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EDITOR’S NOTES

I took over the editorial duties of the English editions of the Lidé města / Urban 
People journal in January 2020 (I am thankful to the former editor, Hedvika 
Novotná, for managing the English editions for the previous 12 years). I am 
dedicated to the high-quality standards of the journal, and to its ethnographic 
specificity, as well as to its wide international and interdisciplinary outreach. We 
have followed a rigorous selection and revision process for the articles published 
in this edition, and the positive outcome resulting from these efforts should 
be apparent to the readers. I want to express my gratitude here to all of the 
anonymous reviewers, as well as to my colleagues from the Lidé města / Urban 
People journal, who contributed to the successful completion of this issue. 

All of the three articles herein address contemporary social and cultural 
phenomena from post-socialist countries in Central and Eastern Europe, 
namely from the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Poland. More specifically, 
the first two published contributions deal with local economic developments 
(informal and marketplace economies, agriculture, tourism), and with related 
issues of ethnicity (Rawitsch) and identity (Apjok), while the third one scruti-
nizes digital media and popular culture (Napiórkowski). All three texts utilize 
ethnographic methods to some degree, and are attentive to the complexities 
and contradictions of power, agency, and discourse. Furthermore, we are also 
initiating a conversation on “Nearly Carbon Neutral” scholarly conferences in 
a timely essay contribution by Lee Bidgood. Finally, the review section of the 
journal discusses a rich selection of recent English-language anthropological 
and ethnomusicological publications that are on the one hand very international 
and interdisciplinary, and on the other, related in one way or another to the 
Czech Republic and the wider region.

I regard my editorial work for the journal as a work in progress, which means 
that the current issue therefore represents only the beginning of a longer journey 
that will attempt to make public many relevant and engaging texts and topics, as 
well as introduce several editorial changes and innovations to the journal. I hope 
you will follow, appreciate, and perhaps also contribute to these endeavours!

David	Verbuč	

U R B A N  P E O P L E  |  L I D É  M Ě S T A  2 2  |  2 0 2 0  |  2
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SEEING SAPA: READING A TRANSNATIONAL 
MARKETPLACE IN THE POST-SOCIALIST 
CITYSCAPE 

Ezra	 Rawitsch	
(independent researcher)

Abstract: Central and Eastern European post-socialist states have undergone 
profound political and economic changes in the three decades since 1989. 
Although the dramatic transformations of the immediate post-socialist period 
were highly visible and widely documented, recent political and economic devel-
opments are crucial to understanding the region’s contemporary conjuncture. 
The broad trend of moving away from liberalism and toward an emergent 
authoritarian politics, both in the Visegrád states and elsewhere, raises new 
uncertainties regarding the rule of law, the civil rights of minority groups, and 
the status of democratic rule. Meanwhile, the region’s increasingly globalised 
economies have variously embraced and shunned Western economic influence, 
maintaining and cultivating trade and political linkages with the former “Soviet 
ecumene” and in Southeast and East Asia, notably China and Vietnam. 

Amid these trends, novel forms of urban space locate and reveal a variety 
of perspectives on the nature of the post-socialist transition. Since its founding 
in 1999, Sapa marketplace, on the outskirts of Prague, has become a focus of 
transnational trade networks and a cultural centre of the Vietnamese-Czech 
community in Czechia. Czech scholars have emphasised Sapa as an important 
centre of Vietnamese-Czech culture in the Czech Republic; I consider more 
expansively how Sapa can be conceptualised as a transnational and post-
socialist urban space, and how legacies of migration and informal economic 
activity have contributed to its formation. I explore the material present of Sapa, 
which helps to locate, focus, and reveal specific legacies of the socialist past and 
the dynamics of the post-socialist transition.
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Introduction

Each day at Sapa, more than 350 business entities with thousands of employees 
engage in trade with tens of thousands of visitors (see Figure 1)1. The act of 
trade is at once highly localised and highly transnational.2 At Sapa, one is just 
as likely to come across a Chinese-made smartphone as a bundle of Thai basil 
grown in Czechia. There are wholesalers hailing from dozens of countries, 
some of whom who deal only in multiples of one thousand; there are pensioners 
from neighbouring apartment buildings who come for a single bag of groceries. 
Buddhists offer incense at one of Prague’s few public temples (see Figure 2). 
Children play in and out of their parents’ storefronts while mothers tend cash 
registers, or scale fish, or talk. 

In a window, advertisements for round-trip airfares are posted. Prague to 
Hanoi, via Moscow: CZK 16,500. There are non-stop tickets to Moscow, Istanbul 
and Chengdu; connections to Ulaanbaatar, Beirut, and Beijing (see Figure 3). 
Three adjacent travel agencies attract passers-by with signs in Chinese, Czech, 
English, and Vietnamese. Another multilingual sign reads “Korea Mart and 
Asian Foods Supermarket”; nearby, a store claims to be Czechia’s largest 
importer of goods from India, Indonesia, and China. Around another corner 
a sign reads “Turkish Goods” (Turecké zboží) alongside the star and crescent 
(see Figures 4, and 5). 

1 This publication was supported by the Morehead-Cain Foundation.
2 Numerous definitions of transnationalism have been proposed. Here, I use the term in reference to 

Steven Vertovec’s conceptualisation, characterised by “sustained cross-border relationships, patterns 
of exchange, affiliations and social formations spanning nation-states” (Vertovec 2009, 2).
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Figure 1: A streetscape just north of Sapa’s main entry gate. Photo: Ezra Rawitsch, 2018.

Figure 2: The flag of Vietnam flies over Sapa’s Buddhist shrine, one of only a few in Prague. 
Photo: Ezra Rawitsch, 2018.
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How has such a space – a vibrant, transnational, multilingual space – come 
to be where it is, on the outskirts of Prague, in an unassuming set of low-rise 
warehouses? My subject in this paper is Sapa, a remarkable marketplace and 
cultural centre. But it is also an attempt to unfold and trace elements of the 
established narrative of Sapa and examine how it might be extended to situate 
the marketplace in a broader context. I aim to show how Sapa can serve as a case 
study of the imbricated patterns of post-socialist landscape transformation, 
transnational migration, and alternative economies, while also proposing 
a fragmentary, multiple approach that seeks to destabilise existing conventions 
and reveal additional ways of interpreting the urban landscape. 

Figure 3: A multilingual advertisement in Czech and Vietnamese for flights from Prague to 
Hanoi on Aeroflot, the Russian national air carrier. Photo: Ezra Rawitsch, 2018.
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Figure 4: The various signs on display at Sapa. Photo: Ezra Rawitsch, 2018.
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Figure 5: The Sapa site, centre, as it appears in a 2018 aerial photograph. Photo: IPR Praha 
GeoPortal, 2019.3

Research Design and Approaches

This project has emerged from a lifetime of exposure to the expatriate communi-
ties of Central and Eastern Europe in Los Angeles, California and a longstanding 
desire to engage first-hand the landscape remembered to me at countless 
gatherings of family and friends. My interest in post-socialist cities began as 
an intern for a housing NGO in Bratislava, Slovakia, where during the summer 
of 2016 I worked on a research project concerning the nature of public spaces 
in the post-socialist period. 

I carried out fieldwork in Prague during the summer of 2018. Drawing on 
interdisciplinary literature and methodologies, including my site visits to Sapa 
in 2018, archival research, aerial photography, unstructured interviews, and 

3 Photos from the IPR Praha GeoPortal are used under the Creative Commons licensing terms 
(CC BY-SA 4.0). 
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visual analysis, I develop a reading of the landscape as a palimpsestic text char-
acterised by the relationship between its multiple overlapping layers of detail. 
From city archives to geotagged posts on social media to aerial photographs of 
the Sapa marketplace site, the resulting work is a synthesis of these interrelated 
repositories and my personal notes, photographs, recordings, and memories.

Three main theoretical approaches have guided my inquiry. Reading Sapa’s 
structure and form, I propose several additional ways of seeing Sapa as an urban 
space which is: 

1. Reflective of the urban political economies of post-socialism, especially the 
Lefebvrian production of spaces that conform to post-socialist political, 
social, and economic frameworks.

2. Exemplary of the fractured, multiple, and overlapping geographies of 
socialism and post-socialism, which defy unidimensional understanding 
(here I reference Doreen Massey’s concepts of progressive sense of place); 
and,

3. Expressive of diverse economic practices that complicate the idea that 
post-socialism is essentially capitalistic in nature (here I work with 
J. K. Gibson-Graham’s conceptions of diverse economies).

I worked with a research group at Charles University to establish connec-
tions at Prague’s main archive (Archiv hlavního města Prahy), in Chodovec, 
and with the Prague Institute of Planning and Development (Institut plánování 
a rozvoje hlavního města Prahy). With the help of my contacts at these organ-
isations, I was able to arrange viewings of historical urban plans and access 
repositories of aerial photography which illustrated how the site that is now 
home to Sapa was imagined and transformed over time. 

The Prague Institute of Planning and Development and the city of Prague 
maintain excellent online repositories of GIS data and imagery that were inval-
uable to my project (IPR Praha n.d.). These repositories insured my ability to 
take my research from Prague back to North Carolina and continue my work 
throughout the fall of 2018 and the spring of 2019. This combination of meth-
odological approaches aims to interface with and extend existing literature, 
offering several cultural and historical geographic approaches to understanding 
the cityscape of post-socialist Prague.
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The Marketplace

Sapa is located in Praha-Libuš, an outlying neighbourhood ten kilometres 
south of Prague’s historical centre which was mostly farmland until the 1970s. 
The site which now houses Sapa was constructed between 1970 and 1975 as 
an integrated complex of industrial, residential, and recreational buildings 
(a microdistrict or mikrorayon):4 a meat processing factory, a panelaky residen-
tial tower-block, a school, and a recreation centre housing a pool. 

In the immediate post-socialist period (1989–1999), informal and open-air 
markets emerged on vacant sites around Prague, including the present-day Sapa 
site (Drbohlav and Čermáková 2016). In 1999, the facility was sold to a con-
sortium of Vietnamese-Czech investors doing business as Saparia, a.s., which 
established market stalls within existing warehouses and factory buildings, 
and made them available for rent to independent wholesalers and merchants 
(Fiedlerová and Sýkora 2015; Freidingerová and Svobodová 2015).

Over time, the market has grown to accommodate an extensive variety 
of functions and groups. One can find at Sapa “restaurants, grocery shops, 
hairdressers, nail studios, travel agencies, medical doctors, a nursery, a trans-
lation bureau, a wedding studio and a Buddhist pagoda”, among many other 
kinds of businesses and non-governmental organisations (Freidingerová and 
Svobodová 2015).5 

In quantifiable terms, Sapa can be described as 27 hectares of whole-
sale-retail-commercial-cultural-culinary-religious space. It is among the largest 
marketplaces in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE). Qualitatively, it is known 
in the popular imagination of Praguers and many visitors to Czechia’s capital 
as “the Vietnamese market”, but it has been described in various ways. It is 
characterised in academic writing as a “marketplace” (Drbohlav and Čermáková 
2016), a “bazaar” (Hüwelmeier 2013; Fiedlerová and Sýkora 2015), described 

4 The term, from the Russian микрорайо́н, characterises the large-scale planned suburban resi-
dential developments common to much of Central and Eastern Europe during the socialist period. 

5 Very little quantitative data has been produced concerning Sapa’s operations. Privately-held 
Saparia, a.s., which acts as the administrator of the Sapa site, releases a limited picture of their 
financials. Additionally, much of Sapa’s economic activity is informal or not published. Saparia’s latest 
official filing with the Czech government showed CZK 5,800,000 (about 212,000 euros) cash on hand 
and fewer than five full-time employees (Kurzy.cz n.d.). The largest listed company located at Sapa, 
Tamda Foods, s.r.o., showed CZK 398,000,000 (about 14.5 million euros) cash on hand in 2019 (Kurzy.
cz n.d.). I have not delved into the economic details of the market’s hundreds of enterprises in this 
paper; however, future research might consider the scope and reach of firms doing business at Sapa.



  
E z R A  R A w I T S C H  |  S E E I N G  S A P A

167

in popular media as “Little Hanoi” (Děd and de Babraque 2010), and called by 
one writer “a Vietnamese paradise” (Storm 2015). 

Sapa is a focal point of Vietnamese6 culture, commerce, and social life not 
only in Prague, but in Czechia more broadly. It has been argued that Prague has 
become a centre for the Vietnamese-Czech “mostly because of … the trade and 
cultural centre of Sapa” (Freidingerová and Svobodová 2015). However, Sapa 
is also characterised by a profound diversity of economic, cultural, and social 
practices, which, when considered, help to construct a more complete portrait 
of the marketplace and its urban surroundings. Informed by the influence of 
the Vietnamese-Czech community on Sapa, I wish to situate Sapa in a broader 
context: within a landscape of post-socialist urban development, characteristic 
of the cross-border relationships and exchanges which have come to typify the 
region in the 21st century, and amid the proliferation of informal economic 
practices in the aftermath of post-socialist transition.

The Production of Space in the Post-Socialist City

Spatial transformations at Sapa in the last two decades illustrate how spaces 
constructed in the socialist conjuncture were reformed, reimagined, and recon-
structed to fit the needs of a market economy. These changes have tended to be 
gradual, informal, and occasionally fraught with allegations of wrongdoing. 
This process of change helps to situate Sapa in its broader geopolitical and 
urban spatial context: not as a thing apart from the city; rather, as a constitutive 
element of the post-socialist urban landscape.

Legacies	of	socialism	on	the	urban	periphery:	1945–1989

The history of the Sapa site, illustrated in archival aerial imagery, reveals how 
the physical structures of Socialism endure in the urban form of the market-
place and its surroundings. At the same time, the gradual adaptation of these 
structures shows the path-dependent manner of spatial transition. 

At the end of World War II, the Sapa site was made up of individually 
parcelled farmland between the nearby villages of Libuš and Pisnice, both of 
which underwent little expansion during the following decade (see Figures 8, 

6 A note on terminology: I use the terms “Vietnamese” and “Vietnamese-Czech” in slightly different 
ways in this paper; in general, I employ the former when making more general reference to the national 
and linguistic community irrespective of diasporic location, while the latter is used in specific relation 
to the community of Vietnamese people in the Czech Republic, irrespective of citizenship.
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and 9). There is a twenty-two-year gap in available aerial imagery; however, 
a 1971 city plan does not depict the site (see Figure 6). Furthermore, the 1971 
plan shows that the administrative boundary of the city of Prague did not yet 
encompass the site that today houses Sapa (see Figures 6, and 7). 

Aerial photographs taken in 1975 illustrate the construction site of the 
Masokombinat Libuš, or Masokombinát for short, as part of an integrated mikro-
rayon-style development featuring high-rise residential towers, recreational 
facilities, and factory buildings. City plans produced in 1979 show the finished 

Figure 6: A 1971 city map of Prague does not depict the future Sapa site. Photo: Prague 
City Archives (Archiv hlavního města Prahy), 1971. 
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Masokombinát and the expanded administrative region of the municipality of 
Prague, which grew to encompass nearby Pisnice in 1974 (see Figure 7). 

In 1989, on the eve of the transition, aerial photographs show an expanded 
complex of factory and residential buildings now fully intertwined with the 
traditional edges of Libuš, officially a district of Prague, and adjacent to other 
industrial-style developments. Still, the Masokombinát remains on the very edge 
of the city of Prague, bounded to the south by swaths of farmland and the small 
village of Pisnice (see Figure 11).

Figure 7: The Masokombinat site is depicted on a 1979 plan of the city of Prague Photo: 
Prague City Archives (Archiv hlavního města Prahy), 1979
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Figure 8: A 1945 aerial photo of the present-day site of Sapa Marketplace, near the village 
of Libuš (upper left) south of Prague’s historical center Photo: IPR Praha GeoPortal, 2019.

Figure 9: A 1953 area photograph looks much the same as the 1945 photograph; 
however, the collectivization of agricultural land is evident in the erasure of boundaries 
between plots. Photo: IPR Praha GeoPortal, 2019.
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Figure 10: The construction site of the Masokombinat Libuš as it appeared in a 1975 aerial 
photograph. The main building of the southern area of the complex, which today houses 
merchants and wholesalers, appears nearly finished. Photo: IPR Praha GeoPortal, 2019.

Figure 11: The finished Masokombinat pictured in a 1988 or 1989 aerial photograph. The 
northern area of the site, constructed after the southern area, is now visible. Photo: IPR 
Praha GeoPortal, 2019.
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From	transition	to	the	present:	1989–2018	

Exactly what occurred with the Sapa site in the ten years following the Velvet 
Revolution is up for some debate, but a fractured portrait suggests a bungled 
privatisation process with implications of fraud that resulted in the bankruptcy 
of the Masokombinát facility. It is known that between 1995 and 1996, František 
Chvalovský, a Czech footballer and entrepreneur, took a majority stake in the 
privatized successor to Masokombinát, which adopted the trade name “Satrapa” 
and sought to establish a group of meat producers at the former Masokombinát. 
Plans collapsed in January 2000 with a filing for bankruptcy that alleged the 
group carried debts “in the billions” of Czech crowns (Cizner 2000). Allegations 
of tunelování, or “tunneling”7, in which the remaining cash and solvent assets 
of one firm are fraudulently transferred to another through the “tunnel” of 
a dubious bankruptcy scheme, surround Satrapa’s ruin. The uncertain circum-
stances of Satrapa’s insolvency were not ameliorated by the subsequent arrest 
at Prague airport of majority shareholder Chvalovský on 27 February, 2001 and 
his indictment for a fraud alleged at CZK 640,000,000 (Carey 2000; Flint 2017). 

Saparia a.s., which represented the consortium of investors that would 
come to own the Masokombinát site, incorporated on 5 October, 1999. By early 
2001, “cheap electronics and clothing” were already on sale at the Sapa site 
(Cizner 2000). By 2003, shipping containers, themselves a manifestation of 
the globalisation and containerisation of the economies of former post-socialist 
states (see Rodrigue and Notteboom 2009; Vertovec 2009), lined the fences that 
form the boundary of the Sapa site. 

A series of aerial photographs dating from 1988 through 2018 reveal how 
Saparia and its tenants appropriated, adapted, and reformed socialist-era spaces 
to meet the needs of their enterprises. These photographs offer a novel way of 
tracking the unfolding of the post-socialist transition on the urban landscape. 
Between 1996 and 2010, approximately ten to fifteen new buildings of various 
sizes, from small sheds to large warehouses, were constructed on the Sapa 
site (see Figure 12). Between 2000 and 2003, the largest temporary market 
hall was demolished in order to construct a more permanent covered market 
hall in an adjacent area. Today, these large market halls house many of the 
marketplace’s soft goods merchants. While new construction was common, 

7 The term “tunneling” in English actually comes from Czech to describe exactly the practice alleged 
here. 
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Figure 12: Above, the Sapa Marketplace site as it appeared in 1996, relatively unchanged 
from seven years prior; and below, as it appeared in 2010, showing more than a dozen 
new buildings and numerous cars. Photo: IPR Praha, 2019.
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management and merchants also appropriated vestigial structures of the 
socialist-era Masokombinát. Wholesalers occupied the largest buildings, former 
factory floors and distribution warehouses, and established storefronts along 
their loading docks. 

Between 2003 and 2007, an area resembling a water storage facility under-
went a distinctive transformation. The circular tanks were gradually woven into 
the commercial fabric of the marketplace. In 1996, the tanks appear unmodified. 
By 2003, informal market buildings surround the now-disused piece of indus-
trial equipment. By 2009, the tanks were modified into circular buildings and 
capped with octagonal roofs. Visiting the site in 2018, it was not apparent that 
these buildings were built within the confines of a piece of disused industrial 
equipment. However, aerial photos reveal how this inherited structure of the 
socialist era was adapted to the needs of the marketplace (see Figure 13).8 

These photos reveal other landscape transformations: green spaces are 
gradually replaced with vast parking lots; reconstruction efforts owing to 
a fire that occurred in 2008 show the complete renovation of one of the large 
Masokombinat warehouses; a larger number of automobiles appears in every 
successive year.

