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Sn STUDIE

FOLK ART IN SLOVAKIA AND THE EUROPEAN CONTEXT

OL.GA DANGLOVA, CSe.

Institute of Ethnology of the Slovak Academy of Sciences, Jakubovo nam. 12, 813 64
Bratislava, Slovakia

Article concernes with the stylish differences within the framework of European
folk art. Defined two basic criteria for the territorial division of folk art in Europe:
1. the long-lasting preservation of prehistoric forms and geometrical ornamentation
(present especially in Eastern Europe, i.e. mostly the Slavs, Albanians and Greeks);
2. the dependence upon historic styles of the European art (present mostly in Wes-
tern Europe). A more detailed analysis would reveal a major impact, In Hungarian
decorative art we may talk about the popularisation of Renaissance decorative pro-
cedures, in Slovakia there was also an evident trace of the medieval taste, Bohemia
choose baroque, in Austria it was baroque and rococo and so on.

Article also deals with the influence of geographical factors upon the regional dif-
ferences of folk art and try to answer the question whether and how folk art itself is
bound with ethnicity.

When comparing the individual ethnic or territorial variants of folk art in Europe, we
may come to a surprising conclusion. Folk art in Europe is compact in its rough outlines.
From the art-historian’s point of view we could even say that the differentiations traced are
less considerable than those in the Gothic style. Most probably it comes from the fact that
the cultural and social backgrounds of their bearers and creators have had many similari-
ties. Nevertheless, there have always been differences, too. However, if you break the shell
underneath is a mosaic, which can only be explained though if set against the knowledge of
a particular cultural situation.

The ethnographer M. Haberlandt, an Austrian, and J. Grabowski, a Pole, who have con-
cerned themselves with the stylistic differences within the framework of European folk art,
defined two basic criteria for the territorial division of folk art in Europe:

1./ the long-lasting preservation of prehistoric forms and geometrical ornamentation
(present especially in Eastern Europe, i.e. mostly the Slavs, Albanians and Greeks);

2./ the dependence upon historic styles of the European art (present mostly in Western
Europe).
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In view of these criteria Central Europe has displayed a considerable internal expanse
in which we can see contact with prehistoric forms as well as an inclination towards imita-
tion or the authentic remodelling of historic styles.!

Often being due to technology itself (e.g. wavy and other regular lines on pottery as
a natural result of the rotation of the potter’s wheel), geometrical ornamentation based on
the elements of linear or circular forms appeared as early as the Neolithic age, often in
connection with magic and cult. Nevertheless, due to its simplicity, it could have arisen
anywhere and in any period using no previous patterns. Accordingly, the relevance of geo-
metrical ornamentation to prehistoric art does not necessarily have to be direct; it may
simply come from the formal similarities.

As far as the preservation of prehistoric forms and geometrical ornamentation is con-
cerned, there are also speculative anthropological accounts based on the comparison of art
styles with respect to aspects of social organization. They have originated in the statement
according to which the author subconsciously reflects either the real or a desired social
situation of his own community. Anthropologist J.L. Fischer came to the hypothesis that
egalitarian communities were distinctive because of the simple, similar, and recurrent ele-
ments used in artistic and, especially, decorative expression. This was to demonstrate the
equality of individual members of the egalitarian or, I would say, collectivist society. On
the contrary, hierarchical societies have been typefied by the opposite art characteristics.?

According to these theories we find that Eastern Europe, i.e. most Slavic nations, Alba-
nia and Greece (where abstract and linear styles are dominant) is in fact egalitarian and
collectivistic — from the viewpoint of the social organization of peasant communities. Un-
doubtedly, this is a rather free and brave speculation which, though, may have a certain real
value.

And what about the influences of historic styles? Even in the most remote areas, the
peasant culture did not live in absolute isolation from the outside world and period which it
was a part of. It has always been a sort of network formed by channels, be it broad or
narrow, connected to the culture of other social strata. Via the network of such channels
a certain, even if delayed, knowledge of historic styles penetrated the rural environment.
From time to time, peasants and shepherds were also given the opportunity to see the way
towns people and the aristocracy dressed, which houses they lived in, etc. There were chur-
ches celebrating the Lord through the dazzling grandeur of their decorations. Many work-
shops employed craftsmen and country embroiderers who also applied their knowledge to
the domestic surroundings. However, the most powerful intermediary of the penetration of
styles into the expression of folk art was craft. I would say that the degree of the stylistic
element’s influences conformed to the power and impact of crafts as well as to their inter-
connection to folk craftsmanship and art.

