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  SIEF Summer School 2022  

    

  'Urban Heritage on the Right Bank. Heritage in Warsaw as Seen
from the Praga District'  

The SIEF Summer School 2022 will focus on expressions of urban heritage in Warsaw, Poland, hosted by the
Institute of Ethnology and Cultural Anthropology of the University of Warsaw.

Posted on: 08-06-2022

Most Summer School activities will take place not in the University’s premises located on the left bank of the
Vistula river, but in Praga, the right-bank eastern district of the city. Praga has always been a poorer sister of the
capital city. An independent township surrounded by several old rural parishes, it was only formally incorporated
into Warsaw’s city structure at the end of the eighteenth century. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
inhabited mostly by the working class, it was home to several bigger industries and a swarm of innumerable small,
smaller, and minute factories, manufactories, and workshops. Until 1939, many of these were owned by the city’s
Jews.

With the nationalization of industry after WWII, Praga became a district of “prywaciarze” (an offensive Communist
propaganda term for privately-owned small businesses which provided consumer goods, often handcrafted, and
services in the chronically scarcity-ravaged, centrally planned economy of the People’s Republic). The political
transformations of the 1990s and early 2000s decimated craft traditions in Praga, with one of the first “market-
friendly” reforms abolishing the guild licensing and the political and economic mechanisms that supported small
local producers, who then had to confront both the flood of cheap mass-produced goods from China, as well as the
allure of global brands, symbols of prosperity, opening, and westernization. Out of 282 small craft businesses
registered in 1992 only 61 appeared in the Map of Craft in Praga made in 2016.

At the end of the 2010s, however, the surviving workshops of locksmiths, umbrella-makers, cobblers and
shoemakers, lampshade-makers, tailors and dressmakers, etc., still in operation but far from prosperous, became a
focus of interest for urban activists and artists, attracted by Praga’s urban heritage. Shortly after the establishment
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of the Warsaw Praga District Museum (2010), originally a grass-root initiative later incorporated into the City of
Warsaw Museum as one of its local branches, a special revitalization programme for the Praga craft community
was put in motion, with small businesses and craft traditions being recognized as one of the most characteristic
features of the district’s heritage. Part of this programme consisted of encouraging a collaboration between Praga
craftspeople and design students/young designers. At the same time, Praga offered post-industrial spaces and
installations to the “new craft community,” or to educated urbanities trying to make their living from pursuing
various craft and maker activities. The District Museum will be a Summer School partner and is the venue we will
use throughout.
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