Such transformations show how new spaces emerged at Sapa both from 
within and from without the physical legacies of socialism. The “end” of social-
ism did not correspond to a wiping clean of the landscape it had created; rather, 
the landscape was gradually reformed in the mould of new economic, social, 
and political relations. At Sapa, a new class of entrepreneurs built entirely new 
buildings with entirely new purposes which nevertheless shared foundations 
(in a metaphorical and quite literal sense) with vestiges of a collapsed system. 
Moreover, these new physical structures represent emergent economic rela-
tionships which were undergirded by the already-prevalent practice of informal 
exchange endemic to the socialist shortage economy and practiced by a develo-
ping merchant class, a theme I will examine in the final section of this paper. 

Public	spaces,	private	property,	and	socialism

The macro-level restructuring of the political economy of Czechia has motivated 
a ground-level transformation of the spatial environment not only in Prague’s 
iconic spaces, but also in quotidian spaces like Sapa. Turning next to reading 

8 There are annual aerial photos available from 2000 onward; though too numerous to include in the 
essay, they may be viewed on the IPR Prague database listed in references (n.d.).
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Figure 13: A water storage or treatment plant was gradually transformed into a building for 
market activity Photo: IPR Praha GeoPortal, 2019.
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Sapa in the context of these changes, I suggest that the urban form of Sapa 
reflects a post-socialist, as well as Lefebvrian production of space.

Stalinov (2007) argues that socialist governments in Central and Eastern 
Europe wrought significant change to the nature of urban public spaces, here 
defined as material spaces for common use (parks, playgrounds, squares, 
streets, train and bus stations, beaches). Yet the expropriation of urban spaces 
under CEE socialist systems extended to the “private realm” – homes, com-
mercial offices and storefronts, and other forms of private real property. This 
process resulted in much of space in general becoming “public space” in some 
sense of the phrase: Stalinov points out that in Yugoslavia and in the Russian 
Soviet Federative Socialist Republic “all urban land was appropriated by the 
state” (ibid., 270).9 Perhaps as much as three-quarters of urban land was held 
in public ownership, a ratio that was “more or less inverse” in cities in the West, 
where approximately one third of urban land was publicly held. Significantly 
more of the socialist city was “public space”; at the same time, a significantly 
higher proportion of the socialist city was public space (ibid.). 

Yet socialist cities “significantly curtailed” one of the vital functions of 
urban public spaces in pre-socialist Europe: their use as marketplaces (ibid.). 
To fill the vacuum left by limitations on commerce and public religious life, 
traditionally important public spaces (central market squares, main boulevards, 
etc.) were filled with ideological symbols and monuments, programmed with 
coordinated mass events such as parades, and appropriated for other politically 
important projects (ibid., 271). 

Much of the remainder of the socialist city was constituted by “an abun-
dance of desolate, unkempt, and undifferentiated open spaces” that were devoid 
of any clear functional purpose other than social interaction, which diffused 
thinly across the vast landscape of public open spaces (ibid.). These sorts of 
spaces can still be observed in the immense housing estates on the outskirts of 
most major CEE cities, though paradoxically many such spaces are now held 
in private hands. 

The Sapa site was part and parcel of this project of socialist landscape 
transformation. Czepcynski (2008) has argued that the urban landscape trans-
formations under socialism constituted a “totalization of landscape” which left 
“very little room, if any, for neutrality ... in culture and cultural landscape under 

9 The exact details of land tenure were not consistent across the Soviet republics, so I use RSFSR 
narrowly here. 
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socialism” (ibid., 107). The Sapa site constitutes an element of the socialist 
system of landscape production. Its gradual transformation from socialist 
enterprise to urban marketplace, far from the iconic centre of Prague, is not 
marked by sensational moments comparable to the toppling of a statue or the 
destruction of a communist symbol. Yet it is no less characteristic of the effects 
of transition on the urban landscape. Czepczynski conceptualises landscape 
transformation as a discursive process which “[becomes] part of the everyday 
... the objective, and the natural, [masking] the artifice and ideological nature 
of its form and content” (ibid., 41). Sapa arose through such discursive process 
– the post-socialist transition – and has become a kind of spatialisation of the 
Vietnamese-Czech experience in Prague, a process which Czepczynski reminds 
is strongly connected to the making and fixing of representation: “Spatialization 
is often equivalent to hegemonization: the production of an ideological closure” 
(ibid., 42). In the case of Sapa, this “ideological closure” could be said to operate 
both from the perspective of the Vietnamese-Czech and the Czechs: more so 
than any other wholesale market, Sapa has come to represent something about 
the Vietnamese-Czech minority in the minds of its tenants and interlocutors 
alike. Czepczynski has also conceptualised Central and Eastern European land-
scape transformations within the binary of Circulation-Iconography, a tension 
between openness and closedness, the multiple particularities of Sapa suggest 
the need for a non-binary, non-essential approach to landscape interpretation 
that does not seek resolution as an end in itself (ibid., 180). 

Berdahl et al. (2000) have offered a possible path forward, describing the 
post-socialist landscape as “rife with contradiction”, arguing for the importance 
of examining “how extralocal economic, political, and social processes intersect 
with the individual lives of people in a community” (ibid., 5). Internal idiosyn-
crasies and contradictions of the recent history of Sapa challenge clear narra-
tives of urban landscape transformation. Originally established as a peripheral 
industrial complex and aimed to deliver urban wealth to the near rural suburbs, 
the marketplace is now of central importance to wholesale trade in Prague, 
and magnifies the effects of globalisation on the surrounding area. Tenants 
and merchants appropriated the physical structures of a socialist development 
to construct a thoroughly un-socialist marketplace. Previously held in public 
ownership but not accessible as a public space, the site which now houses Sapa 
is currently accessible to members of the public but held in private ownership. 

These two spatial modes – publicly owned but inaccessible and privately 
owned but accessible – constitute an articulation of space which is characteristic 
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of paradoxes of the post-socialist period. One approach is to assert that the 
post-socialist period has comprised an “enclosure of the commons” through the 
privatisation of the assets and spaces of the socialist state. At the same time, 
the privatisation of publicly owned land and buildings has often resulted in new 
kinds of public access and activities. Stalinov (2007) and Berdahl et al. (2000) 
work to show that public ownership under socialism never guaranteed publicly 
accessible or useable spaces. Sapa represents a helpful reversal of the same 
principle: that private ownership does not guarantee restrictions on access. 
The contradictory relationship between “public” and “private” as principle of 
ownership speaks to the internal contradictions of public and private life during 
the socialist and post-socialist periods alike. 

Susan Gal (2002) offers a navigational aid within this contradiction in 
her principle of fractal distinction; that is, that individuals can experience 
the differences between the semiotic categories of “public” and “private” at 
different scales and in different registers, depending on context (ibid.). She 
argues that under CEE socialism, fractal distinctions between public and private 
were deployed by the state to make and re-make labour relationships, not only 
between firms and individuals, but also particularly between men and women 
(ibid.). She argues the public-private binary is rarely “stable and continuous”, 
yet nonetheless can be experienced as such despite “changes in the contents 
of the distinction” (ibid., 91). The contents of such a distinction are especially 
relevant in the CEE context, where the manipulation of the discursive relation-
ship between the “public” and “private” represented for communist parties one 
of the “essential points for transforming bourgeois, capitalist society through 
social engineering” (ibid., 86). 

This discussion is additionally complicated by Hirt’s (2012) argument that 
distinctions between urban spaces according to a public-private binary must 
be further tailored to the context of CEE socialism. The relationships between 
public and private in “Eastern Europe … deviate from Western notions”, writes 
Hirt, the “most obvious difference” being “that the socialist public [realm]… was 
immeasurably larger than its Western counterpart” (ibid., 18). From the central 
squares of cities and towns to the arenas of civil society and public discourse, 
the overwhelming presence of the state in public life imbued citizens with 
a scepticism toward the public realm (ibid.). 

Hirt argues that while the “private realm” tended to shrink in relation 
to the profundity of the public, private spaces attained a new importance as 
refuges from the watchful eyes of the state: “What the private lost in size, it 
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gained in sanctity” (ibid., 19). As a result, she argues, “contrary to conventional 
wisdom … socialism did not obliterate the private; it obliterated the public – not 
as institutions, but as an ideal” (ibid., 22). Hirt argues that a key paradigm of 
the post-socialist period was a reluctance to emphasize the development of the 
public realm in favour of a focus on private spaces: suburban housing, Western-
style shopping malls, auto-oriented commercial and residential developments, 
etc. (2012). 

What Hirt characterises as an erasure of the public in the socialist period 
reveals the significance of enduring elements of Sapa’s physical design. Despite 
being held in public ownership, the Masokombinat was physically designed 
as an urban space into which entry was controlled. Vestiges of these controls, 
in the form of high fences, a wall surrounding the property, and vehicle and 
pedestrian gates, remain today. 

Toward	a	Lefebvrian	reading

The specific circumstances of the transformation of the Sapa site echo broader 
transformations that occurred in Czechia and around Central and Eastern 
Europe during the transition. In the case of Sapa, actors operating in a newly 
liberalised economic arena worked to repurpose and transform a space para-
digmatic of modes of socialist production. This process recalls the Lefebvrian 
maxim that “new social relations demand a new space, and vice-versa” and 
offers the possibility of exploring Sapa through his conceptualisation of the 
production of space (Lefebvre 1991, 59).

Sapa can be read within Lefebvre’s three-part conception of space as 
conceived, perceived, and lived (1991). This trinary conception of space consists 
of conceived space, that which is conceptualised by those who seek spatial 
transformation: politicians, urban planners, property investors; perceived space, 
spaces which are produced unwittingly and presupposed within societies; 
and lived space, the space individuals inhabit and experience from their own 
affective position. Each perspective on the nature of the social production 
of space is legible in the overlapping urban geographies of the marketplace. 
Conceived of as a socialist enterprise, the Masokombinat came into being as 
a representation of a spatial future; that is, as an urban plan framed by the 
political, social, and economic ideologies of the Communist Party. Yet as 
ideological context changed during the transition, so, too, did the materiality 
of the Masokombinat site, which was appropriated for new spatial practices 
amid changing conceptions of the nature of space itself. The resulting affective 
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landscape – what Lefebvre would call Sapa’s “lived space”, i.e. the spatial realm 
of daily life – is often read and narrated by visitors as essentially Vietnamese, 
and it remains represented that way in most media and some scholarly work. 
Lefebvre’s conception of perceived space might challenge this essentialisation 
as ignoring that Sapa arose from within the presuppositions of the socialist and 
post-socialist spatial milieux, not from without. Turning next to the historical 
context of Vietnamese migration to Czechoslovakia, I highlight how a com-
plex-relational approach to reading the landscape adds another perspective 
on the cityscape of Sapa. 

The Vietnamese in Czech(oslovak)ia 

The	praktikanti	and	historical	 immigration	patterns

Czechoslovakia emerged among citizens of socialist countries outside Europe 
as a common destination for education, training, and work. Migration pathways 
that originated in the socialist ecumene endure in Czechia to this day. Yet most 
contemporary migration from Vietnam to Czechia has occurred in the 21st 
century. Media and scholarly representations of the Vietnamese community in 
Czechia tend to reinforce ethnicity as the essential force in the production of 
spaces like Sapa. However, while Sapa is an important centre of the Vietnamese 
community in Central and Eastern Europe, numerous other functions, practices, 
and identities are legible in the landscape. 

Beginning in 1967, Czechoslovakia operated skills-training and guest-
worker programs for nationals of the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, later the 
Socialist Republic of Vietnam (hereafter simply Vietnam). The first praktikanti 
(trainees) treaty in 1967 stipulated that Vietnam would send 2,100 citizens to 
live and work in Czechoslovakia over three to five years, and that Czechoslovakia 
would bear all costs for the program except for workers’ travel to and from 
Czechoslovakia (Alamgir 2013). The praktikanti programs developed over the 
course of the 1970s, with another 5,000 Vietnamese nationals arriving after 
1974. Upon the treaty’s renewal in 1980, Czechoslovakia and Vietnam agreed 
to decrease Czechoslovakia’s financial obligations to guest workers, and the 
resulting agreement allowed Czechoslovak authorities to determine workers’ 
placement according to the needs of the Czechoslovak economy. This difference 
represented a change from the previous framework, under which Vietnamese 
workers were trained according to skills demanded in their country of origin 
(Alamgir 2013). 
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Under the 1980 agreement, a significantly greater number of Vietnamese 
guest workers were sent to Czechoslovakia. Drbohlav (2007) estimated 
that in 1981, between 30,000 and 35,000 Vietnamese guest workers lived 
in Czechoslovakia. Molterer and Hackl (n.d.) claim that 70,000 to 120,000 
Vietnamese nationals lived in Czechoslovakia for periods of four to seven years 
over the course of the 1980s (Molterer and Hackl n.d.). These figures represent 
only the number of guest workers temporarily resident in the country – perma-
nent immigration of Vietnamese to Czechoslovakia began with the collapse of 
the socialist system. At the end of the 1980s, an estimated 13,000 Vietnamese 
nationals were living in Czechoslovakia (Molterer and Hackl n.d.). 

Alamgir and Schwenkel (2020) have provided the most recent estimates of 
the total population of Vietnamese workers in Czechoslovakia from 1980–1989, 
an overview of which is provided in the below table: 

Year

Total number of 
Vietnamese workers 
in Czechoslovakia 
in a given year

1980 3,529
1981 11,543
1982 21,314
1983 22,446
1984 *
1985 15,300
1986 11,400**
1987 18,900
1988 28,955
1989 35,609

Table 1. Estimated number of Vietnamese workers in Czechoslovakia, 1980–1989 
(Alamgir and Schwenkel 2020). 

Alamgir and Schwenkel’s recent estimate broadly corresponds to previ-
ous estimates (2020). Though they qualify that some data is incomplete or 
missing, their comprehensive estimate suggests a consistent population of 
approximately 50,000 during the 1980s, or about 0.33% of the total population 
of Czechoslovakia during that period (ibid.). 
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Contemporary	immigration	patterns

Published estimates of the number of Vietnamese nationals living in former 
Czechoslovakia began in 1998, when the Statistical Office began tracking on an 
annual basis the number of Vietnamese nationals living in the Czech Republic, 
though it is not known whether data was collected for publication before 1998. 
Statistical yearbooks published in 2000 show that between January 1, 1998 and 
December 31, 1999, a total of 2,013 Vietnamese nationals arrived in the Czech 
Republic, a figure roughly equal to the number of people who arrived from 
Ukraine during the same period (Český Statistický Úřad 2000, 122). By 2004, 
the total population of Vietnamese nationals was publicly available, and between 
2004 and 2008, the Vietnamese-national population in the Czech Republic 
nearly doubled to an estimated 60,255 from 34,248 (ibid., 141). These figures 
likely undercount Vietnamese holding other nationalities (e.g., ethnically- or lin-
guistically-identified Vietnamese-Czech citizens) and undocumented migrants 
to the Czech Republic from Vietnam. Perhaps surprisingly, they underscore that 
most permanent immigration of Vietnamese to the Czech Republic has occurred 
in the last fifteen years. Unofficial estimates today place the total number of 
Vietnamese-identifying inhabitants as high as 90,000 (Hüwelmeier 2015). 
The lack of official counts of the language and ethnic origin of the Vietnamese 
population of the Czech Republic presents an obstacle to achieving an accurate 
understanding of its total Vietnamese population.

Brouček and Martínková (2016) argue that post-1989 Vietnamese migration 
patterns to the Czech Republic and Slovakia differ significantly from pre-1989 
patterns. They assert first that the pre-1989 patterns of migration from Vietnam 
to the Czech Republic were motivated primarily by the political considerations 
negotiated between Czechoslovakia and Vietnam. However, they argue that 
current migration patterns are the result of Vietnamese individuals’ and familial 
response to economic opportunity (ibid.). “They have come to sacrifice the 
presence of their lives for material profit, though all-day work and living in make-
shift circumstances”, they write of the Vietnamese-Czech community (emphasis 
in original) (ibid., 7). Brouček and Martínková claim many Vietnamese migrants 
have chosen to leave Vietnam as a response to “severe economic distress”: the 
often-temporary transition to life in the Czech Republic presents a viable alter-
native for those unable to establish financial stability in Vietnam (ibid., 13). They 
note that stereotypes about the Vietnamese-Czech community persist among 
Czechs; in particular, they claim assertions of widespread organised criminal 



  
E z R A  R A w I T S C H  |  S E E I N G  S A P A

183

activity within the Vietnamese-Czech community have become more prevalent 
in Czech media since the beginning of the decade (ibid., 163).

Alena Alamgir (2020) offers additional nuance to the motivations of 
Vietnamese workers who made the journey to Czechoslovakia, pointing out 
that individuals and families had varying motivations for relocation to Central 
and Eastern Europe. Alamgir argues that individual/familial economic con-
siderations motivated migration even before 1989; at the same time, political 
considerations of the Vietnamese-Czech relationship have continued to influ-
ence migration patterns into the present day (ibid.). Alamgir (2013) has also 
asserted that before 1989, official Czechoslovak state ideology supposedly 
precluded the possibility of racism under socialism. Still, racial attitudes were 
inherent to judgements of Vietnamese migrants’ ability to demonstrate “honest 
socialist labour” – criticisms of Vietnamese work ethic by Czechs were infused 
with racial undertones. Cloaking racial resentment within the ideology of the 
state allowed racist attitudes regarding Vietnamese migrants to persist, and 
those attitudes form the basis of continued discriminatory behaviour by Czechs 
toward members of the Vietnamese-Czech community (ibid., 76–77). 

Existing literature suggests public cultural exchange between Czechs and 
Vietnamese-Czechs is carried out primarily in the context of commerce – and 
that commercial spaces function as spaces in which Czechs and Vietnamese-
Czech are willing and able to cooperate for mutual benefit. 

Media	and	scholarly	representations	of	the	Vietnamese-Czech	

Čada, et al. (2016) argue that members of the Vietnamese-Czech minority have 
established a positive public self-image in the proliferation of their ethnic-na-
tional cuisine around the city of Prague, which has become ubiquitous in Prague 
and other cities in Czechia in the past decade. They argue the establishment 
of Vietnamese restaurants has bolstered the portrayal of Vietnamese-Czech 
people in Czech media as “acting subjects with their own agency”; second, 
Vietnamese cuisine is seen by “Czech middle class consumers” as a “welcome 
addition to the construction of Prague as a modern and cosmopolitan city” and 
to the “otherwise rather dull Czech gastroscape” (ibid.). The result is a common 
“gastroscape” in Prague, in which Vietnamese food is brought into material 
proximity with the daily experience of many Praguers, the majority of whom are 
Czech. Still, Čada argues, the success of Vietnamese cuisine depends to some 
extent on catering to Czech tastes: Čada et al. illustrate how one small group of 
“creative class” Praguers engaged in a tour of Sapa Market rely on the authority 
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of restaurant critics and “foodies” to judge the “[e]xotisicm, authenticity, and 
difference” of Vietnamese food (ibid.). Restaurateurs must therefore appeal to 
Czech tastes while also emphasising “authenticity” and difference. The positive 
self-image of the Vietnamese-Czech in the minds of Czechs is premised on the 
benefits that Czechs receive, and dependent on the adherence by Vietnamese-
Czech restaurateurs to the tastes of their Czech customers. 

The emergence of a more positive media representation from the Czech 
perspective of Vietnamese people living in Czechia depends on a narrative of 
diligent labour and honest entrepreneurship. Vietnamese-Czechs have come 
to be viewed by Czechs in a positive light as a consequence of their efforts to 
establish businesses and a common perception that they work harder and more 
consistently than Czechs. A common refrain in my interviews and conversa-
tions while in Prague was the assertion, mostly by Czechs, that many Czechs 
preferred the simplicity of working a set schedule and collecting a regular 
salary, whereas many Vietnamese-Czechs sought out opportunities to build 
independent businesses and worked tirelessly to achieve financial success. 
While these stereotypes skewed toward what I am sure my subjects believed 
were positive characterisations, as I will show, this particular stereotype has 
insidious origins. 

