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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.1 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.2 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, 

1 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.

2 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 Iaponica, 
Tomus 28 (2010), 71‒99.
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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, Stanisław Witkiewicz and 
Karol Kłosowski, 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 Jabłońska, 
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 Róża Krasińska and Maria and 
Bronisław Dembowscy were among the earliest private collectors 
of Podhale handicrafts.4 A suite of furniture decorated with folk 
motifs, commissioned by Krasińska in 1885, is considered to be 
the first example of neo-vernacular ornamentation in the region.5 

A breakthrough in the history of the vernacular revival in 
the Tatras was the construction of Koliba. Designed by Stanisław 
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 Bronisław 
Dembowscy. Their collection of everyday objects, made and 
used by Highlanders, opened his eyes to the decorative potential 

3 Teresa Jabłońska is a former Direc-
tor of The Tatra Museum in Zako-
pane and author of several major 
publications on art and artists in the 
Tatras. She discusses the artistic col-
ony in Zakopane in a guidebook to 
The Tatra Museum, Artyści i Sztuka 
w Zakopanem (Zakopane: Muzeum 
Tatrzańskie, 2012), and most re-
cently in the Fine Arts at the Foot 
of the Polish Tatra Mountains (Zako-
pane: The Tatra Museum in Zako-
pane, Tatra National Park, 2015). 
I wish to extend my thanks to her 
for generously sharing with me her 
vast knowledge and expertise on 
the subject over the course of more 
than 15 years.

4 The earliest such collection was of 
female folk costume from the turn 
of the 18th and 19th centuries. It 
belonged to Count Stanisław Droho-
jowski, who donated it to the Tatra 
Museum in 1889, thus starting the 
Museum’s ethnographic section. In 
1896 the Krasińskis 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 Błaszczyk- Żórowska,  Kultura 
Ludowa Podhala (Zakopane: Mu-
zeum Tatrzańskie, 2003), 5–7. 

5 Teresa Jabłońska, Muzeum  Stylu 
Zakopiańskiego im. Stanisława 
Witkiewicza (Zakopane: Muzeum 
Tatrzańskie, 2002), 37.
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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.6 
Koliba was designed to showcase his ideas. 

While the work of Stanisław 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 Kłosowski (1882–1971). Unlike Witkiewicz, 
Kłosowski 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 Podhalańska) 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 Kościeliska 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). Kłosowski 
named his home Willa Cicha (Silent Villa) and during his long and 

6 For a discussion of Witkiewicz’s 
idea of the Zakopane Style see Te-
resa Jabłońska, The Zakopane Style 
of Stanisław Witkiewicz (Olszanica: 
Bosz, 2008).

7 Edyta Barucka, ‘Redefining Polish-
ness…’, 98.

Fig. 1. The Zakopane Style. Stanisław Witkiewicz’s drawing of Koliba, 
from the archive of the Tatra Museum in Zakopane



 112EDYTA BARUCKA The Vernacular Revival in the Polish Tatras c. 1900: 
Arts, Patronage,  Collecting and  Documentation

EUROPEAN REVIVALS
From Dreams of a Nation to Places of Transnational Exchange
FNG Research 1/2020

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 Kłosowski 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 Kórnik by Countess Jadwiga Zamoyska and which moved 
to Zakopane in 1889.8 Interestingly, those responsible for the 
foundation of the schools – doctor Tytus Chałubiński, actress 
Helena Modrzejewska (later known as Modjeska) and Countess 

8 I discuss the role of Kórnik and the 
Zamoyski family in Zakopane at 
greater length in ‘Redefining Polish-
ness....’, 78–80.

Fig. 2. The Silent Villa (Willa Cicha) in Kościeliska Street, Zakopane, 
in 2014
Photo: Tadeusz Barucki
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Zamoyska – arrived in the Tatras from three different corners of 
the former Commonwealth: Chałubiński, came from Warsaw, 
then occupied by the Russians, Modrzejewska from Krakow, 
then in Austria-Hungary, and Zamoyska, together with her son, 
Władysław, from Greater Poland, then under the Prussian rule. In 
1889, Władysław 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 Kłosowski returned to the village and in that same year he 
married a Highlander poetess, Katarzyna Gąsienica-Sobczak. He 
moved into his wife’s house in Kościeliska Street and would spend 
the rest of his life there. 

As Kłosowski’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 Stanisław Witkiewicz’s idea of the Zakopane Style. 
The contribution of Witkiewicz and Kłosowski to the artistic 
revival in Zakopane cannot be discussed without a reference 
to a score of outstanding personalities such as Chałubiński 
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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‘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.9 The first painter of the Tatras and a 
pioneering figure of the Polish school of landscape painting, Jan 
Nepomucen Głowacki (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 Goszczyński (1803–76), in his Podróż do Tatrów 
(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.11 For Goszczyński, 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.12 

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 
Wyczółkowski (1852–1936), stand out as the most expressive 
renderings of the power and glory of mountain peaks, crags, 
lakes and tarns.13 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.14 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. 

9 The Tatras were first introduced 
into the Polish collective imagina-
tion shortly after the partitions by 
Stanisław 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 
and associated the region with the 
indomitable spirit of independence. 
Jacek Kolbuszewski, Tatry w litera
turze polskiej 1805–1939 (Kraków: 
Wydawnictwo Literackie, 1982), 34.

10 His landscapes such as Widok 
 Karpat z Poronina (View of the Kar-
pathian Mountains from Poronin, 
1836) and Morskie Oko (1837) mark 
the beginning of Polish mountain 
painting. Jabłońska, Fine Arts at the 
Foot of the Polish Tatra Mountains, 
47.

11 Jabłońska, Fine Arts at the Foot of 
the Polish Tatra Mountains, 47. 

12 Wincenty Pol (1807–72) Pieśń o 
ziemi naszej (Song of our Land, 
1843). The poet, Wincenty Pol, 
writing on native landscape paint-
ing used this expression, which is 
quoted by Ewa Micke-Broniarek in 
her excellent essay, ‘Pejzaż w ma-
larstwie polskim drugiej połowy XIX 
wieku’, in Krajobrazy (exhibition cat-
alogue) (Warsaw: Muzeum Narodo-
we w Warszawie, 2000), 217.

