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Toy Sto ry

For generations, craftspeople in northern Croatia ve been maklng handcrafted
wooden toys. Though the tradition has faded llJ of m: ss-produced
ans perseveres in fashioning




S5t Siato] $eolx) = S AL, 2A T WFAI =
OJzpof gro} 2k A gt Bo) v AE3 BAE S
Fakgk ATt o 2 A ek Autek A9 A Aol =
Bl %ol Qlar, Yo} wube 2R, 245 170
Al A} HA o] Ak 2 e A U 579 gl
7] %ol 7153tk AAH-e A2 o}E|o} B
s 2upx ik A wiglop| AE 2]A} Q1 nhegl
GEAFH|X]7)o AFEH 40d0] Ye= A% 54 ik
THE0] Shth AR T A4 Al A ti A o) F gt A2
A2 oA of| A] 71 vl AT T "o A] Zhd el A] A2
A& uE w7} Aol AL, 1 o) F R U Y& St Atk
RZ1E 2t 3 ot 3 Ec.

ntejopH| A E 2|3} 2] o o] B Azt A2 5
1941712 AEd L2, SR 2 f e o] vh&o
ate} o] ek wipd AR O] FHRFEC] T AR
nkejo} Ao 15417 B 52 16417] Zoll A 72
AR oS B §13) Bt o] YA & ek Lol
pAAEH] X 7] 9 Ayt rkgo] itk 7 ke Q e d T
EA] S A sk, o] e F o Eopke
RSO APl A AEZ AL 7] & 71 dEIAT
Hrthu elglo ] A E R xRl AF 1| B Abo] o) $1x] g &5t
| ZH| Sy xake] B APHO = U m U S
HELNE So] jght), Axlde s veY| 7 e
U= Uit o] Hofd v mnhurear e

g, o] Ao A= 100F 0] ‘A= B4 ddhe Al

AT AR 1 F R A o] B B0k AT E e

AE oz b g St 3 £, ob] W, 94,
o

o)A 2] muel A 71 71 v Extel 7} el il e
shefol L W W7} sk A she L] gt ol
Itk o] B4 Akt Ak A7) 52t A Ferh uA

SRR, AL AR, 2, W17, £, 37 719 5
A28 Aol /b ek, 2ol ) 583 o 27

Stk BIEY i oplg o2t

i)
2
lut
NG
o
R4
AR
9
i
N
5
4
iy
2
it}
o
>
rot
Lor
Mo
flo
N
X
I
o
e

56

Stjepan Mikus sits at a bench, the bright midmorning
sunlight streaming through the window behind him, and
runs a rough carpenter’s thumb across the beveled edge
of a small toy wooden horse. Sawdust fills the corners
of the simple workshop, tools and offcuts of beech and
linden lie scattered across a work surface, and the scent
of freshly cut wood fills the air. Stjepan, who lives in Laz
Stubicki — a village near Marija Bistrica, in the Hrvatsko
Zagorje region of northern Croatia — has been making
traditional wooden toys for over 40 years. “| learned from
my father, who started making them after the Second
World War,” he says. “l was 10 years old when he started
teaching me in his workshop, and from that moment on,

I never wanted to do anything else.”

The tradition of making wooden toys in the villages
around Marija Bistrica stretches back to the 19" century
and is historically linked to the town’s importance as a
pilgrimage site. The Marian shrine of Our Lady of the
Snow, with its much-venerated late 15%- or early 16™-
century wooden Black Madonna statue, draws well
over half a million faithful to Marija Bistrica each year.
Pilgrimage routes leading to the town pass the villages
of Laz Stubicki and Tugonica. Both have long been
associated with the making of wooden toys, which made
for good, convenient souvenirs and presents for pilgrims
to take home to young children. Furthermore, here on the
northern flanks of Medvednica, the forested massif that
lies between Marija Bistrica and Zagreb, the landscape is
rich in beech, maple, willow and linden trees. Stjepan says
that beech is the most durable and therefore the best for
making toys like the horse he’s holding.