The belief among Czechs that Vietnamese-Czech people work exceptionally 
hard echoes the socialist-era concept of “honest socialist labour” articulated to 
different political-economic circumstances. Alamgir illustrates the centrality 
of labour to pre-1989 Czechoslovakian state-socialist racial discourse, arguing 
the state sought to articulate race as a mutable characteristic which could be 
changed and even “erased” by one’s ability to demonstrate “honest socialist 
labour”, that is, productive work in service of the state. Official ideology 
a priori “prevented” racism from existing in Czechoslovakia; however, Alamgir 
demonstrates how Czechoslovaks deployed “honest socialist labour” as a proxy 
for racialised criticism of guest workers (Cubans, Vietnamese, Ethiopians, and 
others) and of members of the Roma minority: 

[A] man testifying to the police about a brawl in a beer pub is quoted as saying 
that the Vietnamese sitting at a neighbouring table were loud, and that he [the 
Czech man] and his companions “were critical of them, and we were saying that 
they should return back to Vietnam; they don’t work anyway and money is paid 
to them unnecessarily” (Alamgir 2013).
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For state authorities, criticism of a group’s gratitude toward and productivity on 
behalf of the state was a tolerable resignification of racism that also promoted 
the primary importance of the subject’s labour relationship to the state. “Honest 
socialist labour” was the precept by which guest workers and ethnic minorities 
could solidify their position as subjects entitled to state protection; at the same 
time, Czechoslovaks who deployed evidence of its absence in others could 
enforce an oblique racial hierarchy that was officially prohibited. 

Neither an exoticized formulation of race nor one based in “honest socialist 
labour” is mutually exclusive; that is, one does not preclude the other. Still, the 
tendency in English-language media (a significant source of information on 
Sapa for visitors, especially) is to prefer exoticized narratives. 

English-language	and	foreign	media

Relatively few articles concerning Sapa have been published in English-language 
media; however, within this limited set, two dominant trends have emerged. 
Stories written for a tourist audience (“feature-style articles”) tend to focus on 
Sapa’s exotic character, emphasising the “otherness” of the marketplace. In 
particular, a trope has emerged that visiting Sapa is like visiting Vietnam itself:

Inside the lot that constitutes Sapa, Prague’s ‘Little Vietnam,’ it’s easy to pretend 
one has travelled to another country ... At Sapa, you can pretend, if only for an 
afternoon, you have been transported to another country entirely (Storm 2015). 

[S]kip the travel agent -- you don’t need a ticket to Vietnam ... I feel like I have 
been transported to some far away land, certainly nothing like historical, baroque 
Prague … I see Vietnamese merchants not only trading, but also cooking meals 
mostly intended for their fellow Vietnamese workers (Crane 2015).

SAPA [sic] is about as close as you are going to get to feeling like you are in Hanoi ... 
while you are still, in fact, in Prague ... At certain moments, and from certain angles, 
you can almost forget the prefab housing which surrounds the Vietnamese market, 
and believe that you are on a completely different continent (Johnston 2008). 

A 2010 episode of the American television show Anthony Bourdain: No 
Reservations features a three-minute segment on Prague’s Vietnamese-Czech 
community that includes a visit to Sapa. Bourdain’s guest, Tina, a Vietnamese-
Czech woman whom he meets at the renowned First Republic-era Café Savoy, 
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describes Sapa: “at the market, Sapa, there is everything you need” (Bourdain 
2010). Bourdain narrates their subsequent visit: “Sapa is like a commercial com-
pound. One-hundred-percent Vietnamese and one-hundred-percent unhappy 
about cameras within the perimeter. Getting a pho shop to agree to be filmed 
here took a lot of doing” (ibid.). 

We cannot read too much into such a short segment. Yet Bourdain tends 
to reproduce existing stereotypes about Sapa as a closed, extraterritorial 
“compound” made up by a monolithic “Vietnamese” (notably, not “Vietnamese-
Czech”) population that is sceptical of if not hostile to outsiders: Bourdain nar-
rates his crew’s difficulty negotiating filming permission with Sapa’s managers, 
and characterises them as “the mysterious market overlords, who told us we 
could shoot only in the shop and not other businesses. Everything nice and 
friendly”, quips Bourdain (ibid.; emphases added). 

A 2010 Vice magazine article entitled “Big Fun in Little Hanoi” (a revealing 
reference to the 1986 martial arts comedy Big Trouble in Little China starring 
Kurt Russell) offers perhaps the most caricatured representation of Sapa:

“Wow, it looks like a Jackie Chan movie”, shouts our marvelled friend as we plunge 
into the metal inside of the Vietnamese marketplace, SAPA … we’re surrounded 
by small restaurants offering exotic food and huge halls loaded to the rooftop 
with cheap clothes … [Y]ou catch a whiff of something similar to monkey faeces 
every now and then … besides sweaty shop-keepers, you may very well come 
across individuals capable of inducing some serious erotic tickling (Děd and de 
Babraque 2010).

While the offensive tone of this particular article is an extreme example, such 
a condescending attitude toward Vietnamese-Czech people is typical of media 
published for Czech-speaking and English-speaking audiences alike (this 
particular article was published by Vice in Czech first and later translated 
to English): In every case these authors represent Sapa as an essentially 
Vietnamese space. With the added implication that to experience Sapa’s 
“Vietnamese-ness” is to be alienated from Prague itself, the authors implore 
readers to forget the surrounding landscape – suggesting Sapa’s physical space 
is produced as a reflection of the essentially Vietnamese character of the people 
who work at the market, “Vietnamese merchants” and their “fellow … workers” 
(Crane 2015), but not as a product of the social, political, and economic relations 
that undergird the broader cityscape of Prague. These “one-hundred percent 
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Vietnamese” characteristics, the authors imply, render the marketplace a space 
apart, discontiguous to its surroundings and necessarily understood as distinct 
from it. 

In contrast to feature-style articles, news articles published in English-
language media typically report on crime. A 2016 newswire report from Czech 
Radio reads: “Hygiene officers inspecting Prague’s Vietnamese Sapa market 
uncovered 35 tons of uncertified frozen meat in storage … According to the 
inspectors the meat was sold to Vietnamese restaurants around town, presenting 
a serious health risk. Sapa management faces a million crown fine. The matter 
is being further investigated” (Lazarová 2016). A 2010 Radio Prague story 
reported, “The [Libuš] town hall has recently complained of growing tension 
between the Czech and Vietnamese communities in the area, where they say the 
latter is forming a ghetto [at Sapa]. Although the police have noted no significant 
increase in crime, the district mayor has warned of problems on the horizon” 
(Falvey 2010). Despite lacking any substantive allegations or evidence, articles 
such as these have continued to paint an insidious portrait of Sapa. A 2018 
Radio Prague headline read, “Police Crack Down on Illegal Tiger Trade”: “[T]
he sites raided by the police included Sapa, a large Vietnamese market place [sic] 
on the southern outskirts of Prague… detained was a Vietnamese national, who 
is suspected of organising the criminal activity and ensuring the sale of these 
products in the Sapa market and elsewhere” (Fraňková 2018). Such articles tend 
to deal in suspicion, with only a thin veneer of objectivity toward the circum-
stances of alleged criminal acts. Like features articles, these examples of news 
coverage are characterised by a sensational tone and reinforce conceptions of 
the marketplace as a space apart from Prague’s cityscape, even as a “ghetto”. 
But Sapa cannot be understood as separate from the cityscape. Sapa and its 
surroundings are constitutive of Prague’s cityscape. A Lefebvrian critique of 
media representations of Sapa would point out that such characterisations “fall 
into the trap of treating space ‘in itself’, as space as such” (Lefebvre 1991, 90). 
The marketplace cannot therefore be treated as a thing “in itself” or as a thing 
apart, but rather should be understood as one locus of latent social, political, 
and economic processes that have characterised the Transition. 

The treatment of Sapa as separate from Prague implies a desire on the part 
of the majority to see itself as a unitary whole, without having to account for or 
accommodate the ways in which that whole-ness tends to exclude and erase the 
thousands of ethnic non-Czechs who are nonetheless Czechian – in citizenship, 
in language, and in other ways. The distancing of Sapa in media reinforces 
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the idea that Sapa and its multinational community are not representative of 
Czechia, rather, they are an aberration in its midst. Though perhaps less overt, 
media representations like these are not unconnected to the racism of far-right 
and neo-Nazi groups toward Vietnamese-Czechs, Roma, and other minority 
peoples. Such groups have spatialised their ethno-nationalist worldview in 
Czechia with protest chants of “Czechia for the Czechs” (Cameron 2013). 

Fractured	and	Multiple	Geographies

I have explored how Sapa has been conceptualised as a “Vietnamese” space. 
Such characterisations are fraught with essentialisation and obscure the 
overlapping identities, functions, and practices located at Sapa. Furthermore, 
they encourage an essential worldview which excludes and erases the existing 
multinational realities of Czechia. Analysing this landscape in its multiplicity 
requires seeing Sapa differently and suspending the essentialised perspective. 

Massey (2013) writes that urban space is “relational, not a mosaic of 
simply juxtaposed differences” conceptualised as “a meeting-place, of jostling, 
potentially conflicting, trajectories … this implies an identity that is, internally, 
fractured and multiple” (ibid.). In examining Sapa, one can see the market not 
as a place where differences are juxtaposed, but rather where trajectories – of 
individuals, from merchants to visitors, or the trajectories of capital – intersect 
and enter into negotiation. Following Massey’s (1994) rumination on Kilburn 
High Road in London, I wish to suggest that Sapa’s spatial identity need not 
be statically defined – it is neither “seamless” nor coherently understood in the 
same way by everyone (ibid.). 

Visiting the market, one is immediately struck by the relative diversity of 
individuals engaged in commerce. Czechia is 97% ethnically Czech; yet within 
Sapa people of many nationalities, ethnicities, and languages work alongside 
one another. At Sapa I met merchants from across Eurasia: Turkey, Mongolia, 
India, China, Ukraine, and Vietnam. I discussed in French with a man from 
Delhi the prices for goods manufactured in China and food grown just down 
the highway, south of Prague. I observed cars and trucks from across Europe 
– South, Central, East, and West – making deliveries and pickups. A similar 
impression may be drawn from the range of license plates observable on trucks 
and vans: mostly Czechian, Slovakian, Polish, German, and Hungarian, but also 
Bulgarian and Turkish; Russian and Ukrainian. Far from a monocultural enclave 
I found Sapa to be more akin to a microcosm of a port city: outward-looking, 
multilingual, and preoccupied with trade. 
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So, too, does the vibrant, multilingual streetscape inside Sapa reflect this 
linguistic, cultural, and social “jostling” of those who visit the marketplace. The 
aforementioned air travel advertisement (see Figure 3) reflects one way in which 
differences are accommodated: a multilingual Czech- and Vietnamese-language 
sign advertising flights on the Russian flag carrier airline to Hanoi. Other sym-
bols aim to communicate with a specifically Vietnamese-speaking audience; for 
example, the on-site Buddhist temple, where signs are written exclusively in 
Vietnamese and the flag of Vietnam flies over the shrine (see Figure 2). 

Contrary to widespread characterisations of Sapa as a closed, even secretive, 
ethnic enclave, the marketplace I experienced was a markedly internationalised 
space where disparate countries of origin and polyglot communication are the 
norm. Indeed, it is because of this international perspective that market activity 
is possible: Sapa primarily connects the supply chains of East and Southeast 
Asia with those of Central and Eastern Europe, acting as a gateway not only to 
Prague and Czechia but also to Hungary, Slovakia, Poland, Austria, Germany 
and beyond. Consider the scenario of a single suitcase that might pass through 
Sapa: In a factory outside Yiwu, China, a hard-sided suitcase is pressed from 
a thin layer of plastic. It is shipped to a distribution centre where it is loaded 
along with hundreds of identical suitcases onto a freight train bound for Czechia 
via Kazakhstan, Russia, Belarus and Poland. In two weeks, it will be loaded onto 
a truck in Prague and transferred to a merchant holding Czech citizenship and 
born to Vietnamese parents in what used to be East Germany. At Sapa it will 
sold among a lot of suitcases to a retailer in Bratislava, Slovakia and eventually 
purchased by a Cuban graduate student. Such transactions occur every day at 
Sapa. 

Sapa need not be understood as an “enclave” or even as a “community” 
in order to be thought of spatially; on the contrary, spatialising Sapa neces-
sitates a fuller unfolding of its internal fragmentation and conflicts while also 
recognising that linkages to Sapa’s “outside” are themselves constitutive of the 
marketplace, and vice versa. Massey (1994) guides this approach toward an 
unbounded definition of the Sapa as a locus of intersecting processes, practices, 
and identities. 

Sapa has been influenced by many groups and formed in a heterogenous 
context. Approaching one aspect of Sapa’s organisation, namely, informality in 
the private sector following the collapse of Socialism, I aim in the final section 
of this paper to parse one band of the spectrum of complex interrelated config-
urations of the post-socialist city. 
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Informality and the “Secondary Economy”

To explore one additional perspective on the interrelated configurations of Sapa 
as a post-socialist space, I turn next to the process by which informality endemic 
to the socialist economy has come to constitute a motivating force of market 
activity within present-day Czechia. Informal economic practices rooted in the 
“secondary economies” of the socialist era helped to undergird and accelerate 
the expansion of marketplaces after 1989. Vietnamese guest workers residing 
in Czechoslovakia during the socialist period were accustomed to navigating 
the secondary economies and the “grey-market” import/export system between 
their two countries (Williams and Baláž 2005; Alamgir 2018). At the same 
time, trade licenses constituted one of the only ways for Vietnamese-Czechs to 
obtain visas to remain in Czechoslovakia legally (Williams and Baláž 2005). 
Sapa Market was part of a broader trend illustrative of the diverse economic 
responses to the command economy’s collapse.

Informality	and	“open”	borders

Under Socialism, the urban marketplace as a spatial form did not disappear. 
Rather, state-owned firms took over the operation of traditional marketplaces, 
as in the case of Pražka trznice, Prague’s traditional farmers market. Informal 
markets, which were officially tolerated to varying extents across Central and 
Eastern Europe, were an integral part of the region’s “shortage economies”, 
in which consumer goods were in short supply (Sik and Wallace 1999). Neef 
(2002) argues that informal economic activity flourished in the immediate 
post-socialist period amid the collapse of more centralized distribution channels. 
That informal economic activity was already prevalent in most CEE command 
economies allowed the rapid growth of the informal sector during the transition 
(ibid.). The most visible of these informal structures before the transition were 
open-air markets found to varying extents in cities in Central and Eastern 
Europe (ibid.). Informal though they were, open-air markets helped fulfil the 
needs of consumers who contended with frequent disruptions in the provision of 
certain goods via official channels. Owing to this essential role in the command 
economy, open-air markets survived and thrived amid the transition, not merely 
maintaining but expanding their important role in the everyday economy (ibid.). 
According to Sik and Wallace, the relationship between formal Communist 
structure and informal “secondary” structures before the transition provided 
a framework for life in a market society: 
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People used to behaving resourcefully by combining different sources of economic 
activity continued to use these skills in a new environment, and the skills used for 
surviving in a Communist society turned out to be very useful ones for surviving 
in a post-Communist one as well (Piirainen, 1997; Wallace, 1998) … Far from not 
having the values associated with market capitalism, they developed these values 
very quickly and in fact were already familiar with them from activity in the former 
second economy (Sik and Wallace, 1999, 700).

The shortages endemic to the command economy before 1989 worsened in the 
immediate post-socialist period. Yet as macro systems faltered, newly liberalised 
travel policies, long restricted in Czechoslovakia and across the region, allowed 
individuals to cross into Western territory and engage in small-scale transna-
tional trade. The lethargy of the formal sector stood in stark contrast with the 
dynamism and agility of these early entrepreneurs and informal economy: soon, 
practically anything that could be sold was being trafficked among the countries 
of Central and Eastern Europe (Sik and Wallace 1999).

The quirks of border liberalisation played a key role in the proliferation of 
marketplaces that were run by and in many cases catered to Asian migrants 
to Czechoslovakia, in particular the Vietnamese-Czechs. Klaus Molterer and 
Joachim Hackl (n.d.) argue that the Czechoslovak handling of its hard border 
with Austria resulted in a 2-km strip of land between Austrian and Czechoslovak 
customs that remained “in between” jurisdictions after the opening of the 
border in 1989: 

The unique situation along the Czechoslovakian border allowed the development 
of duty-free shops set in between two customs posts enabling the sale of goods 
exempt from taxation for a fraction of the Austrian price level. The first duty-free 
Shop, named “Excalibur City”, opened in 1992 on the grounds of former Hatě, 
one of the villages demolished during the clearance of the border area [in 1950] 
(ibid.). 

Higher-tax goods such as alcohol and cigarettes were available to Western 
consumers at cut-rate prices at border-region markets like Excalibur City. These 
liminal spaces attracted marginal labour: sex workers from across the Eastern 
Bloc, members of the Roma minority, and, of particular interest to this paper, 
Vietnamese people rendered unemployed and lacking a clear path to permanent 
residency with the collapse of communism (ibid.). 
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Vignettes like these reflect the numerous responses by individuals to 
systemic economic issues before and during the transition. The alternative eco-
nomic practices developed under socialism, especially informality, undergirded 
the expansion of marketplaces into the urban realm of the post-socialist city, and 
at the same time came to provide for thousands of Vietnamese guest workers 
a livelihood and legal basis for remaining in Czechoslovakia. 

A	diverse	economy

Gibson-Graham (2002) has argued for a conceptual frame in which activities 
often defined under the umbrella of “capitalism” are parsed into non-essen-
tial, discursive categories. Their work offers a framework for a more granular 
approach to understanding “the economy” outside a hegemonic framing of 
capitalism. What Gibson-Graham has called the “diverse economy” attempts to 
recognise alternative- and non-market, non-wage, and non-capitalist activities 
as necessarily constitutive of “the economy”, rather than separate from it. In 
a diverse economy approach, the binary frames of market/non-market or capital-
ist/non-capitalist are resignified as “multiple particularities” of given economic 
landscapes. Gibson-Graham consider capital relations but do not hegemonize 
them: a diverse economy examines cultures of bartering, care labour within 
families, non-profit advocacy, etc. as elements of “the economy” rather than its 
externalities. Situating these practices as distinct from “capitalism”, Gibson-
Graham works to show how economies are constituted by wide varieties of 
socioeconomic relationships, processes, and practices (ibid.; see Table 2). 

Following Gibson-Graham, Sapa can be approached as exemplary of 
a diverse economy. At Sapa, informal economic relations are pervasive. 
Bargaining is the norm; deals are often made on promise of payment or a hand-
shake; cash is overwhelmingly preferred. Tereza Friedingerová, a scholar of and 
advocate for the Vietnamese-Czech community with close ties to Sapa told me 
of large Vietnamese-Czech families at Sapa:

They don’t use the traditional finance market ... they get investment money within 
the [Vietnamese] diaspora ... They don’t sign any contract – they say, hey, I need 
3 million crowns. “Okay, come tomorrow, and we’ll get 3 million cash”. Everything 
is based on trust (personal communication, 29 May, 2018).

Informality extends to rental agreements: multilevel subleases of market stalls 
allow newcomers to gain access to the market’s customers if a space opens up, 
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leaving little if any written record. Non-wage and non-market activities are 
common, too: children watch over parents’ stalls in their absence. Mothers tend 
to children in addition to their responsibilities as shopkeepers. And, commerce 
remains only one aspect of life at Sapa. Sapa’s Buddhist shrine, its kindergarten, 
and its full calendar of social events, from New Year’s celebrations to beauty 
pageants, each constitute an element of non-commercial, non-capitalist activity 
which nonetheless characterises the marketplace.