13 Wyczółkowski started to visit Zako-
pane and paint the Tatras after he 
moved from Warsaw to Krakow, 
where in 1895 he was appointed 
professor at the Academy of Fine 
Arts. Jabłońska, Fine Arts at the 
Foot of the Polish Tatra Mountains, 
144–45.

14 Walery Rzewuski’s (1837–88) pho-
tograph, Sunday Reading, from 
1859, is considered the first photo-
graphic portrait of the Tatra High-
landers. Jabłońska, Fine Arts at the 
Foot of the Polish Tatra Mountains, 
80–81.
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Education and arts patronage in Zakopane 
towards the end of the 19th century: the role of 
Tytus Chałubiński 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 Chałubiński 
(1820–1889), a renowned Warsaw doctor who, together with 
Walery Eljasz and parish priest Józef 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 Chałubiński, 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.15 It was also on the initiative 
of Chałubiński and the Tatra Society that in 1876 the School of 
Wood Industry was founded to provide vocational training in 
building, ornamentation, sculpture and crafts.16 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 children17 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 Kłosowski19 (Fig. 3). In 1925 
several pieces of lacework designed by Kłosowski 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 Modrzejów built for herself and her family. 
The villa was one of the artistic salons of Zakopane, frequented by 
artists who were resident in the village or visiting for shorter breaks. 
It was at Modrzejów that the career of Ignacy Jan Paderewski 
(1860–1941) was launched. Paderewski was a virtuoso pianist 

15 For more on the role of Chałubiński 
in scientific research of the Tatra 
Museum, see Włodzimierz Cichocki 
and Grażyna Cisło, Przyrodnicy i 
ich zbiory w Muzeum Tatrzańskim 
(Zakopane: Muzeum Tatrzańskie, 
1999), 9–12.

16 Barucka, ‘Redefining Polishness…’, 
80–81.

17 Helena Modrzejewska, Wspomnie
nia i wrażenia (Kraków: Wydawnic-
two Literackie, 1957), 459.

18 Józef Szczublewski, Modrzejew
ska. Życie w odsłonach (Warsaw: 
Wydawnic two W.A.B., 2009), 325.

19 The novelty of Kłosowski’s design 
for bobbin laces in relationship to 
the art of the Podhale region is dis-
cussed by Karolina Sarkowicz in a 
B.A. dissertation under the same ti-
tle. Karolina Sarkowicz, Nowatorskie 
wzornictwo koronek klockowych 
Karola Kłosowskiego na tle sztuki 
podhalańskiej, unpublished B.A. dis-
sertation written at the Department 
of History and Cultural Heritage of 
Papieska Akademia Teologiczna in 
Krakow, 2009.



 116EDYTA BARUCKA The Vernacular Revival in the Polish Tatras c. 1900: 
Arts, Patronage,  Collecting and  Documentation

EUROPEAN REVIVALS
From Dreams of a Nation to Places of Transnational Exchange
FNG Research 1/2020

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 Chałubiński 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’.20 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.21 Nearly twenty years 
later, in 1901, Paderewski’s opera Manru, with its plot set in the 
Tatra Mountains, was first performed at Königliches Opernhaus in 
Dresden, and was subsequently staged in several European cities, 

20 Szczublewski, Modrzejewska. Życie 
w odsłonach, 387. The impression 
accounted for by Modrzejewska 
has its counterpart in Paderewski’s 
portrait by Lawrence Alma-Tadema, 
painted in 1891 and now in the col-
lection of the National Museum in 
Warsaw.

21 Szczublewski, Modrzejewska. Życie 
w odsłonach, 390.

Fig. 3. An example of Karol Kłosowski’s lacework with a motif of pines 
from the Family Archive
Photo: Jacek Bukowski



 117EDYTA BARUCKA The Vernacular Revival in the Polish Tatras c. 1900: 
Arts, Patronage,  Collecting and  Documentation

EUROPEAN REVIVALS
From Dreams of a Nation to Places of Transnational Exchange
FNG Research 1/2020

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 Stanisław 
Witkiewicz, with whom she maintained regular correspondence 
throughout her intensive European and American tours. She also 
acted as godmother to Stanisław Witkiewicz’s son, Stanisław 
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 Częstochowa in Kościeliska Street. 
Jan Gąsienica Krzeptowski, also known as Sabała – an inspirational 
Highlander who was a bard, musician and guide – acted as 

22 Szczublewski, Modrzejewska. Życie 
w odsłonach, 569. 

23 https://culture.pl/pl/dzielo/ignacy- 
jan-paderewski-manru (accessed 21 
December 2018).

24 The friendship between Modrze-
jewska and both Witkiewicz senior 
and his son, Stanisław Ignacy has 
been discussed by Janusz Degler, 
‘Modrzejewska i Witkiewiczowie’, in 
Helena Modrzejewska 1840–1909. 
Pamiętnik Tetaralny, Zeszyt 3–4, 
(Warszawa: Instytut Sztuki PAN, 
2009), 261–81.

Fig. 4. Leon Wyczółkowski, Stanisław Witkiewicz with Wojciech Roj, 1902, oil on canvas. National Museum in Krakow
Photo:	Paweł	Czernicki

https://culture.pl/pl/dzielo/ignacy-jan-paderewski-manru
https://culture.pl/pl/dzielo/ignacy-jan-paderewski-manru
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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. Sabała stood for the local 
górale 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 Wyczółkowski (Fig. 4), as well as in 
Tytus Chałubiński’s statue with Sabała, by Jan Nalborczyk, erected 
in Zakopane in 1903. 

Stanisław Witkiewicz and the development of 
the Zakopane Style
Zakopane’s mountain climate attracted people who suffered from 
TB, such as Witkiewicz, Kłosowski, Dembowski and Dr. Władysław 
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.25 Known as an art critic and 
theoretician, he came to Zakopane from Warsaw at the age of 
40.26 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 Bronisław. 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 Żeromski (1864–1925), a 
writer with a strong social conscience and considerable political 
interests. Among the painters was Adam Chmielowski (1845–

25 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 
Moździerz, ‘Stanisław Witkiewicz 
(1851–1915). Szkic biograficzny’, in 
Zbigniew Moździerz (ed.), Stanisław 
Witkiewicz. Człowiek – artysta – 
myśliciel (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.