But coming back to considerations of the territorial demarcation of folk art’s bounda-
ries according to external features, in opinion of M. Haberlandt it is very difficult to trace
the exact border of the Central European group. It is difficult to say to which extent Germa-
ny, Austria or Switzerland, where the genetic line of folk art is just slightly different from
that of France or Holland, belong more to Western Europe rather than to Central European
group.’ In addition, J. Grabowski placed Denmark and Bohemia into this western orienta-
ted Central European group, too.

Within the range of the Central European group, he pays the most attention to Poland,
Hungary, Slovakia and Moravia. He adds to the common characterization of this group that
a distinguished and authentic expression of folk art has risen on a local regional base in
these countries, often without any link with either the prehistory or the stylistic patterns of
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high or urban culture.* He gives the example of Polish paper cut-outs or another case may
be e.g. the wall paintings on fireplace screens in Slovakia. In these countries there was
a selective approach adaptating historical styles in view of a certain similarity to traditio-
nal and easily understandable standard forms. Innovation was only allowed to a certain
degree.

From the point of view of surveying the territorial differences in the expression of folk
art, the fact that styles were adopted and modified, appears to be very significant. A more
detailed analysis would reveal a major impact. Let us say, in Hungarian decorative art we
may talk about the popularization of Renaissance decorative procedures, in Slovakia there
was also an evident trace of the medieval taste, Bohemia choose baroque, in Austria it was
baroque and rococo, and so on. In this way, the penetration of these styles into folk art
indirectly reflected the cultural and historical past of the country.

The influence of Neolithic (the linear pottery) and medieval (especially Gothic) traditi-
ons can be identified by several types of the geometrical ornamentation present in decora-
tive carvings (swastikas and rosettes) as well as in woven textiles (strips of various widths,
toothed and stellar patterns). Generally, this represents a rather archaic layer of develop-
ment constituting a firm part of the tradition of art in Slovakia.

Deep impressions were left by the Renaissance style, which in some parts of old Hunga-
ry persisted in the aristocracy’s artistic culture until the beginning of the 18" century along
with modifications of some Oriental, especially Turkish, traditions. Certain Oriental ele-
ments (the carnation, the pomegranate) and principles of composition (configuration of
floral ornaments in the central axis, wavyline decoration with rhythmically placed plant
motifs as may be seen in the embroidery, pottery and chest paintings) melted into the local
styles and belonged among the basic principles of Slovak decorative expression until the
first half of the 20™ century.

The echo of baroque in our folk art has mainly been marked in sacral themes (sculptu-
res, roadside columns, paintings on glass) and in architecture (convex-concave design of
the gables on brick houses). Nevertheless, it is not as distinct as it was in the so-called
Czech peasant baroque. Other historical styles have not been reflected in Slovak folk art
with such intensity.

According to some other authors (K. Moszynski), the background of regional distincti-
ons in European folk art should be searched for in the representation of particular fields of
art that was some places ample and in other places rather poor. K. Moszynski regards e.g.
the Central European zone (reaching from southern Little Russia to Great Russia, Little
Russia, Rumania, Hungary, Little Poland, Bohemia, Austria, Switzerland as well as to the
Southern European zone) to be the riches in terms of artistic expression. And on the contra-
ry, the zone ranging from Byelorussia to Poles’ye, northern Poland, northern Germany and
England is considered the poorest.® One may ask why artistic activities are more intensive
and the artistic qualities are better in some regions than in others. Without knowledge of the
cultural context we could hardly respond to this question. One answer may be that often in
those regions of Europe where a backward economy induced the village population to rely
on self-sufficiency, maintenance of their own production and pursuit of workmanship, ar-
tistic expression developed to an exceptional amplitude and in a variety of forms.

Coming back to Slovakia, we may say that in terms of the Central European context this
country has shown a variety of representation in the particular fields of art. However, its
specificities are readable only in a broader territorial view, when taking into the account
the presence or absence of a particular field of art; e.g. developed lace-making and the
figural glass paintings in Slovakia compared to their negligible occurence in Hungary whe-

-
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re instead leather and cloth embroidery was more developed, or the occurence of kilims in
Poland, Ukraine, Transylvania, Austria and their absence in Bohemia, Moravia and Slova-
kia.