These “openings” provided by Gibson-Graham point to how Sapa can 
be understood not only as a “marketplace” but as something more – at the 
same time, they show how the term marketplace, despite its association with 
capitalist commercialism, is itself a layered term, especially in the post-socialist 
context. Gibson-Graham offers the conceptual frame that helps to situate Sapa 
not only as a locus of post-socialist “capitalism” but also as an embodiment of 
the contradictions and complexities of the post-socialist transition. Political, 
economic, and social relationships – bilateral economic ties, representations 

Table 2: Gibson-Graham’s diverse economy, diagrammed (Gibson-Graham 2002, xiii).
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of race, supply chains – whose roots trace to the socialist era are transformed 
and reproduced by contemporary flows of goods and labour. Gibson-Graham 
reveals how these diverse relationships are not always subsumed by capitalism 
but rather can be distinguished from and placed into dialogue with it. 

Conclusion: Toward the City as a Text

Sapa developed in the context of far-reaching regional changes, and exploring its 
development helps to unfold and inspect an example of post-socialist transition 
in the city. During its seven-decade history, the Sapa site has been constantly 
formed and re-formed in the mould of new socio-spatial relations. Sapa can be 
said to be a Vietnamese-Czech cultural space, a marketplace, an urban place. It 
can be called a capitalist space or a post-socialist space. But its portrait cannot 
be, nor should it be, flattened into a caricature. At the same time, it need not be 
limited to a single portrait at all. This paper has been an attempt to offer new 
insights and perspectives, to offer another representation.

Seeking not to resolve the sometimes-contradictory nature of Sapa, I sug-
gest that it can function as a kind of case study of the differential geographies 
and idiosyncrasies of post-socialism itself. Sapa can serve as an example of the 
imbricated configurations of economic, political, and social relations that have 
proliferated since 1989, and how they are articulated to the everyday lives of the 
people who inhabit and produce them. This possibility points toward the need 
to further encourage a regionally-specific urban geography attentive to everyday 
spaces. The methodological challenges of conducting research on everyday 
space are myriad precisely because of its everyday-ness; its impermanence. 
However, archival GIS and growing digital paper trails available thanks to 
social media and digital governance initiatives, in addition to interviews and 
observation, present new pathways into overlooked spaces. 
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“MAKÓ — NOT ONLY HAGYMA”?: 
COMPETING HISTORIES AND NARRATIVES 
OF ONION PRODUCTION AND SPA TOURISM 
IN A HUNGARIAN TOwN

Vivien	 Apjok	
(University of Szeged)

Abstract: The aim of this paper is to present the role that onions and spa tour-
ism play in local identity in the Hungarian town of Makó, as well as the possible 
explanations that cause the two phenomena to manifest differently in the local 
(urban and community) self-image. What the two phenomena have in common 
is the economic aspect, which in the past and in the present constitutes the 
main sector of the town, but we can see that this orientation is also perceived 
differently at many points. The question is relevant from an anthropological 
point of view because we can witness stacked layers of meaning that in some 
cases support or conflict with each other, and these affect both the self-image of 
the locals and the image of the town. The interpretive framework of the article 
is the theory of competing histories, incorporating concepts of tourism, festivals, 
identity, collective memory, and narrative research.

The field of research is Makó, a small town in southeastern Hungary which 
is primarily known for its onion production but which a few years ago was also 
placed on the tourist map, on a national and international scale, in connection 
with the Hagymatikum Spa. This study seeks to answer the following questions: 
(1) what is the role of onions (agriculture) and spas (tourism) in the local 
identity of Makó; (2) how are the narratives of the two phenomena structured 
socially and historically; and (3) how are they intertwined in the endeavours of 
contemporary identity-construction? These questions are further interpreted 
through the theoretical framework of competing local histories and narratives 
that affect the construction of the local identity.

Keywords: locality, tourism, festivals, history, identity construction
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Introduction

The phrase in the title (“Makó – not only hagyma!”)1 was uttered in this form 
in 2014 by a staff member of Makó’s Hagymatikum Spa after a British couple 
purchased their tickets for the renovated spa. With this sentence, the institu-
tion’s staff responded to the couple’s words of praise for Makó’s thermal waters 
(Matkovich 2014). The term, translated in a somewhat ambiguous way, became 
the new slogan of the town of Makó in 2012, the year the renovated spa opened 
in town. It was meant to express that although Makó is primarily renowned 
for its onions, the time had come to associate another item with the place. The 
mayor of the town in 2012, Péter Buzás (in office from 1994–2014), explained, 
but also criticized, the new slogan: 

We have been working for more than a year to have more than just onions. In 
my opinion, Makó is still identified with the onion. [...] I think it’s important 
that onions are the hallmark of Makó, but also that we add even more (personal 
communication, 2013).

In the mayor’s wording, this brought the two “products” of the town into 
a “hierarchical” relationship, which also signals tensions among the locals 
regarding the local identity.

The slogan is not only intended to mark the change in the image of the 
place, but is also related to a phenomenon that may be of interest to cultural 
anthropological research. The sign of congruence between the onion and Makó 
was questioned with this slogan, and at the same time it resulted in the shift of 
the identity of the town. However, the self-image of a settlement is important not 
only from a marketing and economic point of view, but also because it concerns 
the self-image of a local community. The concept of local identity relevant in this 
case describes the phenomenon in which the basis of individual or community 
self-determination is tied to a place rather than to a religious or ethnic affiliation 
(see below). However, the issues raised in relation to the motto extend beyond 
the matter of local identity. The phenomenon affects the local economy, collec-
tive memory, local narratives, and more generally, the role of these factors in 
local identity construction.

1 Hagyma means “onions” in Hungarian.
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Although the abovementioned topics have been given much attention and 
elaboration in the literature of the social sciences, Makó has not yet become 
the focus of studies on similar subjects. Therefore, this study seeks to answer 
the following questions: (1) what is the role of onions (agriculture) and spas 
(tourism) in the local identity of Makó; (2) how are the narratives of the two phe-
nomena structured socially and historically; and (3) how are they intertwined 
in the endeavours of contemporary identity-construction? These questions 
are further interpreted through the theoretical framework of competing local 
histories and narratives that affect the construction of the local identity.

Theoretical Framework: Identity, Locality, and Competing 
Histories and Narratives

As Anthony P. Cohen argues in his book The Symbolic Construction of 
Community: “community […] is where one learns and continues to practice 
how to ‘be social’. […] We could say it is where one acquires ‘culture’. […] 
People’s experience and understanding of their community thus resides in 
their orientation to its symbolism” (Cohen 1993, 15–16). This quote refers to 
the phenomenon, also seen in Makó, that the local community can interpret 
itself along its created symbols. Further, as András A. Gergely points out: “Not 
only the ethnic population defined a city as a specific area, but also the ‘city’ in 
itself. The city is not just ‘one world’, it is a mapped public space” (1996). As the 
quote suggests, the urban space and the city (or town) itself can be an important 
organizing medium of local identity. 

An integral part of this approach is not only the perception and use of urban 
space, but also its connection with time and community, which also determine 
the social relations of a particular space, since “the defining element of this 
relationship is history, the most intense intersection of social reality” (A. Gergely 
1996). Gábor Gyáni (2008) also emphasizes this issue when he discusses the 
concept of “collective identity”. The connection between collective identity and 
collective memory (Assmann 2004) is therefore also highlighted by some of 
the most prominent researchers of the topic, for instance, Maurice Halbwachs 
([1925] 1992), and Pierre Nora and Lawrence D. Kritzman (1996). As related 
to their work, Gyáni (2008) further suggests that the two aspects of collective 
memory and identity formation are distinguished: one is “spontaneous” or 
“organic” (bottom-up), created by the social group, or the local community; 
and the other is “created”, constructed by social and/or political power. Gyáni 
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further connects the notion of a constructed collective identity to the concepts 
of national identity, which can also be linked to Benedict Anderson’s theory 
about imagined communities (Anderson 2006), and perceives locality in this 
way as a subnational identity. These subnational or local identities are then also 
shaped by local history and memory, which “construct history for the town and 
its inhabitants. They create an archive to store documents of the past, exhibit 
objects documenting historical time in a museum, perpetuate roles and occa-
sions for talking about the past” (Gyáni 2008). Furthermore, written forms of 
stories and narratives that serve as the basis of local identity cannot be found 
in the pages of history textbooks; they are perpetuated instead by local history 
writing (often considered inferior to national history writing) (Gyáni 2008).

Ferenc Tóth, a local ethnographer and historian, is the central figure in 
Makó history writing, and thus in the formation of local community know-
ledge, memory, and identity (more below). Tóth, who lived from 1928–2018, 
started his research and publishing activities about Makó around 1950 (Makó 
Híradó 2013). His legacy is notable in the town of Makó, and his results are 
included in museum exhibitions, publications, newspapers, and speeches. For 
example, as a resident of Makó – and as a folk dancer and member of the local 
brass orchestra – I listened to the opening speeches of countless official town 
ceremonies from 1996–2014: national holidays, the Day of Makó, and the Onion 
Festival. On these occasions, I observed a continuous reference to the work of 
Ferenc Tóth and Makó’s agricultural past (“a glorious past of onion gardening”) 
by Péter Buzás, the mayor of the town from 1994–2014. Éva Erzsébet Farkas, 
who became the mayor after him, however, builds her speeches along other rhet-
orics, mainly using the dichotomy of modernity and tradition, and the “civilian” 
lifestyle and mentality (see below). Along these lines, it can also be seen that the 
leaders of the town are themselves “users” of the historical narratives of Makó 
(many significantly created by Ferenc Tóth), but they also interpret and shape 
them on their own.

The common past, with its narratives and emphasis on the local commu-
nity, can in this way be legitimized in the “process of making cultural heritage” 
(Csurgó-Szatmári 2014; Pap 2014). In the case of Makó, the onions as cultural 
heritage and as “hungaricum” (defined as something uniquely Hungarian) 
resonate with this possible interpretation.2

2 The Hungaricum Act, issued by the Hungarian Parliament in 2012, defines the concept of hungari-
cum as “a collective term with a unified classification and registration system to donate a value worthy 
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In summary, the essential organizing principles of the “local identity” 
discussed in this paper are collective memory and common knowledge based 
on local history writing. Collective memories and common knowledge become 
collective and identity-shaping when they are recalled, or talked about: in this 
way, they turn into a narrative. The act of creating a narrative is organized and 
managed in this form, and the local intellectual elite (researchers, town leaders) 
have a significant role in the process. However, competing narratives often exist 
in this regard.

The term “competing histories” has no elaborate definition. It refers 
primarily to the title of a volume published by Mike Berry and Greg Philo in 
2006 that examines the conflict between Israel and Palestine. Jon E. Taylor 
also uses the term in a similar way in his book A President, a Church and Trails 
West: Competing Histories in Independence, Missouri (2008). Numerous studies 
demonstrate the widespread application of competing histories as a theoretical 
framework in which a common point is that the research problem of the studied 
field is about the interpretation of two or more disparate narratives shaping 
particular identities and political discussions. In works using competing his-
tories as a theoretical framework, it is common for the research problem to 
deal with identity (ethnic, local), cultural heritage, and their political nuances 
(Goodman 2000; Berry and Philo 2006; Taylor 2008; Liivoja 2013; Thompson 
2017; Cook 2018). Carpini suggests in regard to the widespread application of 
this theoretical framework that she has “‘found’ the issues of competing history 
in various ways, including survey projects, mitigation projects, or public input/
community engagement work. They have taken on many forms and each has 
presented its own unique set of challenges” (Carpini 2019). 

Competing narratives appear primarily in social science studies that 
deal with national or local politics, and with issues of political identity (see 
MacClancy 2002; Dawson and Buchanan 2005; Blomqvist 2009; National 
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine 2018). As in the case of 
competing histories, this concept does not have a uniform definition either. As 
Eliaz and Spiegler argue “according to this view, divergent opinions involve 
more than heterogeneous preferences or information: they can arise from 
conflicting stories about political reality. Accordingly, public-opinion makers 
try to shape the popular narratives” (Eliaz and Spiegler 2020, 2).

of distinction and emphasis which, with its uniqueness and quality characteristic of the Hungarians, 
is the top performance of the Hungarians” (hungarikum n.d.).
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Competing histories and competing narratives as a theoretical framework 
help to interpret the question that has also emerged in connection with my own 
research: how do different (local) stories and narratives influence Makó’s local 
identity, and the local community’s self-image, and how are they hegemonised 
by political power?

Research Design, Sources, and Methodology

The research discussed in this study is the result of ten years of fragmentary 
participatory observation. I carried out intensive fieldwork in Makó between 
the years 2011–2013, 2014–2015, and 2018–2019, during which I focused on 
a variety of topics, but in all of them the relationship between local identity, 
onions, and tourism appeared. The first years of my research (2011–2013) 
dealt with the Onion Festival. From 2014–2015, I studied the issues of living 
in the border areas (harmashatarok 2014). And in the last period of my research 
(2018–2019), I focused on spa tourism.

Apart from the intensive research phases, I have acquired an extensive 
general knowledge about Makó, as I was born in the town. This kind of insider 
perspective has both its advantages and disadvantages. In addition to the ben-
efits of having a knowledge of specific cultural patterns and social networks, 
I must also reckon with a certain degree of cultural blindness and filtering, 
which stems from the fact that I am a member of the researched community 
(Kapitány and Kapitány, 2002). However, using another approach, the person 
of the researcher can also be used as an ethnographic source, as pointed out by 
Collins and Gallinat (2010), as well as by Ellis, Adams, and Bochner (2010), the 
latter being major proponents of the autoethnography theory: “Autoethnography 
is an approach to research and writing that seeks to describe and systematically 
analyze personal experience in order to understand cultural experience” (Ellis, 
Adams, and Bochner 2010). Accordingly, I also put my own personal memories 
at the service of the research, keeping in mind the objective academic approach.

The sources of my research include written, oral, primary, secondary, and 
historical materials. For historical research, I used press materials, archival 
documents, and online articles. For interpreting the local narratives, I mainly 
relied on local history writings, which were also largely included in the previ-
ously mentioned sources. I used scholarly, popular, and trade publications to 
collect academic, non-academic, and specific professional knowledge and data 
related to my research topic (USC Libraries 2020). 



  
 

205

I have used questionnaires and short, in-depth interviews. In connection 
with the research of the Onion Festival, I incorporated 25 questionnaires, ten 
semi-structured interviews, and three in-depth interviews. On the topic of living 
in border areas, I included 40 questionnaires (representative), 16 semi-struc-
tured interviews, and eight in-depth interviews. I did not use questionnaires 
on the issue of spas and tourism; instead I observed social media interfaces 
(open-access Facebook groups, public profiles), opinion sections, and statis-
tics from tourist sites. In addition, I conducted semi-structured and in-depth 
interviews with Makó residents on these topics. Social media interfaces and 
contemporary online press articles also offered great help in the analysis of 
the most recent local attitudes as related to my topics of research. In addition 
to local history writings, as well as the scholarly literature on identity, narrative 
research, and festival research, I relied heavily on my previously published and 
unpublished writings (Apjok 2013, 2015, 2018, 2020).

In addition to the field observations and face-to-face interviews, I also 
used the method of online ethnography. Budka and Kremser (2004) point out 
that online research displays three dimensions simultaneously: it describes the 
relationship between humans and technology, it studies technology as a means 
of shaping society, and it is a social forum and a meeting place. In the case of 
my research, the latter dimension is typical, as an “offline” pre-existing group 
(residents of Makó) is also concentrated in online communities. Pink and coau-
thors (2015) thus interpret online ethnography as an ethnographic research that 
gains insight into the activities and motivations of an individual or group similar 
to classical ethnography, while the encounters take place through a medium 
(e.g., social media platforms). The resulting “ethnographic text” which is thus 
created is not necessarily textual, nor visual, but in all cases is digital. I need to 
add that I was present in the Facebook groups as a passive observer, as I didn’t 
share content myself, and I didn’t respond to content shared by others. In my 
article, I mark the names of informants and users of social media platforms 
with the initials of their names, with the exception of public actors, for which 
I use whole names. 

Historical Narrative of Makó Onions

In this subsection, I first describe the impact of onion growing in Makó on the 
local mentality and identity from a historical perspective. Following this, I briefly 
outline the role of the work of Ferenc Tóth (1928–2018), a local historian and 
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ethnographer in Makó, in light of the creation of the historical and contempo-
rary onion narrative contributing to the construction of Makó’s local identity. 

The current population of Makó is about 23,000 people (nepesseg 2019). 
The town is located in the southeastern region of Hungary, 15 kilometres 
from the Romanian border and 30 kilometres from the city of Szeged. Makó 
is situated on the right bank of the Maros River, which has determined the 
socio-geographical position of the town from its beginnings (Tóth 1999). Until 
the end of the 20th century, Makó’s main economic sector was agriculture (Tóth 
1999). Its specific product is onions. Makó therefore reflects a similar pattern 
to other settlements in the Great Hungarian Plain, each recognized by its own 
locally specific agricultural or gastronomic product: paprika powder for Kalocsa 
(kalocsa 2020), cucumber for Méhkerék (Magyari 2011), tomato and paprika for 
Szentes (Imre 2020), fish soup for Baja and Szeged (Ínyenc 2020), and sausage 
for Békéscsaba and Gyula (Táfelspicc 2016).

In the history of Makó, onion growing was not only of economic impor-
tance, but it also contributed significantly to narratives about local social 
and cultural identity. Based on local history research by Ferenc Tóth, onion 
cultivation helped create the conditions for the social transformation of Makó 
in the 19th century. The essence of this transformation was a change in the 
way of life and mentality from the previous feudal order to the new model of 
Western European civil societies throughout Hungary (Kósa 1990). Based 
on local historical research by Tóth, it can be said that in the case of Makó, 
the development of a local, specific method of cultivation and the resulting 
economic success initiated the mentioned social transformation.3 According 
to Tóth, the mentioned transformation had already taken place in Makó in 
1861 (Tóth 2008a), although in Hungary the Austro-Hungarian Compromise 
of 1867 created the conditions for this social change in general (The Editors of 
Encyclopaedia Britannica 1998). Ferenc Tóth thus writes about the mentality of 
the onion-growing people4 of Makó and the related civil-social transformation:

3 The first data on the modern history of onion growing in Makó dates from 1755, while sources 
suggest that onion growing took place in the Makó area even before the Turkish occupation (which 
lasted from 1541–1699). Onion cultivation requires an appropriate proportion of arable land, sunlight, 
and precipitation. Due to the low rainfall, it was unable to grow seedlings successfully from seed in 
Makó, so the onion gardeners of the 18th century invented a special two-year cultivation method by 
“folk breeding”. Thanks to this procedure, the onion in Makó has become outstanding in quality and 
has become known not only in the country, but also in Europe and worldwide (Tóth 1998).

4 Makó was not only engaged in onion growing in agriculture, there were also grain growers. At 
the same time, onions were the product that made Makó famous, and it also became a symbol of the 
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settlement. The research of Ferenc Tóth also points out that grain growers and onion growers, for 
example, were religiously separated from each other in Makó (Tóth 2008a). Due to the limited scope 
of this paper, I do not want to explain this in more detail.

Figure 1. An artwork from 1856, by Austrian painter Joseph Böss, depicting “Makó 
people”. Source: Hungarian National Museum – Hungarian Historical Gallery (sulinet.hu).
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The onion gardener arguably worked a lot, but he also lived well. He soon took off 
his folk costume, outgrew the small and poor (one room and one kitchen) house, 
and replaced the old furniture. Their celebratory dress was no different from that 
of the citizens, their dwelling barely differed from the farmhouses […]. All this was 
coupled with a strong political conviction (Tóth 2014a, 231).

The quote suggests that the identity of the onion gardeners in Makó was 
manifested in both material and intellectual form. The quoted source is also 
important for the topic of the creation of the narrative of Makó onions because 
this and similar descriptions about the onion gardeners by Tóth perpetuate and 
emphasize the image of a diligent, hard-working, progressive, and prosperous 
“peasant citizen” who is active in public life, too (Tóth 2008a, 2014b, 2014c). 
Tóth’s writings often include nostalgic overtones, which put the image of the 
“ancestors” (the onion gardeners of the 19th century) in a somewhat romantic 
perspective. Thus, the writings of Ferenc Tóth are not only informative sources, 
but also “nourishing media” of the historical and recent image of Makó and its 
onion gardeners. The reason for this is that as a museologist and researcher, 
Tóth shared his research results not only with his professional circle, but also 
with the wider community. 