26 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 Bronisław 
Dembowski, Helena Modrzejewska, 
Henryk Sienkiewicz and Władysław 
Matlakowski. Moździerz, ‘Stanisław 
Witkiewicz (1851–1915). Szkic bio-
graficzny’, 15–25.

27 Jabłońska, Fine Arts at the Foot of 
the Polish Tatra Mountains, 128.
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1916), later Brother Albert, who gave up art to serve the poor 
and homeless.28 The Highlanders, Wojciech Roj and Jan Gąsienica 
Krzeptowski, aka. Sabała, were also part of that circle. 

Witkiewicz’s move to Zakopane in 1891 coincided with 
the publication of his book Na przełęczy (On a Mountain Pass), 
subtitled ‘Impressions and Pictures from the Tatra Mountains’. 
A highly emotional praise of the górale and their culture, it 
received such great critical acclaim that Witkiewicz himself was 
hailed as ‘the Evangelist of the Tatras’.29 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 górale. Last, but not least, it features 
passages on vernacular building and decorative traditions, 
highlighting the artistic potential of Podhale. The opening lines of 

28 Chmielowski joined the Third Order 
of St Francis. As Brother Albert, he 
founded the Albertine Brothers 
and Albertine Sisters; his austere 
hermitage was designed by Witkie-
wicz on the outskirts of Zakopane. 
Zbigniew Moździerz, Dom ‘Pod 
Jedlami’ Pawlikowskich (Zakopane: 
Muzeum Tatrzańskie im. dra Tytusa 
Chałubińskiego, 2003), 252.

29 Jabłońska, Fine Arts at the Foot of 
the Polish Tatra Mountains, 124.

Fig. 5. Maria and Bronisław Dembowski’s collection in Chałupa 
Gąsieniców-Sobczaków, now a branch of the Tatra Museum
Photo:	Jacek	Możdżyński,	from	the	archive	of	the	Tatra	Museum	in	Zakopane
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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 góralska (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.30 

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, Zofiówka, 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 

30 Stanisław Witkiewicz, Na przełęczy 
(Warsaw: Gebethner & Wolff, 1891, 
reprinted in Krakow by KAW in 
1991), 17.

31 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 Jabłońska 
and Zbigniew Moździerz, Koliba. 
Pierwszy dom w stylu zakopiańskim 
(Zakopane: Muzeum Tatrzańskie im. 
dra Tytusa Chałubińskiego, 1994).
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to craftsmanship and vernacular ways of building, the celebration 
of beauty in everyday life and the Gesamtkunstwerk quality, make 
Koliba a fine example of the values and attitudes of the Arts and 
Crafts Movement.32 Some years later, Jan Gwalbert Pawlikowski, 
the owner of the House under the Firs, remarked that it was the 
‘house’ and the ‘book’ (Koliba and Na przełęczy) that defined the 
direction of the artistic development of the Zakopane Style.33

Jan Gwalbert Pawlikowski’s House under the Firs is the 
grandest artistic house that was built and furnished to Witkiewicz’s 
design.34 Pawlikowski was a man of diverse talents, with interests 
ranging from economics and politics, to the history of literature 
and nature conservation. He was also a keen mountaineer, the 

32 In a letter of 21 May 1902 sent from 
Paris, architect and designer Franci-
szek Mączyński was writing to Wit-
kiewicz about the correspondence 
he perceived between the goals 
of the Zakopane Style and Ruskin’s 
ideas in the Seven Lamps of Archi
tecture. Michał Jagiełło (ed.), Listy 
o stylu zakopiańskim 1892–1912 
(Kraków: Wydawnictwo Literackie, 
1979), 401.

33 Jabłońska, Fine Arts at the Foot of 
the Polish Tatra Mountains, 213.

34 Among the writings on the house 
there is a monographic study by 
Moździerz, Dom ‘Pod Jedlami’ Paw
likowskich. 

Fig. 6. Koliba Villa, interior designed by Stanisław Witkiewicz and 
reconstructed by the Tatra Museum. Curtains and bed cover 
ornamented with Highlander motifs, pieces of furniture and ornamental 
wooden picture frame, also by Witkiewicz
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first to climb several of the Tatra’s most challenging peaks.35 
Completed in 1897, the house was subsequently inherited by 
his artistic family, who included Pawlikowski’s sons, Jan Henryk 
Gwalbert, a writer and poet, and Michał, a writer and publisher, 
and their wives: the poet Maria Pawlikowska-Jasnorzewska and 
the painter Aniela (Lela) Pawlikowska. Like Koliba, the House 
under the Firs was built by local Highlander builders, budarze, 
who had the necessary skills and experience. The interior was 
richly furnished with handwoven and embroidered textiles made 
into covers, cushions, throws and curtains, as well as individually 
designed items of furniture made of wood and finished with 
decorative carvings. As such it brings to mind the artists’ houses 
from the turn of the centuries, such as Anders Zorn’s studio in 
Dalarna36 or Saarinen, Gesellius and Lindgren’s Hvitträsk. They 
all share characteristic combinations of wood and textiles, strong 
colours and decorative features inspired by folk traditions. In the 
House under the Firs, this influence can be seen, for example, in 

35 Moździerz, Dom ‘Pod Jedlami’ Paw
likowskich, 102–103.

36 Shadows of creation: Preserving 
the artist’s studio, the title of a 
lecture given by Giles Waterfield 
at ‘The Artist’s Studio as Museum’ 
seminar at the Swedish Institute in 
Rome in 2015 captures the essence 
of the experience of artists’ houses 
that have become museum spaces. 
Though it is not addressed in this 
article, it seems worth referring 
to, especially as the two houses 
discussed, the Silent Villa and the 
house Under the Firs, continue to 
be in the hands of their families. It is 
a valid question to ask how to instill 
life (and what life) back into spaces 
that can no longer be maintained by 
families.

