intensive European and American tours. She also
acted as godmother to Stanistaw Witkiewicz’s son, Stanistaw
Ignacy, who later made his name as a portrait painter and
playwright.24 The boy was christened in 1891 in the old wooden
parish church of Our Lady of Czestochowa in Koscieliska Street.
Jan Gasienica Krzeptowski, also known as Sabata —an inspirational
Highlander who was a bard, musician and guide — acted as
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In his last years there Witkiewicz
was accompanied by Maria Dem-
bowska, who later travelled with
his coffin across wartime Europe
to bring it to Zakopane. Zbigniew
Mozdzierz, ‘Stanistaw Witkiewicz
(1851-1915). Szkic biograficzny’, in
Zbigniew Mozdzierz (ed.), Stanistaw
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mysliciel (Proceedings of the ses-
sion organised on the eightieth
anniversary of the artist’s death)
(Zakopane: The Society of the Tatra
Museum and The Tatra Museum,
1997), 45, 48.

The Warsaw years were an impor-
tant period in Witkiewicz’s life, not
only because they marked the be-
ginning of his professional life as an
art critic and theoretician, but also
because it was in that period that
he made several friendships that
weighed upon his later stay in Zako-
pane, such as those with Bronistaw
Dembowski, Helena Modrzejewska,
Henryk Sienkiewicz and Wtadystaw
Matlakowski. Mozdzierz, ‘Stanistaw
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graficzny’, 15-25.
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a godfather. Witkiewicz’s choice of these two highly original
and talented figures from two different backgrounds to act as
godparents to his son was an example of the socially inclusive
sensibilities of the Zakopane artistic community at that time.
Modrzejewska represented artists who were coming to the Tatras
to become part of the local community. Sabata stood for the local
gorale people, epitomising their spirit of independence, creativity,
strong connection with the land, and the continuity of culture and
traditions. This coming together of two worlds is well reflected in
Witkiewicz’s double portrait with Wojciech Roj, a mountain guide
and builder, painted by Leon Wyczétkowski (Fig. 4), as well as in
Tytus Chatubinski’s statue with Sabata, by Jan Nalborczyk, erected
in Zakopane in 1903.

Stanistaw Witkiewicz and the development of
the Zakopane Style

Zakopane’s mountain climate attracted people who suffered from
TB, such as Witkiewicz, Ktosowski, Dembowski and Dr. Wiadystaw
Matlakowski (1850—1895), all of whom were to make a significant
contribution to the artistic heritage of Podhale. The year 1891
marked the beginning of the Zakopane period in Witkiewicz’s life,
which continued for 17 years until he left the Tatras for Lovrano
(now in Croatia), never to return.2> Known as an art critic and
theoretician, he came to Zakopane from Warsaw at the age of
40.%6 Witkiewicz spent his youth in Siberia, where his family
was exiled as punishment for their participation in the January
Uprising, and he was later educated in St Petersburg and Munich.
He had visited Zakopane several times before, at the invitation
of Maria Dembowska and her husband Bronistaw. During one
such early visit of 1886, the Dembowskis introduced Witkiewicz
to their collection of Highlander household objects and costumes
(Fig. 5). This first encounter with the culture of Podhale was to
inspire him with the idea for the Zakopane Style. 27 Having settled
in the village, Witkiewicz became part of the circle of writers and
painters who regularly met at the Dembowskis’ home. The group
included such luminaries of Polish literature as Henryk Sienkiewicz
(1846-1916), the author of uplifting historical novels that were
to win him the Nobel Prize, and Stefan Zeromski (1864-1925), a
writer with a strong social conscience and considerable political
interests. Among the painters was Adam Chmielowski (1845-
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Fig. 5. Maria and Bronistaw Dembowski’s collection in Chatupa
Gasienicéw-Sobczakéw, now a branch of the Tatra Museum
Photo: Jacek Mozdzynhski, from the archive of the Tatra Museum in Zakopane

1916), later Brother Albert, who gave up art to serve the poor
and homeless.28 The Highlanders, Wojciech Roj and Jan Gasienica
Krzeptowski, aka. Sabata, were also part of that circle.
Witkiewicz’s move to Zakopane in 1891 coincided with
the publication of his book Na przeteczy (On a Mountain Pass),
subtitled ‘Impressions and Pictures from the Tatra Mountains’.
A highly emotional praise of the gdrale and their culture, it
received such great critical acclaim that Witkiewicz himself was
hailed as ‘the Evangelist of the Tatras’.2® Richly illustrated with
Witkiewicz’s own woodcuts, the book comprises a collection of
literary vignettes from the Highlanders’ life, his own ponderings
on local nature, customs and traditions, as well as transcriptions
of conversations with the gdrale. Last, but not least, it features
passages on vernacular building and decorative traditions,
highlighting the artistic potential of Podhale. The opening lines of
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Stanistaw Witkiewicz, Na przefeczy
(Warsaw: Gebethner & Wolff, 1891,
reprinted in Krakow by KAW in
1991), 17.

Barucka, ‘Redefining Polishness...,
82-84. The major study on Koliba
was published by The Tatra Muse-
um and offers articles on the idea
of the Zakopane Style and history
of the house by Teresa Jabtoriska
and Zbigniew Mozdzierz, Koliba.
Pierwszy dom w stylu zakopiariskim
(Zakopane: Muzeum Tatrzanskie im.
dra Tytusa Chatubiriskiego, 1994).
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Witkiewicz’s description of the Highlander chata (hut) shows us
what he saw with the painter’s eye and what he so successfully
persuaded others to see. He wrote:

The chata géralska (Highlander hut) on the very first sight
appears to be full of character — this element of personality
that makes special people and extraordinary things stand out
from the crowd. Its main structure is that of a box for man
to hide within, that serves practical purposes and is equally
simple and unsophisticated in all other such huts. Four walls,
two gable ends, two surfaces of a pitched roof, slightly
asymmetrically leaning onto one side to shelter additional
chambers — that is the whole of it. Yet, all the parts of this
chata bear a stamp of a certain style, a certain linear motif.3°

The following year, Witkiewicz set out to explore further
this potential in a house, which would take the simple ‘box’ into
a previously unknown level of complexity and sophistication.
The outcome was Koliba, completed in 1893, and it marks the
beginning of the vernacular revival in the Tatras.

Within a decade, other houses in the Zakopane Style
followed: Pepita, Oksza, Zofiéwka, and the most spectacular
of them, House under the Firs (originally referred to as a Villa
under the Firs), which up until now was privately owned by the
same family, and designed and furnished by Witkiewicz and his
collaborators. Those who commissioned drawings and designs
for their houses from Witkiewicz were not artists themselves,
but they appreciated his mission and ideas. Koliba was built
after his sketches between 1892-93 for Zygmunt Gnatowski, a
landowner and amateur collector of Highlander dress, furniture
and household objects. Originally, Gnatowski intended to have a
dwelling modelled on a Highlander chata specifically to house his
collection, but Witkiewicz persuaded him to make Koliba a flagship
for the Zakopane Style.31 Not only was the house conceived and
constructed in keeping with the vernacular building traditions of
the Podhale region, but it was also furnished and decorated with
items and ornaments that drew upon local craft traditions (Fig. 6).
The Highlander motifs, reinterpreted and refined, when applied
to furniture, textiles, embroidery, woodcarving and ironwork,
provided the aesthetic coherence of the house. This dedication
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