From 1964–1988, Ferenc Tóth worked as an ethnographer-museologist and 
director of the József Attila Museum in Makó (Makó Híradó 2018a). During this 
period, he created two significant exhibitions presenting the history of onion 
growing in Makó. One has been located in the open-air exhibition of the József 
Attila Museum in Makó since 1992 (Tóth 2014c), while the other has been 
situated in the Ópusztaszer National Heritage Park in Ópusztaszer since 1981 
(Tóth 2014a).5 Both exhibitions present onion growing in Makó through the 
lifestyle and material culture (residence, tools, equipment) of onion gardeners. 
In both cases, peasant-citizen houses, which were built specifically for the 
showings, provide the venue for the exhibitions (Tóth 2014a, 2014c). The József 
Attila Museum has primarily a regional scope (museum.mako.hu), while the 
Ópusztaszer National Heritage Park has a national and international outreach 
(opusztaszer.hu). In this way, the exhibition in the József Attila Museum in 
Makó strengthens the consciousness of Makó residents about local history, 
and thus contributes to the shaping of the local identity. The exhibition in the 
Ópusztaszer National Heritage Park simultaneously links the terms “onion” and 

5 The distance between Ópusztaszer and Makó is about 60 kilometres.
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“Makó” by making the exhibition known as “Makó House”, thus designating 
the content of the “Makó image” for tourists visiting the national heritage park. 

In addition to his work as a museologist, Ferenc Tóth was a prolific author. 
He published his professional results not only in scientific journals and publi-
cations, but also in the form of educational journal articles. Tóth was part of 
Makó’s journalistic life for about 40 years. His writings for the wider community 
have appeared in the local press (e.g., Makói História,6 Marosvidék),7 regional 
journals, newspapers (Szeged – a város folyóirata,8 Csongrád Megyei Hírlap),9 
and national newspapers (Magyar Múzeumok).10 In 2014, 120 of his previously 
published writings were collected in a volume entitled In the Enchantment of 
Makó (Tóth 2014a, 2014b, 2014c). Two years later, in 2016, a collection of 150 
of his earlier writings entitled Pots from Makó was also published (Tóth 2016). 
Thus, the newspaper articles he wrote about the history and ethnography of 
Makó did not disappear into oblivion, but with their republication and systema-
tization became available also to present and future audiences. This means that 
the educational writings of Tóth that had previously existed only in fragments 
(e.g., the lifestyle of onion gardeners) were also given a new interpretive frame-
work by the two volumes.

The significance of Ferenc Tóth in shaping the local identity of Makó 
residents can be seen not only through his publishing and museological work. 
During his years as a museologist and even after his retirement, he was active 
in the professional and public life of the town. This is evidenced not only by the 
fact that his activities were pervasive and supported by several municipalities 
and political atmospheres (Tóth 2008b), but also by the popular saying in Makó 
that “What Uncle Feri does not know about Makó is not worth knowing” (see 
Korom 2013; Korom 2018; Szabó 2018; Major 2018; and personal observations). 
Moreover, the nickname “Uncle Feri” also refers to his special role in the com-
munity.

Furthermore, an important and symbolic element of the historical narrative 
of the Makó onions is that the presentation of Ferenc Tóth’s works (exhibitions, 
publications) has been linked to local cultural events many times. In 1995, the 

6 Transl.: History of Makó.
7 Transl.: Maros Countryside.
8 Transl.: Szeged – Journal of the City.
9 Transl.: Gazette of Csongrád County.
10 Transl.: Hungarian Museums.
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exhibition named “Onion House” (organized by Ferenc Tóth) was opened at the 
József Attila Museum as a part of the program of the local Onion Festival. In 
1998 and 2001, the public presentations of the new volumes of the Monograph 
of Makó (editor-in-chief: Ferenc Tóth) were held at the Makó Onion Festival 
(Apjok 2013). The last part of the six-volume monograph, Ethnography of Makó, 
was completed in May of 2008 for the Day of Makó event (Ilyés 2008; Barna 
2008; Tóth 2008b; Szilágyi 2008). In 2016, Ferenc Tóth’s publication Pots from 
Makó was presented on January 22 for the occasion of the Day of Hungarian 
Culture (delmagyar 2016). The series of symbolic date choices confirms that the 
work of Ferenc Tóth has shaped the image of Makó: on the one hand, the local 
community can benefit from the common local knowledge in an organized way, 
and on the other hand, the town communicates that the work of Ferenc Tóth is 
outstanding at the cultural level of the town.

The Onion Festival of Makó: From Agriculture to Tourism

In this section, I present how the onion in Makó has become a symbol, a cultural 
heritage, and a brand. I do so in light of historical and recent data, highlighting 
the role of the Onion Festival, and its purpose, structure, and touristic aspects 
in this regard.

As onion production was established as Makó’s main economic sector, Makó 
onions also gradually became a symbol of the town. In the case of the settlements 
mentioned at the beginning of the previous section (e.g., Szeged, Méhkerék, 
Gyula), the local gastronomic product similarly appears as a symbol for the 
village or town. Moreover, the iconic local gastronomic product (the onion, in 
case of Makó) also becomes the symbol of the main local cultural events, such 
as Makó’s Onion Festival, which has been organized in Makó since 1991. 

The Onion Festival fits into the line of local gastronomic festivals held in 
Hungary after the political transitions of 1989 (Pusztai 2007a). During this 
period, various other towns from the region endeavoured to present them-
selves publicly in a symbolic way, and this was often achieved by finding and 
emphasizing some marginal, unique aspect of the local culture. This uniqueness 
was then staged in a ritual form of gastronomic festivals, as in the example of 
the sausage festival in Békéscsaba, the fish soup festivals in Baja and Szeged 
(Pusztai 2007a, 2007b), and the cucumber festival in Méhkerék (1hungary 
2020), among others. The focus of these festivals is on a local consumable prod-
uct that determines the culinary character of the events. The purpose of these 
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events is multidimensional, extending beyond a mere product promotion and 
the accompanying entertainment (Pusztai 2003, 16). These festivals therefore 
also establish and reinforce the central gastronomic product as a symbol of 
locality, which simultaneously contributes to the creation of the local identity 
and community of the village or town (Pusztai 2007a, 29). As Gibson and 
Connell point out in relation to festivals: 

More generally, as officially endorsed events, festivals always have the capacity 
to selectively seek and represent some elements of local cultures and identities, 
intensifying social exclusion – inadvertently or otherwise. In various ways, local 
social tensions may be refracted through festivals, as much as community is 
engendered (Gibson and Connell 2011, xvi).

To create a complex image of the settlement through a gastronomy festival, 
finding the symbol of the place in the form of the local product alone is not 
enough. It is instead necessary to build a complete brand around it, as happened 
in Makó when onions became a brand and registered trademark of the town 
in 2001 (Origo 2001). “Branding” is in this sense inherent in local-regional 
self-definition, and carries both an emotional and an economic factor: brands 
are in themselves concrete representations of value and emotion complexes 
that guarantee outstanding quality without trial and a value with which people 
can identify (Pusztai 2007a, 235). Moreover, the branding of the festival and its 
central product (onions, fish soup, or cucumber) can be particularly important 
in relation to tourism.

Tourism is a multisectoral phenomenon that includes the selling of 
food, transportation, entertainment, hospitality, and other services (Leaders 
International 2020). Due to this characteristic, tourism is relevant not only 
in economic terms but also in social and cultural terms. An anthropological 
approach to tourism can examine, among other topics, cultural and religious 
tourism, the host-guest relationships, the relationship between cultural heritage 
and local identity, festivals, and gastronomy (Bannikov 2016). From the point 
of view of my topic, the latter two are especially relevant.

Food is more than a necessity; it is also a determinant of human culture 
(think of Italy or France, which are known for their culinary culture). It plays 
an important role in local representation, so not only national dishes but also 
local specialties exist. A tourist, whose goal is to visit a destination different from 
their own in some way, to gain experiences, to experience Otherness, usually 
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wants to take part in the tasting of the culinary specialties of a given place 
(Pusztai 2007a). The concept of food tourism describes, on the one hand, how 
gastronomy can function as a tourist attraction and, on the other, how it affects 
local-regional identity (Everett and Aitchison 2008; Baldacchino 2015; Frisvoll, 
Forbord and Blekesaune 2016). Food tourism can contribute to a village or town 
in several ways. As suggested by Frisvoll, Forbord, and Blekesaune (2016) based 
on a number of studies, local food economies can stimulate rural development, 
and tourism, and can influence the shaping of a local identity. In their study, the 
three authors also highlight that, from a tourism perspective, the consumption 
of local food is also symbolically and culturally the consumption of the “coun-
tryside” (Frisvoll, Forbord, and Blekesaune 2016). Experiencing locality and 
authenticity is key for the tourist, who is usually looking for something special 
and characteristic of the locality. One of the forums for this symbolic-cultural 
consumption of the “authentic countryside” can be local (gastronomic) festi-
vals. As will be seen, in the case of Makó and the Onion Festival, this aspect of 
tourism is only addressed in the last third of the festival’s history.

The Makó Onion Festival has a 30-year history. As there is no way to review 
the full story in detail here, I highlight the changes in the meaning and goals 
of the festival, in the conscious shaping of the profile of the event. The original 
aim of the Onion Festival was to promote onion production and agriculture. 
To do this, one of the principals of a high school in Makó envisioned a one-day 
exhibition of agricultural machinery, combined with an onion market. The idea 
was eventually implemented at the town level after a member of parliament 
from Makó embraced it (Józsefné Mágori, personal communication, 2013; see 
Apjok 2013). The Onion Festival is organized each year on the second weekend 
of September. Until 1995, the Onion Festival operated more as a professional 
forum where economic actors (politicians and farmers alike) discussed the 
present and future of local onion production. The entertainment programs 
consisted mainly of performances of local folklore and brass orchestra cultural 
groups (Apjok 2013) However, the year 1995 brought a change in this structure. 
In 1994, when Péter Buzás was elected mayor, he imagined the design of the 
event differently than in previous years, as evidenced by the following excerpt 
from the interview I conducted with him:

Around 1995–96 we said we wanted to elevate the cavalcade character of the open-
ing ceremony, and formal character of whole fair, so we created a “folk festival” 
[…] We evaluated the festival and concluded that what could attract people there 
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is the cultural and popular show. […] We figured out that there should be a parade 
as well, as this event can be filled with people if we take the schoolchildren and 
their parents there (personal communication, 2013).
 

Thus, Péter Buzás, the mayor of the town from 1994–2014, explained the fur-
ther development of the festival, emphasizing the need for a greater integration 
of the local population into its programs.

The festival was a three-day event from 1996–2006. During this period, the 
Agricultural Workshop (orig.: Mezőgazdasági Tanműhely) on the outskirts of 
Makó provided the venue for the festival. As there was no local public transport 
in the town, it was possible to travel from the town centre to the Onion Festival 
by a small festival train. Between 2007 and 2009, the festival venue remained at 
the Agricultural Workshop (see Figure 2), but the duration was shortened to two 
days. In 2010 and 2011, the festival was moved to the downtown area and was 
further cut down to one day. However, many of the locals perceived the changes 
in a negative way. Based on the questionnaire and short interviews I made with 
some of the locals in 2011 and 2012, 19 of the 32 informants supported the 
previous Agricultural Workshop as a festival venue. The main reasons for the 
justification: tradition and custom, a space other than the ordinary, the atmos-
phere of the festival, and the very fact that you have to “travel” to the outskirts 
of the town to visit the festival – even with a small festival train, which to the 
visitors represented an experience in itself (Apjok 2013). 

The reason for the large-scale change in 2011 was partly financial and partly 
due to the lack of a clear organizational concept. As Péter Buzás commented:

Then after a while we realized that the festival was writhing – in fact, a certain 
degree of wrestling had always characterized it. […] And the last stage came, as the 
Onion Festival was transformed: it fell, it suffered, it stopped, the external meeting 
of the agricultural commission stopped, then we considered holding it only every 
two years, to bring it to the main square. We brought it in, it failed, it became 
a political forum. […] Then we said let’s forget this professionalism [aspect]. The 
fish soup festival in Baja is not about when and how to lay eggs, but they cook very 
good fish soup and eat it. Here the future will be the same for us. We can reinvent 
ourselves along these lines [...] We would have pushed for tourism earlier, but it 
just didn’t happen. The nature and idea of the event did not make this possible. It 
was not suitable for it. The original concept of the festival was wrong (personal 
communication, 2013).
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The idea of change expressed in the quote above took shape in 2012. The 
Hagymatikum Spa opened in Makó in January 2012, so the Onion Festival 
held in September of that year further emphasized the tourism aspect, as it 
was pointed out to me by Péter Buzás (personal communication, 2013), and was 
mentioned in the local press, too (delmagyar 2012; Németh 2012; Szabó 2012; 
delmagyar 2013). In 2012, the festival moved to the main square of Makó, placed 
around the onionflower-shaped fountain, a few steps away from the above-
mentioned spa. In 2013, the local press emphasized the gastronomic nature of 
the festival and its tourist significance (delmagyar 2013; Makó Híradó 2013). 
Afterward, the Onion Festivals of the period 2012–2020 have been consciously 
designed with a pronounced tourist profile, emphasizing the gastronomic image 
of the festival (mako 2016; Makó Híradó 2018b). The presentation, tasting, 

Figure 2. Above, the old venue of the Onion Festival (Agricultural Workshop) on the 
outskirts of Makó (photo from 2008), and below, the new venue, in the centre of the town 
(photo from 2019). Sources: Wikipedia.hu and mcsipos.hu.
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and joint preparation of onion dishes became an element of the festival that 
strengthened the idea of “consuming the countryside” mentioned in literature 
(Frisvoll, Forbord, and Blekesaune 2016). This culinary incorporation of 
onions clearly refers to the gastro-tourism aspirations of the Onion Festival. 
Furthermore, the fact that the festival was placed at the heart of the town was 
meant to communicate that the Onion Festival and Makó are inseparable and 
that they form a common identity in this way. In addition, tourists visiting the 
Hagymatikum Spa can also take part in the festival, and the other local attrac-
tions (the museum, and Makó’s historic buildings) are in this way also easily 
accessible for tourists coming to the Onion Festival. Those informants, who 
preferred downtown as the venue for the Onion Festival over the Agricultural 
Workshop, and the entertainment profile over the professional one, also high-
lighted the tourism opportunities that appeared with these changes:

There will be professional and entrepreneurial forums every day. Given that it 
has been called a festival since the beginning, it is indeed reasonable to create 
a real festival atmosphere with several stages and lots of concerts. If it were just 
a professional part, I think the event would attract very few Makó residents. So 
with concerts, thousands of people can make a huge party (KZ, personal com-
munication, 2018).

We live in the time of gastro festivals. It is not possible to organize a tourism event 
successfully with professional programs. I think it’s an attractive program that 
moves all walks of life, bringing liveliness to town year after year! There is a need 
for this kind of community forging events (FT, personal communication 2018).

At the festival, exhibitors, artisans, and downtown restaurants and cafes and 
the spa can benefit from local visitors and tourists, since it is more a community 
event in the main square than a professional one at the old venue (NN, personal 
communication 2012).

Spa and Tourism in Makó as a “New” Breakout Point 
of the Town

Makó’s spa-oriented tourism aspirations became tangible in the mid-2000s, espe-
cially after Hungary’s accession to the European Union in 2004 (europa n.d). The 
aim of the town management at that time was to make Makó an attractive tourist 
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destination nationally and internationally by modernizing its existing thermal spa 
and supplementing it with additional infrastructure (Kovács Istvánné 2008). In 
2012, the Hagymatikum Spa centre opened in the area of the existing thermal 
spa, which had opened in 1962 but underwent significant alterations afterwards 
(see Figure 3; Apjok 2018). The plan to renovate the spa has resonated greatly in 
the town, and the project has been the scene of many political battles (Illyés 2007; 
Szabó 2007, 2008; delmagyar 2008; Bakos 2010; Magyar Narancs 2017; MN 
2017; Rényi 2017; MTI/hvg 2018). The development, which was largely carried 
out with EU support and through self-sufficiency, also caused resentment among 
the locals, which was based on the idea of “tourism as a foreign body in Makó’s 
organization”. The following contrasting thoughts from my interviews and from 
social media also express these attitudes among local populations:

Makó is an agricultural town. We should deal with onions because this has 
a tradition here. The spa does not have it (KJ, personal communication, 2012).

It would be necessary to teach people about this new industry, because you cannot 
become a good tourism professional by yourself. […] People do not understand 
tourism here (KG, personal communication, 2013).

The spa is not ours either. There is no swimming pool anymore. Instead of tourism, 
we should invest in a pool where locals could swim (VL, personal communication 
2015).

The people of Makó will also realize that none of the useful investments will take 
place in their town (TIR, personal communication, 2019).

I don’t believe that because of one spa we will be at the top of tourism. There are 
many farmers and workers. There are still onions from Makó. Agriculture should 
be preferred (HIA, personal communication, 2020).

These few opinions also show that tourism is considered foreign for many of 
the Makó locals for various reasons. The main counter-argument against the 
renovation of the spa and the introduction of spa tourism is that in the case of 
Makó, it is not considered traditional in cultural and economic terms. These 
opinions refer to Makó’s agricultural past, justifying the role of the Makó onion 
narrative in local identity construction.
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Figure 3. Above, the old thermal spa (photo from the 1960s) and below, the new 
Hagymatikum Spa photographed from almost the same angle (photo from 2019).

Local opinions heard during my fieldwork in 2014 led me to examine the 
differences between the competing narratives of Makó’s onions and Makó’s spa 
tourism. I wondered whether the aversions formulated in connection with spa 
tourism could be linked to the historical narrative of spa tourism in Makó. Seeing 
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how the Makó onions as a local heritage was incorporated into the local identity 
thanks to the narratives surrounding it, I was interested in whether aversions to 
spa tourism are caused by the fact that the narrative of spa tourism is fragmen-
tary and does not span decades in urban history, like the onions narrative does.

According to my historical ethnographic research, the idea of spa tourism 
first appeared in the local press in 1936. The article in the daily newspaper 
Makói Ujság entitled “Why Does Makó Not Have Tourism?” explains that the 
banks of the Maros River, which runs next to Makó, would provide an excellent 
basis for local tourism due to its unique natural environment (as the Maros’s 
riverbank is surrounded by ancient trees). This, as the author of the article 
writes, would require not only creating accommodations and restaurants, but 
also reprogramming the Makó mentality. This article alone would base tourism 
on the Maros’s mud, which it considers to be a feature for which even Swiss 
and Danish guests would choose Makó (gy.m. 1936). A reader’s letter received 
in response to this newspaper article sees the issue of spa tourism in Makó as 
unresolved due to infrastructural deficiencies. The letter draws attention to the 
fact that although domestic tourism increased significantly after the signing of 
the Treaty of Trianon in 1920, not all cities and towns in Hungary were able to 
adapt to it, despite its favourable effects (Lantos 1936).

The issue of spa tourism in Makó was also on the agenda of town 
management after the Second World War, in the communist-socialist era 
(1945–1989). The tourism goals of the town management of that era are clearly 
reflected in the minutes of the Executive Committee of the Makó Town Council 
from 1950–1990.11 One of the goals of the Executive Committee was to make 
Makó a “spa town” in the late 1960s. The title of spa town was awarded to 
those Hungarian settlements that had not only a spa but also extensive infra-
structure and tourism plans built around it (Makó Archive decree No. 34/1969.
VB; Michalkó-Rátz 2011). The concept of a spa town in the communist-socialist 
period reflected the nationwide concept of spa towns between the two World 
Wars (Jusztin 2015), but there is no reference in the minutes of Makó’s 
Executive Committee to the idea that came up in the press in 1936. The basis 
of the spa town concept during this time was the endowments of the Maros’s 
riverbank and its natural environment, the Maros mud, and the thermal water 
of the downtown spa. 