Fig. 7. Stanisław Witkiewicz, House under the Firs, built 1896–97. Period photograph from  
the archive of the Tatra Museum in Zakopane
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the white woollen curtains in the drawing room, embroidered 
with a motif of parzenica (a heart-shaped ornament), which was 
traditionally used to decorate Highlander trousers. To complete 
the artistic and local feel of the room, Witkiewicz’s painting Sheep 
in the Mist, hung on one of the walls. The interior arrangement 
of space is complex and sophisticated, with views carefully 
framed, window seats thoughtfully positioned, and dormers 
judiciously placed to provide enough light. Seen from the outside 
the house is situated in an elevated position, enhanced by stone 
foundations, ranging up to four metres, with a commanding view 
of the surroundings, originally undisturbed by other buildings 
(Fig. 7)37. Not far from the house there is a well, topped with 
a wooden canopied structure designed by Witkiewicz, which 
perhaps echoes the well as a symbolic fons vitae in the courtyard 
of William Morris’s Red House in Bexleyheath near London.38 

Witkiewicz’s rich repertory of forms and decorative 
motifs drawn from folk art in the Tatras and Podhale region, and 
reinterpreted in his houses in the Zakopane Style, was grounded 
in the research of Władysław Matlakowski (1850–95). Like 
Witkiewicz, Matlakowski suffered from TB. He came to Zakopane 
from Warsaw, where he had established his reputation as a 
distinguished surgeon. Matlakowski had an excellent educational 
background in classical studies and sciences and, having settled 
in Zakopane, he devoted the last years of his life to documenting 
the artistic and architectural traditions of the górale. His studies 
and collaboration with Witkiewicz resulted in two monumental 
volumes, Budownictwo ludowe na Podhalu (Vernacular building in 
Podhale, 1892) and Zdobienie i sprzęt ludu polskiego na Podhalu 
(Decorations and household objects of Polish folk in Podhale, 
1901).39 Not unlike Gnatowski, Pawlikowski, Chałubiński, the 
Dembowskis and others, Matlakowski became one of the key 
figures of the community in Zakopane, who despite not being 
artists themselves, nevertheless made a lasting contribution to 
the vernacular revival in the Tatras. 

Karol Kłosowski and Zakopane before  
the Great War 
In 1896, when the work on the House under the Firs had begun, 
Witkiewicz was at the peak of his creative powers. He was in his 
mid-40s and was becoming a celebrated originator and champion 

37 According to Jacek  Woźniakowski, 
art historian and late owner of 
the House under the Firs, it was 
highly probable that in his use of 
stone foundations Witkiewicz was 
inspired by Henry Hobson Richard-
son’s houses, which he may have 
known from various publications. 
Jacek Woźniakowski, ‘Dylematy 
życia i twórczości Stanisława Wit-
kiewicza’, in Zbigniew Moździerz 
(ed.), Stanisław Witkiewicz. Człow
iek – artysta – myśliciel (Proceed-
ings of the session organised on the 
eightieth anniversary of the artist’s 
death) (Zakopane: The Society of 
the Tatra Museum and The Tatra 
Museum, 1997), 58–59.

38 Witkiewicz may have known Mor-
ris’s Red House from some publi-
cations in contemporary art mag-
azines, such as The Studio. Charles 
Holme, who set up The Studio, 
owned the Red House from 1889–
1903. https://www.nationaltrust.
org.uk/red-house/features/history-
at-red-house (accessed 12 Novem-
ber 2019).

39 Barucka, ‘Redefining Polishness…’, 
84. For the authoratitive study on 
Matlakowski see: Janusz Kapuścik, 
ładysław Matlakowski. Lekarz- 
Pisarz- Uczony (Warsaw: Biblioteka 
Medyczna, 1995).

https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/red-house/features/history-at-red-house
https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/red-house/features/history-at-red-house
https://www.nationaltrust.org.uk/red-house/features/history-at-red-house
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of the idea of the Zakopane Style.40 That same year the young 
Kłosowski, aged just fourteen, came to Zakopane from his native 
village of Pilatkowice in Podolia (now western Ukraine) to learn 
about wood carving at the School of Wood Industry.41 His drawing 
skills had been recognised quite early in his childhood and, as 
his later career proved, he was keen to hone them further to 
become a professional artist. After five years in Zakopane, where 
he learned ornamentation and figurative sculpture, Kłosowski 
continued his education at the School of Decorative Arts in Krakow 
(Szkoła Przemysłu Artystycznego, modelled on the Viennese 
Kunstgewerbeschule) and graduated in 1902. Thanks to a private 
scholarship he then went to Vienna to study sculpture at the 
Academy of Fine Arts (Academie der Bildenden Kunste). Returning 
to Krakow, between 1904–07 he was studying painting at the 
Academy of Fine Arts under such renowned teachers as Stanisław 
Wyspiański, Leon Wyczółkowski and Jan Stanisławski.42 These were 
the golden years of the Krakow Academy, which attracted some of 
the foremost artists as teachers after a major reform at the end 
of the 19th century. Working under distinguished personalities 
such as Wyspiański – a versatile artist, playwright, draughtsman 
and designer of stage sets, furniture, stained glass and textiles – 
must have had a considerable bearing on young Kłosowski, whose 
drawings and paintings show stylistic references to Art Nouveau 
and Wyspiański’s manner of portraiture. Likewise, Kłosowski’s 
dedication to craftsmanship may have been not unrelated to that 
of Wyspiański.43 

In 1907, having completed his education, Kłosowski 
returned to Zakopane. During the ten years between 1896 and 
1907, when Kłosowski first came to Zakopane and then returned 
to live there for the rest of his life, the village and its artistic 
community thrived. In the words of Teresa Jabłońska: ‘Around 
1900, Zakopane “seethed” with art. The village had become, next 
to Krakow and in artistic relationship with it, the cultural centre of 
the Young Poland movement. (...). It was then that the younger 
generation of artists, who lived or stayed for longer periods of 
time in Zakopane, attracted attention.’44 In 1899, the village 
railway station opened, thus making it much more accessible to 
guests and tourists flocking to the Tatras for a holiday. 

Zakopane also became a well-established health resort after 
the Sanatorium of Dr. Dłuski opened in the neighbouring village 

40 Within the course of a few years de-
signs in the Zakopane Style proved 
popular enough to reach beyond 
the regional borders, and what orig-
inated as an attempt to protect the 
indigenous character and identity of 
local architecture came to be rec-
ognised as the national style. More 
of the response to Witkiewicz’s 
ideas and his own understanding 
of the national style can be gleaned 
from his letters around 1900, 
collected and edited by  Michał 
Jagiełło. Jagiełło (ed.), Listy o stylu 
zakopiańskim 1892–1912 (Kraków: 
Wydawnictwo Literackie, 1979), 
passim.