In most of the European nations, folk art’s flourishing period goes back to the 19" centu-
ry, especially the first half, after which there was a faster extinction in the West, while a more
gradual one in Central Eastern Europe. While in Western Europe in the first half of the 20t
century the process of folk art’s extinction was almost completed, in Central Europe the sprouts
of folk art were dying out or they persisted. However, in some countries or regions (Slovakia
included) they were so vital that they were able to branch out as off-shoots of their meta-
morphoses. As far as the field of art and the variability of local and reEional styles are concer-
ned, folk art was still strongly differentiated in the first half of the 20" century in Slovakia. Its
ampleness survived due to an intense regionalism in Slovak social and cultural development
which had been initiated by an economic increase in the folk strata beginning in the 18
century as a result of MariaTheresa’s reforms. At that time the demand for more decoratively
accomplished articles had increased and thus contributed to boom of local and regional sty-
les. This was the case for embroidery, lace-making and textiles. In addition, this whole pro-
cess was also initiated by the persistant feature of self-sufficiency Slovak folk culture — let us
consider the fact that many articles had come from the hands of the home producers until the
first half of this century. In fact, these articles made within the family and community were
closely connected to the local taste as opposed to those originating from specialists or crafts-
men, most of whom had a broader scope of activities.

What was the influence of geographical factors upon the regional differences? Even if
an immediate dependence did not hold true, a certain influence on the formation of distinc-
tions and specifities was undoubted. They resulted from the limitations given by the envi-
ronment (wood-carving could not develop in areas lacking a supply of wood), communica-
tion abilities, the nature of job; e.g. pastoral art has been represented mainly by artifacts of
the shepherd’s job (walking sticks, shepherd’s dishes), musical instruments (little bells,
shepherd’s fife) and costume. In fact, pastoralism crucially influenced the way of life and
played a symbolic role in the traditional folk art of mountainous areas (the Alps and the
Carpathians). In Slovakia it was connected with the mountainous areas of Central Slovakia
where many archaic cultural phenomene had survived due to isolation, a relative economic
backwardness and a widely spread pastoral culture based on Wallachian law.

One question may be whether folk art itself is bound with ethnicity. J. Grabowski res-
ponds that in case of many nations we can find genres of artistic expression which develo-
ped only in a given ethnic environments (he gives the examples of the paper cut out sheets
in Poland, painted backdrops of Christmas cribs in Slovakia), along with those fields which
appear almost everywhere; e.g. the potter’s trade and wood-carving whereby, say, a circle
ornament made with a compass as the heritage of the Neolithic Bronze Age civilization is
known in the carved decoration over almost all Europe.®

However, the variety of folk art in Europe is bound to ethnicity. It is expressed in a cer-
tain group of artistic fields within which there is an element which is the sign typical for
a particular territory; and over the course of time this element is promoted and acquires an
ethnic significance. In Slovakia cases of such elements were e.g. the mug as a symbol of
the Slovak sheep-farm and the hatchet as a symbol of the Slovak highwayrobber. In Slova-
kia the mug used by shepherds all over the Carpathians and the Balkans is known for its
own construction and decorative features.

Besides, a certain relationship to ethnicity is also expressed in the style set in the frame-
work of the given field. In general, say, J. Grabowski highlights the purity of expression and
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the specificity of style used in Slovak folk art expression. Expressions which come from
iconographic models, mostly pertaining to Catholic dogmatics (sacral sculptures of figu-
res, glass paintings), he appreciates the stylistic genuineness and richness of decorative
presentation.

Nevertheless, ethnic signs come into consideration only in connection with history, edu-
cation, economy and technical progress. Let us have a look at Bohemia and Slovakia, Since
the western part of the monarchy (Austria and Bohemia) was more developed than the
eastern part (Historic Hungary, including Slovakia) from the historic point of view, the flow
of immovations, e.g. the manufacture production, to the material culture of village made its
way in direction from west to east. The expressions ‘eastern’ and ‘western’ in connection
with folk art have often indicated ‘developmentally younger’ and ‘developmentally older’.
But it must not necessarily be the case. The division of Europe into East-West primarily
comes from the extra-ethnic division of liturgy into Eastern-Byzantine and Western — Ro-
man. The zone which connects and divides Europe in this way passes through Slovakia and
has also found its reflection in the creative artistic culture: the influence of Catholic baro-
que in figurative expression and the link to Renaissance principles in decorative expre-
ssion, on one hand, and the archaic geometrical styles in decorative expression, more typi-
cal for Eastern Europe on the other hand.