11 Makó Archive – Hungarian National Archive, Csongrád-Csanád County Archive: “Minutes of the 
Executive Committee of the Council of Makó”, 1950–1990.
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It is clear from the minutes of the Executive Committee that the tourist 
attractions were envisioned on the Maros’s riverbank. To transform the space 
for tourism purposes, several areas of the coast that were previously dedicated 
to agricultural cultivation have been declared recreational areas (Makó Archive 
decree proposal No. 1968.02.20). In order to establish the tourism profile of 
the Maros’s riverbank, the Executive Committee set up the Maros Riverbank 
Management Committee, which continuously consulted with the Szeged Tourist 
Office and the Hungarian Urban Society about the necessary arrangements 
(Makó Archive decree proposal No. 1968.02.20). The spa town concept was 
also built on health tourism. To this end, the thermal spa in the downtown 
area of Makó, which was built primarily for hygienic purposes, was intended 
to be transformed into a rheumatism hospital based on the plans of Dr. István 
Batka (1896–1971), a chief rheumatologist of the Makó hospital (Dehelán 2012; 
Medgyesi 2012). Batka prepared an 83-page draft in 1968 in which he explained 
that based on Maros’s healing mud (which was declared medicinal in 1961) and 
Makó’s thermal waters (which were later declared medicinal after Batka’s death), 
Makó’s future lay in spa development (Dehelán 2012; Medgyesi 2012). Batka’s 
plans for a rheumatism hospital and his research, focused on medicinal mud 
and thermal water, were well known in Makó in the 1960s and 1980s, as many 
of my informants indicated in their recollections (personal communication, 
2018–2019).

Just as the initial idea of spa tourism from between the two World Wars did 
not appear in the spa town aspirations of the second half of the 20th century, 
there is similarly no apparent reference to the plans of the communist-socialist 
era or the pre-WWII era in the concept of spa tourism as developed in Makó in 
the 2000s. However, an interesting parallel is that although the 2008 booklet 
about the spa development of the municipality led by Péter Buzás includes the 
slogan “Let’s make Makó a spa town” (the same slogan that also appears in 
the minutes in the 1960s), there is no indication that the core of the current 
tourism idea is derived from the communist-socialist era (Kovács Istvánné 
2008). However, the current plans reference the work of István Batka, regarding 
his research results on medicinal mud and thermal water. This is also evidenced 
by the fact that Batka’s memory lives on to this day in the local community 
(Dehelán 2012; Medgyesi 2012). In honour of Batka, a statue of him was erected 
in 2014 in Makó’s main square by the town management, with the support of the 
spa management and the local medical community. The statue was symbolically 
placed in front of the Hagymatikum Spa’s medical wing in 2014, alluding to the 
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doctor’s rheumatism hospital plans, with the label “The explorer of the Maros 
medicinal mud” placed on it (O.N. 2018).

Just as the narrative of the onions in Makó can be considered continuous, the 
narrative of Makó’s spa tourism can be interpreted as fragmentary, based on dis-
parate and discontinued sources listed above. The idea of tourism that first arose 
in 1936 has always been communicated by each different town administration as 
a “new breakout point” in each era (either in the communist-socialist period, or in 
the period of mayor Péter Buzás, from 2004–2014, and after 2014, in the time of 
mayor Éva Erzsébet Farkas). Given that each of the mentioned periods is linked 
to radically different political trends (far right for the pre-WWII era, commu-
nist-socialist dictatorship for the years 1945–1989, social democracy for the Buzás 
period, and the nationalist conservatism / Christian democracy of the Fidesz party 
for Éva Erzsébet Farkas’s mandate), it is logical that the political colouring of 
Makó’s tourism appears in both the town’s managerial communication as well as 
in the community’s interpretations of it. The fragmentary nature of the narrative 
is thus confirmed by the fact that the current town administration sought to legit-
imize its own activities by referring to tourism as a “new breaking point”. Based 
on my sources, it can be assumed that each town’s management was aware of the 
spa tourism aspirations of the previous eras, although these developments have 
evidently been disrupted and hampered by historical events and political changes 
(World War II, political transition in 1989). The new representative body, set up in 
2014 under the leadership of the new mayor, Éva Erzsébet Farkas, directly carried 
forward the spa developments started in the previous era by Mayor Péter Buzás 
and his team. In view of these facts, it is particularly interesting that local political 
leaders are constantly referring to the idea of spa tourism as a “new breakout 
point”; however, this rhetoric can backfire if reservations among the locals about 
innovation are taken into account. Acceptance of change and innovation is more 
difficult the less the local community connects with them through its own history 
and through the local narratives. This tendency relates to the power of historical 
narratives in community-forming and identity construction, as outlined in the 
theoretical chapter above. The effect of such fragmented and disjointed historical 
narratives about Makó’s tourism, as my interviews and social media communica-
tion have shown, is that many Makó residents do not see tourism as a traditional 
economic sector; they see spa development only as a political act.

The political interpretation of spa tourism also appears in the local com-
munity. Opinions from social media contain political criticisms of both Péter 
Buzás and Erzsébet Éva Farkas:
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I like it so much that the Fidesz people are beating their chests in Makó due to the 
development of tourism, while, as can be seen from a former article in Délmagyar, 
investments made with EU money were previously considered stupid by them (LK, 
personal communication, 2019).

Debt, because the government has taken everything away from the municipalities. 
The government distributes the money of the people, NOT its own. [...] Anyway, 
can anyone tell me what the current mayor did for Makó? Even the money from the 
old tenders has just gotten here. How many jobs did this woman create? [...] We 
are surrounded by career politicians as well (OL, personal communication, 2019).

The communists forget that there are many entrepreneurs in Makó, and Buzás 
brought the trenchers from Szabolcs when he worked public workers for pennies 
for four and six hours. Let’s not faint from the big spa program. That’s all he’s 
done in 20 years (HJ, personal communication, 2019).

Selling a building (dormitory), taking the town’s TAXPAYERS into debt of 170 
million HUF a year [for the spa] is glorious? (TI, personal communication, 2015).

The fact that since 2014, Mayor Éva Erzsébet Farkas and Makó’s member of 
Parliament, János Lázár, have built their communication around the dichotomy 
of modernity and tradition may also contribute to the local perception that 
tourism does not have a historical continuity. In their statements, and in their 
greetings on Makó’s website (mako.hu/koszonto), the onion equals tradition, 
and spa tourism equals modernity. In addition, they repeatedly emphasize that 
Éva Erzsébet Farkas and her colleagues in the Fidesz party ushered in a “new 
era” to the history of Makó. The above examples are also consistent with those 
described by Jeremy MacClancy in relation to the conflicting narratives sur-
rounding tourism efforts:

The predicaments of tourism can be drawn in the stark terms of good versus bad, 
of the upright against the voracious, of locals versus developers. However, closer 
examination reveals that the encounter with organized tourism cannot always 
be portrayed in black and white: far more often, the picture must be painted in 
diverse shades of grey. And it is here perhaps that social anthropology can make 
its greatest contribution to the study and understanding of tourism and its effects 
(MacClancy 2002, 421).
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As this quote, as well as the opinions included above, suggest, the image of spa 
tourism in Makó is also discursively painted in black-and-white terms, although 
the phenomenon cannot be captured in such sharp contrasts. In political 
communication, tourism is new, and onion growing is old and traditional – yet 
they complement each other. In the perception of the local community, the 
spa involves financial loss, tied to political parties, while the onion symbolizes 
stability and security. However, while onion growing is in decline, tourism 
appears as an emerging economic sector in Makó.

Conclusion: Competing Histories and Competing Narratives 
of Agriculture and Tourism

In this paper I attempted to present the role of Makó onions and spa tourism 
in shaping local identity as constructed along different historical narratives. 
I aimed to present the possible explanations that cause the two phenomena 
to manifest differently in the local place and community self-image. What the 
two phenomena have in common is the economic aspect, which represents the 
main sectors of the town, but these manifestations carry different perceptions 
at many points. The question is relevant from an anthropological point of view 
because we can witness stacked layers of meaning that in some cases support 
each other or compete, and these affect both the self-image of the locals and 
the image of the town.

This study attempts to answer the following questions: (1) what is the role 
of onions (agriculture) and spas (tourism) in the local identity of Makó; (2) how 
are the narratives of the two phenomena structured socially and historically; 
and (3) how are they intertwined in the endeavours of contemporary identi-
ty-construction? In the following section, I answer the questions based on the 
analysis carried out in the paper.

The Makó onions are integral to the local identity. The role of onions in the 
local lifestyle, also built into the collective memory, gained its role in the shaping 
of local identity with its constant positive emphasis on local public narratives. 
This was created mainly by Ferenc Tóth and his work as an ethnographer and 
local historian, but also amplified by local public figures. The onions became an 
integral part of Makó’s self-image, so that onion growing is no longer merely the 
main economic sector, but is also the symbol of the place, a brand and cultural 
heritage connecting both the historical past and the present. For the local 
place and community, the image of onions has been strengthened since 1991 
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by a festival organized around them, which tried to promote both the agricul-
tural product and the town of Makó. The Onion Festival enabled a common 
experience of local identity, while for the locals it also positively confirmed the 
legitimacy and importance of onions as a product and a symbol of Makó. This 
legitimacy was strengthened by the fact that in 2001 Makó onions became an 
official local brand and in 2014 an officially designated cultural heritage of the 
town. However, there was a shift in the construction of local identity and self-im-
age at the town level in 2012, when the Hagymatikum Spa opened. Then the 
slogan of the city became “Makó – not only onions!” With this, the creators of 
the slogan (the current leaders of the town) endeavoured to expand the identity 
of the place to include the tourist profile of the town. However, this did not 
represent an undivided success among Makó residents, as my interviews and 
social media posts show, and as the image below also demonstrates (see Figure 
4). With the word “not” removed, the sentence can be read both physically and 
semantically as a clear expression of the conflict between the agricultural and 
touristic aspirations of Makó residents. 

Figure 4. “Makó. —— only onions.” Makó downtown. Photo by Vivien Apjok, 2012.
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The difference between the narrative of Makó onions and the narrative 
of spa tourism is clear. The narrative of onions is continuous and primarily 
positive, while that of spa tourism is fragmented and thus gives way to political 
conflicts. The fact that spa tourism is repeatedly referred to as a “new breakout 
point” by local political actors makes the image of spa tourism unstable in terms 
of whether the local community can connect to it or not. My research shows 
that the lack of historical continuity in the narrative of spa tourism makes locals 
distrustful of it, while interpreting the spa development as a political act.

Given that the onion is the strongest symbol of the town (as a brand and cul-
tural heritage), it is logical that this symbolism is also used in communications 
about local spa tourism. The best example of this is the name “Hagymatikum” 
itself, which includes the root “hagyma”, meaning “onions”. The competing and 
overlapping narratives of the onion and the spa are therefore outlined also in 
Makó’s tourist manifestations. This can also be seen in terms of what the town 
wants to communicate about itself to tourists visiting Makó, and in terms of how 
the various tourist websites represent Makó. The most important cornerstones 
of this communication are the presence of onions, medicinal water, and medic-
inal mud (mako n.d.; szallas n.d.; szentgellertborhaz n.d.; datekla n.d.; makotel 
n.d.; termeszetjaro n.d.; univcoupon n.d.; szegedtourism n.d.; hotelcorvus n.d.; 
hungarycard 2019; programturizmus 2020; magyarorszagom 2020).

My research currently suggests that collective memory, local knowledge, 
and a coherent narrative play a significant role in making onions an integral 
part of Makó’s identity, and for the same reason, in making spa tourism not 
(yet) successfully integrated into the local self-image. Only time will tell if this 
will change.
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YEAR OF THE SNAKE: AN ANALYSIS 
OF THE POLISH URBAN LEGEND 
OF THE VISTULA PYTHON

Mateusz	 Napiórkowski	
(Nicolaus Copernicus University in Toruń)

Abstract: Stories about wild and domesticated animals are among the most 
popular categories of urban legends. In modern folklore, they appear myste-
riously, often following strange or scary happenings, like a quite recent tale, 
created in 2018, when the molted skin of a large snake (later identified as an 
Indian python) was found near the banks of the Vistula River in the suburbs 
of Warsaw. Owing to the extensive media coverage, the news spread quickly 
throughout Poland. For obvious reasons, people wondered where the snake 
was hiding. Several eyewitnesses, who could see the predator (or something 
that resembled it), wanted to give an account. Such animals then “disappear” 
forever but leave their mark on pop culture. The snake myth thus gave rise to 
numerous stand-up comedy acts, amateur music videos, and a comic book. This 
study analyses a number of such examples, obtained from the Internet. It also 
focuses on the mechanisms of the formation of urban legends, and their relation 
to fake news. One of the main questions of the article is therefore: why do these 
kinds of stories gain such wide popularity? Furthermore, the aim of the study 
is to analyse the reactions of Internet users to the news about the python. The 
topic was commented on by people with different world and political views, so 
it is worth considering whether the message about the python could play an 
important role in the integration of Polish society, or as a just another platform 
for the exchange of thoughts.

Keywords: urban legends, modern folklore, Polish culture, Internet studies, 
fake news
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Introduction

In the summer of 2018 the Polish media reported the discovery of the skin of an 
Indian python near Warsaw (Dachnij 2018). The news spread quickly, becoming 
a nationwide sensation because the media ceaselessly fed people shocking 
details (Bukłaha 2018). However, for observers of social life it was clear that 
much of the information was entirely unreliable. In addition, there were certain 
similarities in this case with the stories of another exotic animal running wild in 
Poland, namely the puma. Rumours about this wild cat roaming freely through 
Polish villages are revived every year during the holiday season (see Kozicki 
2019). Furthermore, contemporary folklorists are thoroughly familiar with the 
motif referred to as “Big Cats Running Wild”, narratives about large exotic pred-
ators living outside their natural habitats. Popular almost all over the world, they 
can be found in many collections of so-called “urban legends” − according to Jan 
Harold Brunvand’s definition, these are “apocryphal contemporary stories, told 
as true but incorporating traditional motifs, and usually attributed to a friend 
of a friend (FOAF)” (Brunvand 2012, 60–61). The case of the Vistula python 
seems to be just another story of this kind.1 Since the topic is quite recent, it has 
not been mentioned in any study on urban legends. However, it has become an 
exceptional inspiration for many cultural texts, such as memes, comic books, 
and even stand-up comedy acts. 

This paper therefore focuses on verbal forms of contemporary folklore, 
such as urban legends, which appeared in the comments of Internet users, and 
it examines the sources of such folklore myths from which the public derives 
information that has little or no credibility. Moreover, in view of the massive 
expansion of online news media, it is impossible to also ignore the problem of 
fake news, which contributes to misinformation, disinformation, or mal-infor-
mation (Marwick 2018, 479). News from tabloids will be analysed in particular 
− this type of media, focused on a sensational message, provides a space where 
unconfirmed rumours circulate freely and reach a large audience. Although 
tabloids are generally believed to be a low-quality source of information, they 
are important for folklorists when studying the spreading of fictitious messages. 

Furthermore, my analysis of the Vistula python case is aimed at learning 
about the various types of responses of contemporary Poles to python reports. 

1 The adjective “Vistula” came from the fact that the snake was found near the banks of the Vistula 
River.
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In this way, the article also analyses active civic participation in an online public 
space. The purpose of the study is therefore to prove that the media chaos 
surrounding this topic led to the trivialization of the snake issue by provoking 
the previously mentioned diverse civic and artistic responses. Such projects also 
provided an excellent opportunity for the cooperation of people of different ages, 
because the subject intrigued both adults and children. Contemporary urban 
legends, as messages of intersocial folklore (Łuczeczko 2007, 97), can therefore 
be treated as an important area for research on social integration and citizen 
cultural engagement in current affairs. Although news media, and local news 
websites in particular, treated the issue with due seriousness, recommending 
that people not leave their houses (Wyborcza.pl 2018), public comments ranged 
from very serious to humorous and sarcastic (see comment section in Orszulak 
2018a). The disrespectful attitude of society to the subject could be seen, among 
other places, in numerous pop-culture messages, which will also be presented 
in this article. 

The non-participant online observation that I have been involved in since 
2018 confirmed that web users not only observed but also created and spread 
python rumours and memes (Kozinets 2012, 14). Although the snake topic 
gained huge popularity on the Internet, it existed outside this environment as 
well. Moreover, the research on online communities can lead to conclusions that 
are useful for describing society in a broader cultural context, i.e., a community 
in general (Kozinets 2012, 49). This is especially relevant now, when our con-
sumer needs are largely satisfied by the Internet. It should be emphasized that 
Internet users are primarily consumers of content available on Internet websites 
– therefore, under the influence of their preferences, customized advertisements 
appear in their computers. As the Vistula python becomes popular, it is not 
surprising to see advertisements referencing it. This issue will be clearly visible 
in the examples of real-time marketing in this article.

The choice of a non-participant online observation was dictated by the 
following conditions – the main object of research is the Internet community, 
which often becomes distrustful when the subject of the analysis is revealed to 
them. In addition, the article also analyses news from official portals. The choice 
of the Internet community was due to the fact that it is on the Internet that 
a large amount of data about the Vistula python could be effectively obtained 
in a short time. In order to find specific materials, I used the Google search 
engine, an extremely useful, although sometimes insufficient, tool. For that 
reason, while exploring texts on social networks such as Facebook or Instagram, 
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I used internal search engines, which allow the researcher to reach materials 
not always easily accessible from the level of the Google search. I also relied 
on the statistics produced by Polish media monitoring services and on articles 
from websites which gathered information about the python (for example in the 
form of memes: TOB 2018). The online media observation, which provides the 
basis for this article, has been conducted from the moment the Vistula python 
appeared in the network, in July 2018, and up to February 2020. Over the past 
year, however, official reports about the Vistula python have been extremely 
rare. Nonetheless, before investigating the python phenomenon and analysing 
a range of examples from the Internet, I first outline the mechanisms of the 
emergence and spread of contemporary folk tales, without which the Vistula 
python story would not exist.

Contemporary Folk Tales and Their Relation to Oral Tradition

Urban legends are contemporary stories told as true and attributed to a FOAF 
mechanism (Brunvand 2012, 60–61). Sometimes they are also called urban 
myths − the prefix “urban” appears here to distinguish them from the genre 
of traditional folklore, i.e. from myths whose action, unlike in urban legends, 
are set in the distant past, and are not based on actual events, and in which the 
presented world appears fantastic (Kosowska 1985, 75). On the other hand, 
urban myths are related to current, sensational events. However, in terms of 
functionality and structure, these dynamic and recurring contemporary narra-
tives are similar to old folk tales derived from traditional folklore. Urban legends 
are therefore characterized by high variance and formulability, especially oral 
ones, which nowadays complement the stories circulating on the Internet 
(Hajduk-Nijakowska 2012, 10). The topics of urban legends are extremely 
diverse: from current events to pop culture themes borrowed from literature, 
films, and comic books. Moreover, urban legends often carry some specific 
functional features: they can be used for entertainment (telling them is then 
a form of passing time) or become a tool for educating the society (legends with 
a moral). Legends may also serve political and propaganda goals: the Colorado 
potato beetle from 1950 is a classic Polish example (PKF 1950).

Since legends appear suddenly and circulate freely, it is usually quite dif-
ficult to determine their origin. They evolve over time, making any verification 
impossible. In addition, their transmission is worthy of attention. In fact, it may 
be difficult to distinguish an urban legend from a simple rumour because they 
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are reproduced in a similar way, although the latter on a smaller scale (Jęczeń 
2010, 155). For this reason, folklorists started referring to urban legends as 
“macrogossip” (Czubala 2014, 22). 