41 Włodzimierz Wnuk, Ku Tatro, (War-
szawa: Instytut Wydawniczy PAX, 
1978), 176. This is an informative 
personal account of the meetings 
with artists and writers in Zakopane. 
Wnuk knew Kłosowski and one the 
chapters is his book is devoted to 
‘Cicha’, 173–90.

42 Wnuk, Ku Tatro, 176–77.
43 For Wyspiański and the Polish Arts 

and Crafts Movement, see Barucka, 
‘Redefining Polishness…’, 90–96. 
In 1902, Wyspiański himself was 
on holiday in Zakopane, where he 
met Maria Dembowska and saw 
her ethnographic collection. Anna 
Rudzińska, ‘Kalendarium Życia i 
Twórczości’, Stanisław Wyspiański 
(centenary exhibition catalogue), 
(Warsaw: Muzeum Narodowe, 
2007), 33.

44 Jabłońska, Fine Arts at the Foot of 
the Polish Tatra Mountains, 209. 
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of Kościelisko, in 1902. It was built on the initiative of Kazimierz 
Dłuski and his wife, Bronisława, sister of Maria Curie, who like 
her husband, received her medical education in Paris. The Dłuskis 
were both politically active and in Paris had already hosted future 
politicians of the independent Poland. The sanatorium was 
designed for the treatment of tuberculosis and respiratory diseases. 
In terms of medical facilities and standards, it was modelled on the 
state-of-the-art developments in Switzerland. The interiors were 
designed by artists of the Polish Applied Art Society (Towarzystwo 
Polska Sztuka Stosowana, founded in 1901 in Krakow), stylistically 
combining the spirit of Vienna Secession with elements of 
local culture and traditions.45 Having already collaborated with 
Witkiewicz on the furnishings for his houses, Wojciech Brzega – the 
first Highlander sculptor to receive formal arts training in the art 
academies in Krakow, Munich and Paris – designed several pieces 
of furniture. It was at this time that Witkiewicz’s campaign for the 
use of indigenous motifs in furniture design bore fruit. In 1901 
the School of Wood Industry abandoned decorative motifs taken 
from Swiss chalets in favour of the vernacular ones, thanks to the 
appointment of Stanisław Barabasz as its first Polish director.46 
Finally, around 1900, Witkiewicz’s two major ecclesiastical projects 
were completed: the chapel of St. John the Baptist (1894–1900) 
in the parish church of the Holy Family in the village of Zakopane 
itself, and the free-standing chapel of the Most Sacred Heart 
of Jesus (1904–07) in Jaszczurówka. Both were designed and 
furnished in the Zakopane Style, including the stained glass to 
Witkiewicz’s design in Jaszczurówka. The chapel of St. John the 
Baptist was decorated with some personal bravado: the painting 
of the patron saint in a dramatic pose in the retable, shown against 
the background of the Black Tarn in the High Tatras, was modelled 
after Witkiewicz himself.47 

Kłosowski’s decision to come back to Zakopane in 1907 may 
have been dictated by his ill health and the onset of tuberculosis 
during his studies. Equally, it may have been due to his early 
experience of five years spent in Zakopane beforehand. What is 
known is that, in the year of his return, he married his Highlander 
wife, Katarzyna Gąsienica-Sobczak, 26 years his senior and moved 
into her family home, a traditional Highlander hut (chata), then 
known as Sobczakówka, in Kościeliska Street48 (Fig. 8). at that 
time, Sobczakówka was a modest Highlander chata, run as a 

45 The Polish Applied Art Society was 
founded in Krakow in 1901 and the 
furnishing of the interiors of Dr 
Dłuski sanatorium was their first 
commission. Barucka, ‘Redefining 
Polishness…’, 87–90. More informa-
tion on Dłuski’s sanatorium is in my 
paper ‘La station de montagne de 
Zakopane 1886–1914. Les insurgés, 
les médecins, les artistes’, in Les 15 
glorieuses de l’architecture sanato
riale (Passy: C.R.E.H.A., 2006), 73–
75, itself indebted to Zofia Darmas, 
‘Wnętrza Sanatorium Dłuskich w 
Zakopanem i Domu Towarzystwa Le-
karskiego w Krakowie’, unpublished 
M. A. manuscript (Lublin, 1988) pre-
served in the library of the Tatra Mu-
seum, sign. AR/No 10/16. 

46 Barucka, ‘Redefining Polishness…’, 
81. Witkiewicz’s campaign against 
the ornamentation adopted from 
Swiss chalets, taught by non-Polish 
directors of the School, has been 
discussed by David Crowley in Na
tional Style and Nation-state: De
sign in Poland from the Vernacular 
Revival to the International Style 
(Manchester: Manchester Universi-
ty Press, 1992), 22. 

47 This kind of theatricality in painting 
seems to have been initiated by the 
Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood. It was 
not uncommon in paintings around 
the turn of the century, as can be 
seen, e.g. in the altarpiece painting 
by Michael Ancher in Frederikshavn 
parish church, in which the figure of 
Jesus meeting the disciples by the 
Lake of Tiberius was modelled on 
the painter himself.

48 Wnuk, Ku Tatro, 181.
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guesthouse and popular among eminent visitors, such as Stefan 
Żeromski, Henryk Sienkiewicz, and the sisters Maria and Bronisława 
Skłodowskie (later Maria Curie and Bronisława Dłuska). Kłosowski 
himself had rented a room in Sobczakówka when he was a student 
at the School of Wood Industry. After marrying, he renamed the 
house Willa Cicha, the Silent Villa, thus marking the beginning 
of its history as an intimate haven of arts and craftsmanship. 
Kłosowski soon became an active figure in the artistic community 
in Zakopane: in 1909 he was one of the founding members of the 
Podhale Arts Society, which included among others Witkiewicz’s 
collaborators Stanisław Barabasz and Wojciech Brzega.49 In 1910 
Kłosowski became a member of the Kilim Society, instituted to 
promote woven textiles. Members of the Podhale Arts Society held 
annual exhibitions of their works initially in private houses, and 
since 1911 in the rooms of the so-called Polish Bazaar in Krupówki 

Fig. 8. Karol and Katarzyna Kłosowski in front of their house the Silent Villa (Willa Cicha).  
Period photo from around 1910 from the Family Archive

49 Barucka, ‘Redefining Polishness…’, 
87. For more on Polish applied art 
see Irena Huml, Polska sztuka sto
sowana XX wieku (Warsaw: Wy-
dawnictwa Artystyczne i Filmowe, 
1988).
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Street, built by Władysław Zamoyski as a local department store 
and exhibition venue.50 In 1912 Kłosowski was offered teaching 
posts at the School of Wood Industry and the School of Lacework, 
remaining in post at the latter until 1932. This period in his life 
was marked by personal bereavement when Katarzyna died in 
1915. Five years later Kłosowski married a fellow-teacher of 
lacemaking, Jadwiga Marusińska, with whom he continued to live 
at Silent Villa (Willa Cicha) and the couple had two children. Their 
descendants have become today’s custodians of the house. 