At one time, over 100 types of wooden toys were made
in this area, although the number made today is less than
half that. Traditional forms that are still made include a
horse on wheels; miniature furniture, such as wardrobes
and matching tables and chairs; a butterfly on wheels with
wings that flap asit's pushed along on a wooden pole; and
a distinctive, zoomorphic flute with a cockerel or other
bird on top (Zveglica). There has been little change to these
forms over the past century or so, though over the years,

traditional forms of wooden toys have been supplemented
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by more recent shapes, including cars, airplanes, tractors
and steam trains. | ask Stjepan if he has a favorite, one he
particularly enjoys making. “The steam train,” he replies
with a shrug and a broad smile.

Although an electric band saw is used to cut the initial
shape from a plank of wood, and a drill press is often
employed, most of the work is still done by hand, using
a mixture of modern and traditional tools — the latter
including a wooden vise and a two-handled plane. These
days there’s a preference for gluing the joints instead of
using nails, and sourcing materials is simpler. Paint is
applied to large areas with a brush, while details of flowers
and tracery are added using various tools, including
containers with slender nozzles.

While I'm at Stjepan’s workshop, his neighbor Ivan
Mikus stops by for a chat. The two aren’t related; half the
village has the surname Mikus, Stjepan explains with a

chuckle. Though he’s now retired, Ivan also once made

MORNINGCALM

ek 5= 2ol ek A7k U 219} Ao &
7] B, ool 12 402 Helo] ool7l S ol
QU 2418 1A it 421 71 ge] 2 Aol 2
157 Q) $2 oleiw W,

T H| 718 wu ok BA) g 39 T
Solulx| 9} g7l 19] 715 291 4lo] 9128 F iRz gtk
EALAHs vhelop AR Rl $H% 0w E Amne
ol whgot}, thiele oA AR, o] 244,
ol mfelouie} sl ke, s A o) e
LRI SRk ol X7} oke) 5L olo] BA) iz
ghEt g wle) 1A Al ARk, Qe 1

[
.

Z2o| | 2ldl = F&2 M 222 ClxjlEck(2IZ Fo]x]).
B MEs ’.E!% T2 b7 2l "a% Zahsll R, op7| &eH, Etxt,
edefo] oju|ofx| 7kt Sol 2ACkOf=h).

Zveglice, zoomorphic flutes usually topped by a bird, are just one of
the wooden toys crafted in the region (opposite). Other traditional
forms include miniature furniture, such as cribs, wardrobes and
chairs, like those made by Danijel Hajni¢ (below).

wooden toys, specializing in Zveglice. He shows me photos
of hiswork inan old booklet published by the Staro Selo
Museum in Kumrovec. They're not the same as the ones
Stjepan makes, he says, waving his arm at the pictures
while the two men discuss the finer points of their craft.
Everyone has their own recognizable style.

We leave the ground-floor workshop and walk upstairs,
entering Stjepan’s house and taking a seat at the dining
table. Atop its white tablecloth sits a potted flower, around
which is spread a variety of wooden toys. Stjepan paints
the saddle of the horse he’s been working on. Then his wife
Dragica sits down and paints the rest of the body, adding
decorative details after the first coat of paint has dried. It's
traditionally women who paint the wooden toys, though
these days some men might do both the carving and
painting. There’s no particular reason for this division of
labor — that's just how families of toy makers have worked

for generations, says Stjepan.
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THE YOUNG TOY MAKER From Laz Stubicki, | drive with
Danijel Hajni¢, another wooden toy maker, to his family’s
workshop in Tugonica, a village just a few kilometers
northwest of Marija Bistrica. Danijel works with his
father and mother, Stjepan and Durdica, as well as his
wife Marijana. Through secondary school, Danijel had
planned to become a chef. It was only later, when his father
suggested he learn to make wooden toys since it was a
skill already in the family, that he discovered his love of
working with wood. “He’s the third generation of wooden
toy maker in this family,” says his father. “I learned from
my father. Danijel learned from me.”