The difference between this genre and other folk tales is the use of the 
“friend of a friend” or FOAF mechanism. The acronym of the “friend of a friend” 
phrase was proposed in the late 1970s by the English journalist and writer 
Rodney Dale (Dale 1978, 37). Dale pointed out that this formula is repeated in 
some of the contemporary narratives: people telling the story emphasize that 
they heard it from a friend, that they read about it somewhere, or that it has hap-
pened to “a friend of a friend” (Czubala 2014, 158). In this way the anonymity 
of the source of information (typical of folklore storytelling) is preserved. The 
teller disclaims responsibility, the legend circulates, and as the outline is retold, 
new details are added to refresh the storyline. This type of a “deaf phone” game 
eventually weakens the narrative and the legend disappears, only to reappear 
some time later (Czubala 2005, 7).

Similar folklore characteristics, such as FOAF and deaf phone, or their 
various types of functionality, can also be found in the narratives discussed 
in this article. A brief description of the urban legend phenomenon and the 
outlining of the mechanisms of its spread presented in this part of the article 
will be helpful in the study of the Vistula python phenomenon, which is the main 
subject of analysis in this paper. However, before I move on to the analysis of 
the snake, the narrative about the Polish puma living in the wild is also worth 
mentioning − it is a very similar thread, both in terms of official media coverage 
and public reaction.

The Role of the Media in Shaping “The Polish Puma” Story

One of the most popular examples of the “Big Cats Running Wild” theme is the 
story of the Surrey puma (Brunvand 2012, 211). This legend, known since the 
1960s, enjoys unflagging popularity in the United Kingdom (Brunvand 2012, 
61). According to witnesses, the beast appears suddenly in rather unfortunate 
places. There are many more similar accounts of other animal sightings, for 
instance of alligators in the New York sewers (see Brunvand 2012, 15). This 
particular type of urban legends is famous all over the world, and some of them 
can be compared to so-called migratory legends (Simpson and Roud 2000). 
A migratory legend is a “legend which is found repeatedly at different places, 
having the same plot in every case but with place names and/or topographical 
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details tailored to fit the individual site” (for more about migratory legends, see 
Simpson and Roud 2000, 252). Over time, they get tied to the local context (e.g., 
proper names and elements of culture are added) but this does not change the 
fact that they are of international recognition.

Although a puma roaming across Europe is a highly unusual sight, some 
reports may be based on facts. Problems with determining the source of 
information do not necessarily indicate the fictitious nature of the information. 
However, when the animal is seen in many different places at the same time 
(a macro-scale case), one may have reasonable suspicion that the majority of 
the accounts are not true.2 In this context, the contribution of the media that 
publicize such events is indisputable. When public opinion is confronted with 
sensational news, the recommended course of action is to seek reliable sources. 
However, finding any trustworthy ones seems difficult nowadays, especially on 
the Internet. By publishing unverified messages, news websites add to the con-
fusion instead of clearing it up. Quoting anonymous specialists (M.C. 2018) and 
referring to the accounts of mysterious eyewitnesses (Rakosz 2018) is extremely 
common. The existence of wild animals is “confirmed” by private videos and 
photographs, but these are usually blurry and unfocused. The captured shapes 
may well be of a puma or a large domestic cat (NTO.pl 2009). Nevertheless, 
stories about pumas or pythons are plausible because keeping exotic animals 
has become quite popular in Poland (Cieśla 2013). It sometimes happens that 
novice breeders cannot cope with the maintenance of demanding animals and 
abandon them (Portal 24jgora.pl 2017). This fact should be taken into account 
when trying to verify an animal legend.

The source-credibility problem is also related to the phenomenon of 
so-called fake news − unverified information intended to mislead the recipient 
(Palczewski 2018, 28). These false rumours contribute significantly to the 
popularization of legends about the puma or python. They include information 
presented in the mainstream media, messages shared in tabloids and local 
media, and satirical comments on current events (Marwick 2018, 475–476). 
Researchers indicate that fake news stories are generally created to intentionally 
spread lies or disinformation (Marwick 2018, 478), thus contributing to the 
formation of narratives that over time transform into urban legends. This phe-
nomenon is strictly connected with online media, which face enormous time 

2 Based on the information collected in 2009, Filip Graliński examined the puma’s locations and 
marked them on a map (Graliński 2009).
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pressure in terms of publishing news (Frank 2015, 328). An explanation of the 
mechanism behind the transformation of fictional news into legends can be 
found in Bill Ellis’s article “Fake News in the Contemporary Legend Dynamic”: 
“If the story is […] passed on by others who find it credible, even when they 
doubt its truth, it becomes a type of legend. Thus, fake news becomes part of 
a cultural debate process, a claim that cannot be confirmed based on secure 
standards of evidence. In other words, it becomes a form of legendry” (Ellis 
2018, 401). It is difficult to determine whether python narratives were created on 
the basis of fake news, since the animal was never found, as I explain later in this 
article. In the meantime, many variants have begun to appear, and moreover, 
the threat of the exotic animal running freely in Poland qualifies these narratives 
as urban legends.

When it comes to official news, many websites compete for readers’ atten-
tion − in such circumstances fact-checking is minimal (Himma-Kadakas 2017, 
29). As a consequence, the Web is flooded with unverified information, which is 
not necessarily aimed at misleading the reader (Marwick 2018, 478). However, 
misinformation does not come only from official media sources. Research on 
Internet user behaviour has shown that the credibility of news published on 
social media depends on who recommends or shares it (Marwick 2018, 504). 
Without knowing the source of the news, people can unknowingly pass on 
false information. This is especially evident with news about sensational and 
controversial events. Alice E. Marwick acknowledges these characteristics and 
describes fake news as follows:

“Fake news” content is clickbait. The goal of the fake news producer is to have as 
many people spread their content as possible. The easiest way to do that is to find 
a news item that will be shared by people of different political proclivities. This 
can be a sensational claim about vaccinations or conspiracies or animals − topics 
that appeal across party lines − or it can be a story that includes both conservative 
and liberal points of view (Marwick 2018, 502). 

 
It should be emphasized that readers form some preliminary assumptions about 
the news even before reading it (Frank 2018, 386). Headlines that attract the 
attention of readers with their unusual and sensational information play an 
important role here. The emotionality of the message begins to dominate over 
the issue of the credibility of the content − interestingly, not only in the case 
of tabloids. Research shows that big news services (see TVN Warszawa 2018) 
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are associated with what is referred to as “presumption of legitimacy”: readers 
devotedly believe in the reliability of the source of information (Frank 2018, 
386). However, this is frequently a misperception.3 In addition, readers’ faith in 
the credibility of the online media reflects their previous faith in the credibility 
of newspapers and television (Himma-Kadakas 2017, 29). Although it is rec-
ommended that Internet users should carefully investigate the sources and, if 
possible, compare reports from various websites, fake news has become a major 
threat to public trust in the media. However, this tendency seems impossible 
to eliminate, considering the diversity of the Internet environment (Palczewski 
2018, 28). After all, the spread of fake news depends largely on Internet users, 
and particularly on how important a given issue is to them (Marwick 2018, 487). 

The activity of Web users in transmitting unverified information about the 
wild puma is also notable, although on a slightly smaller scale. Fake reports 
about this animal are popular in Poland and often recur. The alleged sightings 
of the cat were reported in 2009, 2011 (Strauchmann 2011), and 2015 (mab/mk 
2015). According to several reports, in 2009 as many as five pumas were spotted 
in different places. The cats, two of which travelled from the Czech Republic to 
Poland, were believed to have escaped from a zoo or an illegal breeding farm in 
the Czech Republic. Naturally, there was a lot of Czech media attention on this 
news as well (Štůsek 2009). 

The topic returned in 2011: the media reported sightings of a big cat that 
supposedly travelled from Poland to the Czech Republic. The headlines read: 
“Sensational news! Puma runs wild in South Moravia. Slovak and Czech media 
have already reported three sightings of an American puma in South Moravia. 
The director of the Opole Zoo believes that the cat could be their property!” 
(Strauchmann 2011). The suggestions that Poland had its own puma were 
obviously absurd. It should be noted, however, that this type of news usually 
appears just before or during the summer season – that is, when journalists 
lack attractive topics to write or talk about. Sadly, fake news stories are rarely 
corrected, and a few exceptions (e.g., when the media [TVN24 2009] mentioned 
that the puma seen in Silesia Province turned out to be an ordinary cat) seem 
to prove the rule. These types of retractions, however, were rare in the case of 
the python.

3 For example, Washington Post and New York Times journalists can also fabricate news (Frank 
2018, 381).
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“Python Goes Hunting!” Press Reports About the Vistula 
Python

The first information about the Vistula python was released at the beginning 
of July 2018. An over five-meter-long exuviae of an Indian python was found 
on the banks of the Vistula River in the town of Gassy, near Warsaw.4 The first 
press articles contained photographs of several employees of an animal rescue 
foundation holding the snake skin (Konieczek 2018). After the discovery of 
the reptile traces, the police and other emergency services arrived at the site, 
and the river patrols started searching the area. The press warned people to be 
cautious and keep away from the restricted zone until the case was resolved 
(Konieczek 2018). The news spread quickly, becoming a nationwide sensation. 
News websites published maps and infographics showing the area of python 
activity in an attempt to answer the question about its whereabouts (see Figure 
1). However, most reports, published mainly on Polish websites associated with 
the tabloid press, such as Super Express (Super Express 2020) and Fakt (Fakt 
2020), were based on pure speculation and repeated the same information. That 
is a common mechanism of the spread of fake news − under time pressures, 
many websites publish unverified information based solely on dubious evidence.

These articles seemed to have a great potential to transform into forms 
similar to urban legends. The sensational accounts influenced public opinion 
and led to the creation of numerous rumours. Soon almost all press publications 
came from nonexperts. That was partly connected with the fact that Polish 
celebrities, including the famous clairvoyant Krzysztof Jackowski, were often 
involved in the search. In the article “Krzysztof Jackowski Shows Us Where the 
Python Hides” on the rmf.fm tabloid website, one could read:

Krzysztof Jackowski had a vision in which there was a six-meter python, the 
one which had caused so much panic among residents of Mazovian towns 
on the Vistula River. Where is the reptile hiding according to the clairvoyant? 
[...] According to the clairvoyant [...] the python has not travelled far. The man 
indicated a small beach by the Vistula near the village of Dębina [18 km north of 
Warsaw] as the whereabouts of the reptile terrorizing the neighbourhood (Staroń 
2018).

4 As a side note, it is worth adding that the Vistula python was mentioned in the entry about the town 
of Gassy in the Polish version of Wikipedia (Wikipedia 2020).
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Another Polish celebrity, detective Krzysztof Rutkowski, also participated in 
the snake hunt (Solecka 2018). Gossip websites like pudelek.pl used the snake 
to gossip about showbiz personalities. People could learn that famous Polish 
singer Maryla Rodowicz was more worried about her cats than about her 
own life: “Maryla Rodowicz is not afraid of the python: ‘I will eat the python 
before it eats me’” (Pudelek 2018). These types of celebrity responses to the 
news about the python were featured frequently in the news media. Some of 
these articles showed the supposedly bold attitudes of celebrities, while others 
presented a feeling of fear and uncertainty, but sensationalism dominated all of 
them. Nevertheless, these reports did not leave the reader indifferent to their 
content – most of the comments on this type of news were critical, as it turns out 
from my analysis of Internet users’ responses in the next section of this article.

Soon, in the news media there were suggestions that the snake could 
already be very far from the place where its skin was found. Less than two weeks 
after the incident, the Toruń information website ototoruń.pl (the direct distance 
between Warsaw and Toruń is approximately 190 kilometres) published an 
account of a terrified resident:

Figure 1. “The services are looking for a python near Piaseczno” – infographics showing 
the area of the snake search (Orszulak 2018a).
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I was walking across the bridge when I saw a snake in the river!!!! THIS IS NOT 
A JOKE!!!! I called 112 [the emergency number] and they gave me the Toruń Crisis 
Management Centre phone number. […] Please share! The snake was huge... 
Someone should take it seriously and do something about it! (TUB 2018).

Then when the whole nation was looking for the Vistula python, another snake 
went missing in the city of Bydgoszcz. The two-metre-long boa constrictor 
escaped from the breeding farm (confirmed information) but was soon captured 
(HW 2018). The power of gossip was so great and the relationship between 
the two events so obvious, that I received a message from a friend living in 
Bydgoszcz that the Vistula python was found in his hometown. In fact, the 
probability of encountering an exotic snake on Polish streets is very low, so these 
two facts were combined to make one story. This explains how event mixing 
leads to the emergence of subsequent variants of the urban legend; in a similar 
way, based on associations and randomness, numerous versions of the Polish 
puma stories were born (Graliński 2009).

Some time later, the news services reported on the aggressive behaviour 
of the python: according to warszawawpigułce.pl, an angler from Otwock saw 
something that resembled a snake attacking a beaver (Warszawawpigułce 
2018a). The animal was also believed to have attacked a dog. The following 
article headline shocked the public: “The Vistula Python Ate a Dog! The Beast 
is Still at Large. Hunters Are at the Site” (Warszawawpigułce 2018b). Owing 
to the fact that some articles were based on foreign reports, the python issue 
was promoted to the international rank:

The entire world is looking for the Vistula python. The issue is reported even in 
the Chinese media! [...] The whole world is interested in the fate of this dangerous 
animal living in the largest Polish river. The Vistula python has been mentioned 
by the British, German, and even Chinese media (AP 2018).5

The python’s origin was also discussed. It was speculated that the animal 
escaped from an erotic photo session in Warsaw (Chełmiński 2018), but the 
photographer denied it (Patyk 2018a). At the same time a paraglider saw some 
men throwing a large snake into the Vistula River; as it later turned out, they 

5 The text refers to both the media of Polish communities living abroad and big foreign newspapers, 
e.g. Der Spiegel and the Daily Telegraph (AP 2018).
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were the same people who worked on the set of the aforementioned session 
(BF 2018). 

Initially, the need to look for the snake was not questioned. Over time, 
however, some, including wild animal experts, began to wonder whether the 
python really existed. Several videos on YouTube refuted these rumours, like, 
such as one in which some veterinary doctors arrived at the site where the 
exuviae had been found (Zwierzętomania 2018). Unlike the news reports on 
many websites, these films were usually very professional and reliable, and 
they were aimed at criticising the media trend of spreading panic. In addition, 
they provided basic information about the python’s diet (small mammals, not 
humans), argued that the snake could not travel from Warsaw to Toruń, and 
warned that it was the animal that was actually in danger. In one video, a real 
Indian python was released into the rushes and tracked for some time (Plucik 
2018). In this way, the myths presented in the media were debunked. Moreover, 
there were also voices suggesting that the skin could have been planted by the 
snake owner as a joke (TVN Warszawa 2018). It should be noted, however, that 
generally sensation prevailed over reason in media, hence this type of reliable 
material was not used by the mainstream services.

Furthermore, the reaction of animal rights activists deserve special atten-
tion. Although they did not underestimate the need for a snake hunt, they were 
generally more interested in people’s attitudes on the topic. For example, in the 
intensely titled article “Urgent: Deadly Dangerous People Are a Threat to the 
Python”, Karolina Kuszlewicz discusses the issue of the inhumane treatment of 
exotic animals and the fashion of keeping them in entirely inappropriate condi-
tions (Kuszlewicz 2018). These opinions contrasted the publicized comments, 
as they usually added an informative dimension, as well as an emphatic one. 

The final piece of news about the python was broadcast at the end of 
September 2018. It was assumed that the snake had died because of low tem-
peratures (Dolak 2018). Neither the animal nor its owner was ever found, and 
the topic, abandoned by the media, was quickly forgotten. It did not reappear 
the next summer, although it must be remembered that the puma theme does 
not recur every year either, at least not as a nationwide sensation. In 2019 the 
Vistula python was only mentioned in an article which summarized all previous 
studies, but which did not provide any new information (Niedźwiecki 2019). 
It is now too early to say whether this topic was just a single-season sensation. 
Further observations are needed to clarify the issue. What is certain is that 
the number of forums providing information about the snake is astonishing. 
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However, this is the nature of the so-called “silly season”, a period (such as late 
summer) when the mass media often focus on trivial or frivolous matters for 
lack of major news stories. 

It is also worth noting that in their comments on the snake, many Internet 
users recalled a similar event from the 1980s, with a fantastic creature called 
Paskuda, a Polish cryptid similar to Nessie, living in Lake Zegrze near Warsaw. 
Lake monster reports recurred for several years. According to eyewitnesses, 
Paskuda fed on contaminated water, so soon after the construction of a nearby 
sewage treatment plant, the topic was abandoned. Later, the truth finally came 
to light: Paskuda, so frequently mentioned in Summer with the Radio broadcasts 
(especially in 1982), had been invented by the journalists of the Polskie Radio 
Program I (Polish Radio Channel 1) (Mielnik 2018). Moreover, it was created 
primarily for marketing reasons. The purpose was to encourage listeners to 
frequently listen to Polish Radio. There were no other hidden intentions behind 
Paskuda. However, this hoax indicates that media can have a powerful impact 
on the thinking and behaviour of citizens. It is particularly interesting that some 
Internet users compare the Vistula python topic to the monster created by Polish 
Radio − such statements clearly indicate how critical some Poles are about the 
snake issue, and also how sceptical they are of the media.

Internet Users’ Responses to Media Reports of the Python

Apart from journalists, Internet users also wrote at length about the snake. Their 
opinions can be found below articles on news websites and in social media. 
Since it would be difficult to analyse all these entries, I focus only on select 
examples.

This material can be classified into four categories. The first category 
includes the comments of Internet users who were mostly interested in the 
python’s whereabouts. The majority started with the FOAF formula, which 
leads to the claim that these are legendary narratives, for example: “A friend 
says that he saw something big in the Kępa Potocka canal a few weeks ago. 
But how could he see this in the dark?” (Internet user nicknamed Żoliborz-
Bielany; Patyk 2018b). The python sighting in Toruń was also reported: “Last 
night several people on the Toruń riverbank saw a snake. It was not a native 
species, it was huge and was swimming against the current” (Internet user 
nicknamed Ola, TOB 2018). This type of statement usually complemented 
official information.
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The second category of the comments discussed the dangers associated 
with the python running wild. These entries were always filled with intense 
emotions: “This python killed someone’s dog!!! And then it attacked another 
animal in the forest!!! The psycho owner of this snake will pay for that” (an 
anonymous Internet user, Pudelek 2018). They were also dominated by the 
frustration caused by the sluggish response of emergency services:

To be fucking honest, they should organise bigger search teams and look for that 
python. If it is already in Toruń, then they should increase the search area. People 
are afraid to leave their houses. Any noise scares them. I have a son and I’m afraid 
to let him play outside […]. What kind of rescue teams are they if they cannot trace 
this stupid beast? (an Internet user nicknamed Paulina, RED RMF 2018).

Sometimes the comments contained drastic descriptions and associated the 
python with the mysterious disappearances of people. For example: “Then 
a child or an adult will disappear without a trace, and after a few months they 
will find a half-digested body in the stomach of the snake […]. That’s horrible” 
(an Internet user nicknamed Makabryczny, Orszulak 2018b). People were also 
frightened at the very thought of the snake staying in Poland forever:

The person who bought the snake and released it should be publicly whipped and 
severely punished. This is not funny. People here are not used to this like in other 
countries […]. We have problems with ticks here in Poland. Do we need another 
one? Do we want to look around at every step for a snake, a venomous spider, etc.? 
(an Internet user nicknamed Przyroda (Nature), Orszulak 2018b).

These examples show how some of the Internet users write comments to express 
their fear of the snake. One of the main purposes of such statements, therefore, 
is to defuse anxiety (i.e., they fulfil an emotional function).