The Silent Villa (Willa Cicha): Karol Kłosowski’s  
artistic home
The Silent Villa sits comfortably in Kościeliska Street, the oldest 
street in Zakopane, lined with vernacular wooden buildings. An 
old wooden church, which was the hub of community life for 
Witkiewicz and Chałubiński’s generation, and the free-standing 
chapel, founded by Katarzyna’s ancestors around 1800 at the 
entrance to the adjacent graveyard, are a stone’s throw away,51 as 
is Witkiewicz’s house Koliba. The original wooden house Kłosowski 
moved into in 1907 has thus been described in the conservator’s 
report from 2013: ‘It is an exceptional, unique wooden house in 
the Zakopane Style with ornamental features from Podolia region. 
The present-day house was developed through enlargements and 
extensions, from a traditional Highlander chałupa (another name 
for a Highlander’s house) belonging to the Gąsienica-Sobczak 
family, dating back to c. mid-19th century (or perhaps even 
earlier, as there is a shelf in the vestibule bearing the date 1819) 
into a commodious family seat of the artistic Kłosowskis.’52 as 
has been mentioned, the house evolved piecemeal over a period 
of 20 years. In its early stages it was extended horizontally and 
the attic was converted into the artist’s studio. To provide light, 
a dormer was added in the street façade, facing south, possibly 
in keeping with the solution successfully employed previously by 
Witkiewicz in Koliba and his other houses in Zakopane. Another, 
larger dormer window, facing north, was built into the attic at the 
opposite end of the study. With the resulting extra space above the 
ground floor Kłosowski tucked into the house an intimate ‘sitting 
nook’, a sunny spot a few steps below the level of the studio, used 
for reading and contemplating nature. The two stoves were also 
added, both decorated by Kłosowski.53 

50 Jabłońska, Fine Arts at the Foot of 
the Polish Tatra Mountains, 10.

51 Maciej Pinkwart and Lidia Długołęc-
ka-Pinkwart, Zakopane. Przewodnik 
historyczny (Bielsko Biała: Wydaw-
nictwo Pascal, 2003), 71.

52 The first well-informed survey on 
the architecture of Willa Cicha 
and its subsequent alterations and 
extensions is in the unpublished 
Conservation Management Plan by 
Agata Nowakowska-Wolak, which 
has been kindly made available 
to me by Urszula Bukowska, Karol 
Kłosowski’s granddaughter. Agata 
Nowakowska-Wolak, ‘Remont willi 
“Cicha” przy ulicy Kościeliskiej w 
Zakopanem wpisanej do rejestru za-
bytków pod nr: A.266 29.05 1957r. 
St. Rejestr nr A – 137, PROGRAM 
KONSERWATORSKI’, Zakopane, Sep-
tember 2013.

53 Conservation Management Plan by 
Nowakowska-Wolak ‘Remont willi 
“Cicha” …’, 3. 
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Unlike Witkiewicz’s houses, the Silent Villa was not built 
from scratch, and was therefore not unrestricted in its layout 
and spatial arrangement. Even so, in the course of time and 
through a series of sympathetic extensions and alterations, 
Kłosowski was able to depart from the longitudinal, two-chamber 
chałupa, successfully transforming it into a two-storey house of 
considerable spatial and functional complexity.54 The last stage of 
the development took place in the 1920s, when a new wing was 
built crosswise to the south wall, and a spacious and decorated 
open porch was added at the street entrance to the house.55 
The porch, like a ‘garden room’ – to use the term of a British Arts 
& Crafts architect M.H. Baillie Scott – extended into the front 
garden, integrating the outside with the interior, as a transitional 
and protective space.56 

Kłosowski’s creative energy in the domestic sphere was not 
directed solely on the architectural extensions and alterations 
to the house. It extended to the whole building, its interior 
and surroundings, including the outbuildings, such as a shed 
for livestock, all elaborately covered with delicate carvings. For 
Kłosowski, as for other artists at this time, nature provided an 
important source of inspiration and reference – not only in the 
Art Nouveau manner of stylised ornamentation but also as a 
proper subject of study and source of daily joy and pleasure. In his 
decorations he explored vegetal and entomological motifs alike; 
his landscape paintings are often focused on some wild plant 
growing in a meadow. Like his teacher, Wyspiański, Kłosowski 
made studies of plants in his sketchbook. 

Kłosowski was a keen horticulturalist and an experienced 
gardener, and he is credited with the introduction and 
acclimatisation of a host of non-native flowers and shrubs 
into Zakopane. He planted them in his front garden, which 
has survived to today, being uniquely cottagey in its sensibility 
and thus unusual in the otherwise severe climate of the Tatra 
Mountains. The flowers grown in the front garden represented 
a remarkable profusion of species given the relatively small 
size of the plot, and included roses, hollyhocks, nasturcium, 
delphinium, dahlias, peonies, phlox and Michaelmas daisy, 
carnations, lilies, poppies, snapdragons, tulips, narcissus and 
lily-of-the valley, forget-me-nots and oxeye daisy. There were 
also ferns, meadowsweets, jasmine and quinces, with clematis 