FOOTNOTES

1 GRABOWSKI, J.: Sztuka ludowa v Europie. Warsawa 1978, pp. 323-329; HABERLANDT, M.: Die
européische Volkskunst in vergleichender Betrachtung. In: Vom Wesen der Yolkskunst. Berlin 1926,
p. 22.

FISCHER, John L.: Art styles as cultural cognitive maps. American Anthropologist 161, No. 63, pp.
79-93.

HABERLANDT, M.: Ibid., p. 33.

GRABOWSKI, J.: Ibid., pp. 325-326.

MOSZYNSKI, K.: Kultura ludowa Slowian. Krakéw 1939, Vo. 2, p. 972.
GRABOWSKI, J.: Ibid., pp. 326-327.

ba

= R R

52



SIL.OVENSKY
NARODOPIS

Vydéva Ustav etnoldgie Slovenskej akadémie vied v Slovak Academic Press, spol. s r.0.

Rocnik 42, 1994, ¢islo 1
Vychadza $tvrtrocne

Hlavny redaktor:
PhDr. Milan Les¢ak, CSc.

Vykonna redaktorka:
PhDr. Zora Vanovifova

Redakéna rada: PhDr. Stanislav Brouéek, CSe., Doc. Lubica Droppova, CSc., PhDr. BoZena
Filova, CSc., Doc. Emilia Horvathova, DrSc., PhDr. Vaclav Hmic¢ko, PhDr. Josef Jan¢af,
CSc., PhDr. Milan Kiripolsky, PhDr. Sofia Kovadevicova, DrSc., PhDr. Eva Krekovidov4,
CSc., PhDr. Martin MesSa, PhDr. Jan Mjartan, DrSc., Prof. Jan Podolék, DrSc., PhDr. Zora
Rusnékova, CSc., PhDr. Peter Salner, CSc., PhDr. Miroslav Vilka.

Adresa redakcie: Jakubovo nam. 12, 813 64 Bratislava

Registr. ¢. 7091

Cena 39,- Sk (jednotlivé ¢islo), celorocné predplatné 156,- Sk

Rozsiruje, objednavky a predplatné (aj do zahranicia) prijima Slovak Academic Press,
spol. s . 0. P.O. BOX 57, Nam. Slobody 6, 810 05 Bratislava

SLOVAK ETHNOLOGY

Quarterly Review of the Institute of Ethnology of the Slovak Academy of Sciences

Vol. 42, 1994, Number 1

Editors: Milan Les¢ak, Zora Vanovicova

| Address of Editor: Jakubovo nam. 12, 813 64 Bratislava

' Distributed by Slovak Academic Press, Ltd., P.O. BOX 57, Ndm. Slobody 6, 810 05 Bratislava,
Slovakia and Slovart, A.C., odd. ¢asopisov, Jakubovo ndm. 12, 811 09 Bratislava

L’ETHNOLOGIE SLOVAQUE

Revue de I'Institut d’ethnologie de I’ Académie slovaque des sciences
Année 42, 1994, No 1

Reédacteurs: Milan Ledédk, Zora Vanovi¢ova

Adresse de la rédaction: Jakubovo nam. 12, 813 64 Bratislava, Slovaquie

SLOWAKISCHE ETHNOLOGIE

Zeitschrift des Ethnologischen Institutes der Slowakischen Akademie der Wissenschaften
Jahrgang 42, 1994, Nr. 1

Redakteure: Milan Le3édk, Zora Vanovicova

Redaktion: Jakubovo nam. 12, 813 64 Bratislava, Slowakei



SLOVENSKY
NARODOPIS

0 LR 6 B
S== f%%ﬁ‘ '
IFERBA( Y,
“ NIET i%b.g(tt‘i‘*
‘ ”"“"\1’3-0_ .
"’1"-!!,.:!, T |

MIC 49 616

SAP