Danijel and his family specialize in making toy
tamburitzas — small, traditional stringed instruments
used widely in the folk music of Croatia, Serbia and Bosnia.
Although toys, they're made to be played and can be tuned
accurately. Danijel brings out two tamburitzas several

decades old, as well as a new toy he’s making with the
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Men generally carve the wooden toys, while women paint them in
bright colors and add decorative details (opposite). Over the years,
craftspeople began supplementing traditional designs with more
modern forms such as cars, trams and airplanes (above).

mlo

qu@44mﬂbx%aﬂa54§§
e EEs Y
Al EPS—%E} A7)l A eks At Y F=
%%‘41ﬂ44~m&wm

o2 AT th A oHY7} X—HQQOH

g2 1, T2 UL

body shaped like an electric guitar’s.

After rummaging through some roughly cut planks of
beech, maple, linden and cherry outside, Danijel returns
to the light-flooded workshop. “I thought I'd show you the
different stages of making a toy table and chairs,” he says.
After cutting the shapes from a plank using a band saw
and smoothing the edges of each piece, he drills small
holes that will be used to make the joints. The pieces are
glued together, a thin piece of wood is driven through the
holes and then the end is sanded flat by hand.

Meanwhile, Danijel’s father is assembling a small
tamburitza. The beechwood body is first hollowed out with
a drill bit, then more finely with a chisel. Next it’s joined
to the neck, and a soundboard made of softer wood is
attached. Then the instrument is added to a pile of others
awaiting the next stage of production. Danijel's mother
comes over from the house and begins painting the table

and chairs. She applies a coat of bright, glossy red paint,
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The region’s traditional wooden toys
have been adapted into other types of
souvenirs, such as refrigerator magnets.
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then sets them aside and starts to add decorative flowers
to a set that she has painted earlier and is already dry.

In 2009, the traditional manufacturing of children’s
wooden toys in Hrvatsko Zagorje was inscribed on
UNESCQO's List of Intangible Cultural Heritage. Despite
the recognition, the number of people making authentic
wooden toys here is diminishing. There are few active
craftspeople around Marija Bistrica, and at least two of
them are nearing retirement. | show Stjepan Mikus and
Danijel Hajni¢ photos of craftspeople taken back in 2008 or
earlier, and they count off those who have retired or passed
away. Stjepan has a son who sometimes works with him,
but he’s looking for other work, and Stjepan doesn’t think
he’ll continue. Danijel, who's in his thirties, is one of the
youngest toy makers.

The next day, while walking down a street beside the
church in Marija Bistrica, | find Danijel and Ivica Mesar,
another local toy maker, selling their toy horses and
miniature furniture alongside votive candles, crucifixes
and small statues of the Virgin Mary. It's increasingly hard
to make a living crafting traditional wooden toys. In an age
of cheap, disposable plastic toys and video games, fewer
people are buying wooden toys, despite the fact that they
last for years and cost very little. Most are sold at local
fairs and market stalls in small towns. Renting a stall at
alargerfairin Zagreb, such as its Christmas market, is
financially unworkable for wooden toy makers.

Despite the difficulties, Danijel remains upbeat. He
runs workshops for schoolchildren from across Croatia at
Marija Bistrica’s new visitor center. There, children learn
to make traditional wooden toys, which they get to take
home with them. Additionally, toy tamburitzas are given
to schoolsinrural areas, so this traditional craft becomes
part of students’ musical education.

Before leaving Laz Stubicki, | ask Stjepan Mikus why
he makes wooden toys. “Because | enjoy it,” he says. He
doesn’t do it for the money, since it doesn’t pay very well.
It's the same reason given by all the toy makers |'ve spoken
to around Marija Bistrica. “It's interesting work, and it's an
authentic local tradition that | want to see continue, that |

want to help preserve.” & Textand photographs by Rudolf Abraham
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