54 Such a pattern of rebuilding was 
also adopted in Koliba. 

55 Conservation Management Plan by 
Nowakowska-Wolak ‘Remont willi 
“Cicha” …’, 3–4.

56 M.H. Baillie Scott envisaged a ‘gar-
den room’ as adjoining the house 
and facing south; ‘it may be formed 
by an extension of the roof support-
ed by posts’, and used for outdoor 
dining or relaxing. The deep porch 
at the entrance to Cicha, though not 
a garden room proper, gives a strong 
sense of the interconnectedness 
between the house and the garden 
and with a built-in-bench it offers an 
outdoor seat for recreation.  Mackay 
Hugh Baillie Scott, Houses and 
Gardens. Arts and Crafts Interiors 
(Woodbridge: Antique Collectors’ 
Club, 1995, 1st published in 1906), 
68–69.
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and Virginia creeper climbing the walls and posts. On the other 
side of the house, where the ground is sloping down towards 
a stream, there was a meadow of wild flowers and knee-high 
grass. Fruit and berry plants and trees were cultivated too, with 
raspberries, currants, gooseberries, apple trees and cherries, 
among others. Maples and sycamore trees, as well as aspens 
and poplars, completed the arrangement.57 

The motifs employed to decorate the house and its interior, 
profusely drawn from the world of nature, share the subtle fretwork 
quality of Kłosowski’s lacework and paper cuttings. He started to 
practise lacework as a small boy in his native Podolia and when he 

Fig. 9. Interior of the Silent Villa (Willa Cicha) in Zakopane. 
Karol Kłosowski’s atelier-living room shows the artist’s works 
and family photographs
Photo: Jacek Bukowski

57 I owe this information to Urszula 
Bukowska, who lives in Willa Cicha, 
and who was recollecting plants in 
her grandfather’s garden.
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was given a teaching position at the School of Lacework in 1912, 
this childhood experience must have served as a useful blueprint 
for designing patterns in parallel media. Unsurprisingly, there are 
motifs that he employed in both crafts. Kłosowski’s dedication 
to paper cuttings coincided with the growing appreciation of the 
technique among art lovers and critics, especially in the first two 
decades of the 20th century. His continuous use of the technique, 
however, stemmed from genuine childhood experience and the 
apparent passion for ornamentation. The decorations inside the 
house are replete with private and personal symbolism, which 
can also be seen in some designs for lacework and paper cuttings. 
One of the recurring motifs is the spiderweb, carved on a door in 
the studio, together with a Latin inscription Aurora Musis Amica 
(Dawn is a Friend of the Muses) (Fig. 9). The spider spinning its 
thread is set within a decorative framing of intertwined twigs of 
rowanberry. The motif is repeated in the decoration of a photo 
album and in lacework, apparently as a viable metaphor for the 
literal spinning of the thread with lacemaking bobbins. The visual 
similarity between the two actions and their results lends itself 
easily to such associations. Kłosowski’s lacework and his paper 
cuttings often explore motifs of the indigenous plants of Podhale, 
such as pine cones, the flower of carlina or ornamental dragon 
lily, some of which were also used previously by Witkiewicz. 
Animals appear too, such as the Tatra chamois or squirrels. There 
are cocks and peacocks, and a motif of the so-called gadziki 
(little reptilians), which look like coiled snake heads, popular 
in Highlander decorations. Kłosowski used gadziki on many 
occasions, in carvings and lace designs, and most extravagantly 
and theatrically as a decorative finish to a fascinator he designed 
for his wife as part of a fancy dress ball costume. Unique to 
Kłosowski’s motifs seems to be the cricket, found painted on the 
stove and repeated on one of the doors, perhaps in evocation 
of Charles Dickens’s Christmas book The Cricket on the Hearth: 
A Fairy Tale of Home (1845)58 (Fig. 10). It might also have been 
Kłosowski’s private reference to music, which played such an 
important role in his life. The photograph from his student days at 
the Academy of Fine Arts in Krakow shows him with a violin, and 
throughout his life he was an avid dulcimer player. 

One thing about Kłosowski’s house that poses a challenge 
to scholarly interpretation is the chronology of its evolution. The 

58 Dickens’s The Cricket on the Hearth: 
A Fairy Tale of Home was published 
in Polish translation by Antoni 
Mazanowski in 1914.
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Silent Villa, much representative of the attitudes and aesthetics 
of the Arts and Crafts Movement, was being developed when the 
movement was no longer fashionable.59 In the interwar period, 
when Kłosowski continued his work on Willa Cicha, modernity 
was making its way to Zakopane and artists alert to new ideas, 
no longer subscribed to the fin-de-siècle ideals of their fathers. 
Stanisław Witkiewicz’s son, known as Witkacy, for example, 
started a notorious enterprise, The S.I. Witkiewicz Portrait 
Painting Company, which specialised in portraits reportedly 
produced under the influence of drugs and other stimulants. 
Other artists were experimenting with synthetic and geometric 

Fig. 10. A detail of a door in the Silent Villa (Willa Cicha), 
showing a motif of a heart and crickets

59 In my book on the British Arts and 
Crafts Movement I devoted a chap-
ter to the idea of the Arts and Crafts 
house, based largely on the study of 
primary sources, and it is interesting 
to see how much Willa Cicha match-
es them. For example, the ideals of 
the unity of arts or of the respect-
ful continuity of tradition, which 
does not consist in the copying of 
the forms of the past, but, in Rus-
kinian terms, of their ‘vital assimi-
lation’. Edyta Supińska-Polit, Dom 
Arts&Crafts. Geneza i Idea (Warsaw: 
Neriton, 2004), 66–107.
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forms, and leaving behind organic and nature-inspired sources 
and approaches. Kłosowski, however, consistently continued to 
weave his own beauty. Cicha was his labour of love, and when 
fashions were changing, and other artists came to Zakopane and 
then left, he adhered with remarkable integrity and unswerving 
commitment to the ideals that he had embraced early in his youth 
and had deliberately chosen to cultivate. As an artist and teacher 
he sustained a tradition of good quality craftsmanship and in the 
long run he provided a link between the early artistic colony in 
Zakopane and the generations to come.60 

Conclusion
When Poland regained its independence in 1918, it inevitably 
affected the community in Zakopane, which between the 
wars had morphed into the Polish Davos, becoming a capital 
of snow sports.61 As generations and historical circumstances 
changed, the early idealism and patriotic fervour gave way to 
the growing enthusiasm for modernity. An era when writers 
and painters defined their ideas and ideals in the face of nature 
and in relation to indigenous traditions, legends, myths and 
symbols, was coming to the end. Yet the mountain village, 
which in 1933 acquired city rights, continued to attract artists. 
Some, who had visited it since the turn of the century, made 
Zakopane their home in the interwar period. Among them, 
two notable figures deserve a mention in these concluding 
paragraphs: Jan Kasprowicz (1860–1926), a Young Poland poet, 
and Karol Szymanowski (1882–1937), a major Polish composer, 
both inspired by the Tatras and the Highlander culture. 
Kasprowicz’s house in Zakopane, the Harenda Villa, which he 
bought in 1923 from an English artist Winifred Cooper, has 
been preserved to this day as the writer’s house. Thanks to a 
broad range of Kasprowicz’s artistic contacts and interests, it 
offers an insight into the continuity of artistic tradition in the 
Tatras.62 Szymanowski had been a frequent visitor to Zakopane 
since 1904, staying in several guesthouses, where he enjoyed 
the social life and studied Highlander music and folklore, but it 
was the Atma Villa, where he lived between 1930 and 1935, that 
became his home.63 His major work influenced by Podhale and 
its musical traditions is a ballet-pantomime Harnasie, written 
1923–31 and set in the Tatras.64 

60 Kłosowski, together with Maria 
 Bujakowa, designed altar frontals 
for the old parish church of Our Lady 
of Częstochowa in Zakopane after 
the Second World War. B. Sanocka 
(2008) https://dnidziedzictwa.pl/
cmentarz-i- kosciolek-na-peksowym-
brzyzku/ (accessed 20 December 
2018).

61 Jabłońska, Fine Arts at the Foot of 
the Polish Tatra Mountains, 11.

62 http://harenda.com.pl/muzeum, 
historia (accessed 20 December 
2018). He was on friendly terms, 
among others, with Stefan Żerom-
ski and Witkacy (Stanisław Ignacy 
Witkiewicz), Stanisław Witkiewicz’s 
son, who painted several portraits 
of Kasprowicz and his wife, Maria.

63 In 1904, during his stay in Zakopane, 
Szymanowski met Arthur Rubin-
stein, who was impressed with his 
music. In 1914 he lived in a guest-
house, run by the Witkiewicz fam-
ily. Witkacy painted Szymanows-
ki’s portraits, which are now on 
display in Atma. Katarzyna Wydra, 
‘Muzeum Karola Szymanowskiego 
w willi “Atma”’, in Muzeum Karola 
Szymanowskiego w willi ‘Atma’ w 
Zakopanem (Krakow: The National 
Museum in Krakow, 2014), 12–15.

64 The ballet was first performed in 
1935 in Prague, and a year later it 
was presented in Paris by the danc-
er and choreographer Serge Lifar. 
Lifar, Rubinstein, and prominent 
Polish composers and writers, such 
as Emil Młynarski, Jarosław Iwasz-
kiewicz, and Zofia Nałkowska, were 
among the visitors to Atma. Wydra, 
‘Muzeum Karola Szymanowskiego w 
willi “Atma”’, 17, 30.

https://dnidziedzictwa.pl/cmentarz-i-kosciolek-na-peksowym-brzyzku/
https://dnidziedzictwa.pl/cmentarz-i-kosciolek-na-peksowym-brzyzku/
https://dnidziedzictwa.pl/cmentarz-i-kosciolek-na-peksowym-brzyzku/
http://harenda.com.pl/muzeum,historia
http://harenda.com.pl/muzeum,historia
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For artists such as Kasprowicz and Szymanowski, who lived 
in Zakopane between the wars, it was still an inspiring place to 
practise poetry and music, but the educational and social mission 
of the early community had been lost. Though Witkiewicz’s 
development of the Zakopane Style transformed building methods 
in the area, the young avant-garde artists who were attracted to 
the Tatras did not relate directly to the legacy of the previous 
generation. The Schools of Wood Industry and Lacework, however, 
continued to prosper and they were both successfully featured in 
Paris in 1925. Two of the houses designed by Witkiewicz – Koliba 
and Oksza – are now home to the Tatra Museum, and the House 
under the Firs has been preserved virtually intact by the family 
owners. Karol Kłosowski’s Willa Cicha has fortunately escaped the 
fate of many wooden houses in Zakopane and is also owned by the 
artist’s descendants. There are still, however, different threads in 
Kłosowski’s various activities – as a painter, sculptor, designer and 
teacher – that need to be woven together to give a more complete 
and adequate picture of his contribution to sustain the tradition 
of artists’ engagement with the nature and culture of Podhale.

The history of the vernacular revival and the artistic 
community in the Tatras highlighted in this paper is valuable as 
part of a broader movement of the European Revivals. It is also 
valuable in its own right as a model example of friendship and 
cooperation, which resulted not only in the vernacular revival in 
Zakopane around 1900, but also gave impetus to more systematic 
scientific studies on the Tatras. The legacy of Witkiewicz and 
Kłosowski bears witness to their appreciation of the natural 
beauty of the world that surrounded them and their respect for 
the Highlander culture. As much as their work is indebted to the 
vernacular traditions of Podhale and rooted in their individual 
lives and Polish political history, it is also representative of the 
early modern turn towards the primeval, the genuine and the 
unspoilt by civilisation, which produced artists’ colonies and 
communities elsewhere in Europe.

Edyta Barucka, PhD, is an art historian and independent scholar 
with a background in English literature and art history. In 1993–
2014 she was assistant professor at the Institutes of English Studies 
and Applied Linguistics of Warsaw University. Her PhD research 
on the British Arts and Crafts Movement, published in 2004, led 



 134EDYTA BARUCKA The Vernacular Revival in the Polish Tatras c. 1900: 
Arts, Patronage,  Collecting and  Documentation

EUROPEAN REVIVALS
From Dreams of a Nation to Places of Transnational Exchange
FNG Research 1/2020

her to reassess the developments in Polish decorative arts and 
architecture around 1900 in terms of the Arts and Crafts ideas. Her 
areas of special interest are North European, and especially Polish 
and British, painting and handicrafts in the late 19th and early 
20th centuries. She is the author of the book on the European 
Garden City Movement (2014). In 2015 she organised with the 
Tatra Museum the ‘Return to Nature’ conference, which was part 
of the European Revivals project. She is currently working on a 
book of essays on British art and gardens.