In the third category, some statements showed concern about the python 
and attention to animal rights. Similarly to animal experts, some Internet users 
pointed out that the Indian python would not survive long in the Polish climate, 
that it was harmless and in danger from humans: “From what I’ve heard in the 
news, you are going to kill it – what monsters are you??? The animal is not 
guilty! You can sedate it and take it to the zoo. Be humans, not monsters!!!” 
(an anonymous Internet user, Orszulak 2018a). Many comments touched upon 
people’s responsibility for the python. One of the entries reads: “Hey, what are 
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you afraid of? This animal is harmless. A poor, scared animal that needs help, 
and all you do is panic” (an Internet user nicknamed fanśmierci9; Dziennik.pl 
2018). However, the author’s nickname (fanśmierci9, i.e., “fanofdeath9”) may 
indicate irony; therefore the comment should not be fully trusted. This example 
shows that in addition to the informative function, such opinions may be created 
for entertainment purposes.

In the fourth and final category, there were sarcastic comments to the 
python story, with both extremely malicious and genuinely funny statements 
among them:

Most certainly Russia started a hybrid war after being eliminated from the World 
Cup. First, Indian python troops set off. They are moving on at night towards the 
decision-making centres of the country. Such a python can be a threat not only for 
fishermen, but also for tank crews because it can get inside tanks through the gun 
(Internet user, Do Rzeczy 2018).

The phenomenon can also be turned into a first-person narrative, which requires 
additional creativity of the author:

Hello people. It’s me, the Python. My name is Jacek and I want to apologize for 
frightening the good people of this beautiful country and its cities. I’ve decided to 
run away from home, getting supplies in Toruń, and now I am going to my beloved 
girlfriend. Her name is Nessy, she lives in Scotland. Take care, Poles (an Internet 
user nicknamed Python Jacek from Wisła, Dziennik.pl 2018).

In some of the comments from the fourth category, the snake also emerged 
in political references and critical remarks to the government. In the Polish 
language the word “snake” is commonly associated with negative qualities and 
is therefore used to describe bad and deceitful people: “And I came across a real 
snake pit [pol. kłębowisko żmij] in the very centre of Warsaw on Wiejska Street” 
(an Internet user nicknamed Mnia, Patyk 2018b).6 

Summing up, the comments of Internet users are varied. Most of them 
were informative, although some also passed for entertainment purposes, and 
some fulfilled the function of an emotional release. Although many of them 
made political references, they should not be treated as a separate category. 

6 Sessions of the Polish Parliament and Senate take place in the building on Wiejska Street.
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Despite the fact that the comments on the Vistula python can be considered 
as a democratic discussion in the public sphere, the references to politics, with 
few exceptions, were too superficial and general, and usually showed a negative 
attitude to any kind of authority. Moreover, it should be emphasized that the 
first official news about the python was full of emotions and could scare Internet 
users. However, the topic quickly found its way into the tabloids – apart from the 
element of sensationalism and inducing fear, texts included some information 
about the lives of celebrities at the same time, and this peculiar mixing made the 
information move towards the grotesque and absurd. Therefore, over time, the 
comments of Internet users began to express doubts, sometimes even empathic 
statements towards the animal – ones in which the python’s defencelessness 
was emphasized. Ultimately, the subject was reduced to a joke, and thus the 
snake problem was trivialized.

One important feature was that Internet users’ comments rarely referred to 
press articles directly. More often they expressed opinions and listed sightings 
of the Vistula python. Generally they were usually quite concise, although 
there were exceptions, like some comments presented in this section. Only 
a few bore a similarity to the style of urban legends, for example, by using the 
FOAF mechanism. It should be remembered, however, that this genre is still 
evolving, adapting to the rules of the online environment (Czubala 2014, 7). 
The example of the Vistula python indicates that in the online environment, 
these types of motifs are gaining a new performative dimension and means of 
expression that cannot be found in the oral tradition, like exchanges between 
people from different places and the non-simultaneous creating and receiving 
of content. It is recommended that further analyses should focus on these issues 
and evaluate how they affect the lifespan of a particular narrative over a longer 
period of time. Nevertheless, such diverse comments of Internet users about 
the python would be impossible if not for the numerous media articles under 
which the free exchange of ideas and information was possible. “No matter 
what you write, it is important that you write” − this unwritten social media 
rule applies to the news as well. Numerous, often contradictory reports on the 
whereabouts of the python, as well as grotesque information about the struggle 
of Polish celebrities with a dangerous animal, eventually led to the entire topic 
being ridiculed, introducing a category of sarcastic and humorous comments. 
This tendency, in which entertaining content was created, was also visible in the 
cultural texts based on python narratives, which I analyse in the next section.
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The Vistula Python in Polish Pop Culture

The analysed case seems unique not only because it provoked huge amounts 
of press reactions. The python quickly became the subject of online artistic 
projects, including ones that were humorous and often critical of various social 
phenomena. Obviously, that would not have been possible without the Internet, 
which accelerated and extended their spread. According to the Polish monitoring 
media service Press-Service (Press Service 2018a), the total number of materials 
concerning the Vistula python found on the Internet from July 7 to July 16, 2018 
was over 22,000 (see Figure 2). Unfortunately, comparing these data to other 
similar cases (e.g., Internet puma reports in 2015) is impossible, as there are no 
relevant statistics. Nevertheless, the number is impressive. The highest number 
of materials, almost 16,000, were shared on Facebook. Twitter came in second 
with 2128 results, followed by YouTube (348), Instagram (343), Wykop (101),7 
and then various blogs and forums (47). The Press Service infographic also 
included mentions on other websites (1829), radio and television texts (1209), 
and press reports (149). 

7 Wykop.pl is a popular Polish news website. 

Figure 2. “Python from the Vistula” 
– infographic showing the number of all 
publications about the snake  
(Press Service 2018b).



A R T I C L E S

250

Without a doubt, the most popular forms of expressing opinions about the 
hysteria associated with the python were Internet memes, which humorously 
portrayed the attempts to capture the snake and focused on the inefficiency of 
search services and tracking dogs (see Figure 3). The animal was also present 
in political memes; in 2018 the following phrase was popular in Poland: “How 
can I do that [various actions added to the meme] when the Polish constitution is 
being broken?” This text referred to the slogans of the political opposition to the 
constitutional violations of the Polish right-wing government − a constitutional 
court crisis began in 2015 and lasted long after. While the majority of these 
images featured well-known personalities, actors, athletes, and politicians, some 
showed the Vistula python, which could not “crawl” peacefully, apparently due 
to the Polish constitution being broken (see Figure 4). In this way, a political 
problem which had been circulating in the news media for a long time was 
trivialized and reduced to humorous memes. 

Another category of memes includes sexual innuendo references, in which 
the snake was compared to a penis. Pictures of the so-called “Janusz Nosacz”, 
a long-nosed monkey (lat. Nasalis larvatus) who is often referred to as the 
carrier of the flaws of Polish society, were used in this context. In one particular 
meme (see Figure 5), a monkey – a symbolic image of a Pole (Kurdyła 2020) – 
compares its penis to the python. This is an example that trivializes the case of 
the python, turning it into a playful jest. 

Figure 3. “‘The tracking dog 
confirmed the presence of the 
python. There are new traces’. 
‘Yes, I confirm’” – an example 
of a humorous internet meme 
(Wykop 2018).



  
M A T E U S z  N A P I Ó R K O w S K I  |  Y E A R  O F  T H E  S N A K E

251

Figure 4. “How am I to 
crawl calmly when the 
constitution is being 
broken in Poland?” 
– a meme on political 
issues (Express 
Bydgoski 2018).

Figure 5. “‘A snake has 
escaped near Warsaw’. 
‘I did not fasten the 
fly, so it ran away’” – 
meme as an unrefined 
joke (Besty 2018).
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In this context, memes related to the abovementioned Krzysztof Rutkowski 
seem particularly attractive. Media reports that featured photographs of the 
detective searching for the snake were quickly adapted by Internet users. On his 
Instagram profile, the detective himself shared a picture in which the python 
was hanging from his neck (see Figure 6). An obvious photo montage, it was 
funny enough for the celebrity to show it to his fans and followers. Since there 
was a plethora of concepts associating the snake with the famous detective, one 
of the news websites listed the most interesting ones (TOB 2018).

The huge popularity of the Vistula python ensured its entry into the world 
of advertising. Real-time marketing, a current trend on the Internet, is used by 
many companies for product promotion (Maddala 2017). Therefore the python 
appeared in supposedly humorous commercials of plastic pipes, which were 
supposed to serve as cases for a snake (see Figure 7), then in ads for pickled 
cucumbers because they looked just like a snake (see Figure 8). A python also 
appeared as the mascot of a well-known furniture company (Pinkbesyja 2018). 

Figure 6. A photomontage 
showing Detective Rutkowski 
and the snake (Red 2018).
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Figure 7. “Imet recommends: 
a six-meter-long python 
case” – advertising in real-time 
marketing (Imet 2018).

Figure 8. “We got him” – 
another example of real-time 
marketing (Krakus 2018).
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The python was also used to promote commercial services: one of 
Warsaw’s restaurants has put it in their menu (Natkabistro 2018). One of the 
escape rooms created a picture informing that in their room the python would 
be found within one hour (Escape Room 2018), a language school shared 
graphics to teach the currently popular word “python” (EDGARD jezykiobce.
pl 2018), and even a beauty salon referred to a python encouraging women to 
paint their nails the colours of the snake (We Love Nails 2018). More often, 
however, this seemed forced and unnatural; the companies simply wanted to 
seize the opportunity to gain some recognition. Nevertheless, there were also 
ingenious references among them: the owner of the Wanda bakery in Otwock 
started selling snake-shaped braided yeast buns, advertised with the following 
slogan: “Eat the python before it eats you” (see Figure 9). The entrepreneur 
said in an interview: “Especially children like these buns. Grandparents buy 
them for their grandchildren. We are surprised by the social media interest” 
(Śmigiel 2018). As can be seen, after the snake story had been exploited to the 
fullest extent, it returned as a casual and amusing element attracting customer 
attention. 

Figure 9. “Vistula python – 
eat a python before it eats 
you” – Python in the form of 
a roll (Picuki 2018).
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However, humour did not appear only in commercial advertisements. 
Articles published on the popular ASZdziennik.pl website had a similarly light-
hearted tone. I did not intend to put this example among the press materials, 
because ASZdziennik primarily has an entertainment function, not an infor-
mational one − the website is the equivalent of the American satirical service 
theonion.com. ASZdziennik, famous for its sarcastic fake news, also brought up 
the snake topic. It is worth noting that 2018 was another year of unrest caused 
by the European migration crisis, so the python also appeared in this context. 
One of the headlines related to the migration crisis read: “Indian python stopped 
by the police near the Vistula. Its blood alcohol content was a whooping 4.7%. 
The animal insulted the policemen and some refugees” (ASZdziennik 2018). 
These pieces of information are considered by some researchers as a fake news, 
though created with the intent to amuse (Frank 2018, 379). Readers, misinter-
preting the ironic statements, share them with their friends (Brodie 2018, 454). 
However, the reputation of ASZdziennik seems so well established in Poland 
that hopefully the online community recognizes its satirical attitude to reality.

Amateur films about the snake were also very popular. The Internet 
was flooded with videos about the snake hunt, including materials prepared 
by Urbex History, a group of explorers who visit mysterious and abandoned 
places (Urbex History 2018). Most frequently, however, the explorers were 
not very well equipped, and they made up for the lack of high-quality cameras 
with exaggerated acting and heavy editing (Dodo 2018). Such pilgrimages 
to places known from news reports associated with urban legends are called 
legend-tripping (Kinsella 2011, 28). They are aimed at verifying the accounts, 
which commonly abound in supernatural elements. Although no variants of the 
python story based on supernatural phenomena were produced, these journeys 
progressed according to a similar scheme: the search team visited the place 
mentioned in the legend and tried to reconstruct the circumstances of the actual 
event. In addition, a number of humorous podcasts and comedy acts revolving 
around the python motif can also be found on YouTube (see Cerstve Zarty 2018; 
Dwóch Typów 2018). 

One of the most delightful python-inspired video films is Snake Busters 
(Snake Busters 2018). The adaptation of the popular theme song for the 1984 
movie Ghostbusters was made by some children and the father of one of them. 
This shows that the topic of an urban legend can promote cooperation between 
generations: the father recorded the film in which the children played the busters 
of the snake. Without intergenerational dialogue, such a film would probably 



A R T I C L E S

256

never have been created. Snake Busters is an extremely interesting case because 
through co-creation and cooperation, both adults and children can comment 
on the python tale (and have a good time). Intergenerational cooperation is 
visible here in the division of responsibilities − the father deals with technical 
and logistic issues, while the children contribute their creative input. Popular 
culture also plays a very important role here − although only the father can 
remember the release of Ghost Busters in the 1980s, this movie has become 
a permanent part of the pop culture canon. Thanks to this, references to the 
original will also be familiar to younger audience.

Another example showing that urban legends reach the youngest is 
a short, 16-page comic book entitled About a Python That Terrorized Warsaw 
and Scared Tourists, published in 2018 (Jasiński and Jasiński 2018). It was 
created by Maciej Jasiński, a Polish screenwriter and comic book writer and 
his seven-year-old son Ksawery. This is yet another interesting example of the 
collaboration between an adult and a child: Maciej wrote the text, while Ksawery 
illustrated it (Gildia.pl 2018). Owing to the boy’s efforts and illustrations, 
Batman was employed to fight the snake. Nevertheless, the python topic was not 
taken lightly – the superhero presents his opinions about the snake and knows 
that he faces a situation similar to those known from urban legends. Batman 
says that the python feeds on media energy and that the media itself makes the 
fight against it so tough − referring here to the popularity that rumours spread 
from media circulation, which makes it difficult to debunk them (see Figure 10). 
Ultimately, Batman advises Poles to find a replacement topic which will make 
the python fall into oblivion. Paradoxically, even for the youngest readers, this 
simple comic can be a valuable source of knowledge about urban legends and 
critical media literacy − it teaches them how to approach media and fake news. 
However, since only a limited edition of 50 copies was published, the book did 
not achieve widespread popularity. Still, it is another example of how urban 
legends enable intergenerational communication.

As is apparent from the analysed examples, the python had a huge 
humorous potential. Other examples include Andrzej Milewski’s series of comic 
drawings (Andrzej Rysuje 2018), famous for political references (see Figure 11). 
Another reaction came from Mateusz Ożyński (fanpage Czcij niedźwiedzia 
[Honour the bear]; see Figure 12). These concepts are definitely unique and 
noteworthy. Some of these comics link the topic of the python with current 
political problems. However, it is difficult to find in them any deeper reflections 
on political or ideological issues − they are limited to criticisms of the current 



  
M A T E U S z  N A P I Ó R K O w S K I  |  Y E A R  O F  T H E  S N A K E

257

Figure 10. “I discovered that the python feeds on energy from the media” – the Vistula 
python in the comic (Jasiński and Jasiński 2018).

Figure 11. “‘And this, my son, is 
the Warsaw mermaid’. ‘No idiot, 
it’s a python’” – another example 
of the python in a comic (Andrzej 
Rysuje 2018).

Figure 12. “‘The snake from the Vistula’, the services 
warn. ‘The snake is hungry and the weather is good 
for him’. ‘He can eat a child or a dog’. ‘Do not take 
apples from him’”. Example from a comic book 
(Czcij niedźwiedzia 2018).
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government of the Law and Justice Party, which is criticized by both the left 
and the right side of the Polish political scene. In this case, the python thread 
becomes merely an excuse for superficial political references. Surprisingly, 
according to some researchers, the Vistula python issue united people with dif-
ferent views and interests. This phenomenon, observed by journalist Małgorzata 
Karolina Piekarska just a week after the first media reports, was commented 
in her blog:

The Indian python, whose skin was found in Gassy near Konstancin, was widely 
discussed by both right-wing and left-wing portals, pro- and anti-government 
ones. The reptile united us […]. Everyone joked about it, or used it to comment on 
Polish social and political issues. And thus during the press meeting I learnt from 
memes, jokes, and other humorous comments that the snake had escaped because 
of the violation of the Constitution, or possibly from the hospital, perhaps joining 
the protest of resident doctors (Piekarska 2018).

Although the examples presented by the journalist are clearly associated with 
one side of the political dispute, it should be remembered that not all humor-
ous content about the python was political. Mockery of authorities looking 
for a python, or comments below online articles about how the writers had 
nothing better to write about so they wrote about the snake − these are some 
of the non-political examples of activities practiced by many people in regard 
to the Vistula python stories, and in this context they represent a discourse that 
reaches beyond political divisions. In this regard, the serpent narratives became 
a public platform through which different, not only political, perspectives were 
expressed, and therefore it brought people together in a discussion, although 
not necessarily uniting them.

Conclusions

The Vistula python occurrence, initially known and distorted by official media 
reports, soon evolved into an artistic theme. This was probably caused by public 
frustration over the prolonged and unsuccessful search for the reptile, as well as 
by the media’s saturation with the topic. Owing to the accumulation of dramatic 
and contradictory media messages, the topic was often perceived as grotesque. 
Instead of arousing fear, the snake began to amuse people, and was incorporated 
into many Internet memes, YouTube videos, and comedy acts. Discussed by 
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both adults and children, the topic encouraged creativity, providing space for 
intergenerational dialogue and solidarity. 

The great popularity of the python narrative did not come out of nowhere 
– Internet news services wrote a lot about the snake. The comments of Internet 
users were usually a reaction to that news, and the content of those comments is 
characterized by high variability. When it comes to their functions, we usually 
find the informational and entertainment purposes, along with the emotional 
function of discharging anxiety. At the beginning, many reactions were streaked 
with uncertainty and fear, but over time, irritation and exhaustion over the topic 
became clearly visible. Ultimately, the serious topic of the dangerous snake was 
trivialized, as evidenced by numerous ironic and humorous reactions. Stories 
that have not happened to the Internet users personally also prevailed – the 
information was usually second-hand, as is typical for urban legends. Finally, 
the Vistula python also became a symbol used in real-time marketing processes 
as the Internet is an environment focused on content consumption. Therefore, 
it can be concluded that the financial intentions of companies creating their 
advertisements based on python reports contributed to a further broadening 
of the customers for the serpent narrative.

As has been said, the python story facilitated social integration. It must also 
be mentioned that it was an element of intercultural dialogue, because although 
this particular theme was of Polish origin, the motif of the puma crossing Polish 
borders is known to Poles, Czechs, and Slovaks. In 2019, when the information 
about a dangerous puma in the Czech Republic was announced in Poland, 
a Polish-Czech phrase book entitled “How to Chase Away the Czech Puma” was 
published in the Polish tabloid Fakt (Kwejk 2018). It contains useful phrases for 
a possible encounter with the animal, but the translation is sloppy − the author 
most probably used the available online Polish-Czech translator, therefore 
the text contains mistakes. In Poland, the Czech language seems particularly 
interesting because of the extensive similarity of both languages. Interestingly, 
the facetious text was noticed by the Czech media (Pisingerová 2019). Although 
the motif of a puma crossing borders requires further research, these examples 
may be a starting point for a comparative analysis of how the theme developed 
in different countries.

When comparing the origin of the python phenomenon with the previously 
mentioned fantastic creature called Paskuda, they seem to be different. Paskuda 
was an example of fabricated, satirical fake news, disclaimed after some time. 
While in the case of the python, the first published photos and the snake search 



A R T I C L E S

260

were real. In fact, it has not yet been determined whether the python was just 
a hoax. In this case, only three months after the first reports (October 2018), 
the sensational theme was forgotten. However, the question remains: will the 
theme ever reappear? The snake is much more realistic and believable than other 
imaginary creatures that often occur in different folk tales. It should also be 
remembered that motifs associated with urban legends rarely disappear forever. 
Instead, they re-emerge from time to time. 

Nevertheless, an excellent summary of the phenomenon of the 2018 Vistula 
python is provided by the poem by Kajetan Kusina “Epitaph for the Vistula 
Python” found on the Kusi na kulturę fanpage on Facebook (Kusi na Kulturę 
2018). According to the author of this text, finding the snake is the goal that 
causes people to bury the hatchet and unite for a “better cause”:

“Epitaph for the Vistula Python”
O, mighty Python, you ruled the Vistula this summer
but suddenly disappeared – what a bummer!
How many warriors tried to catch you
To slay your body – for sure a few.
It was just ninety days
But our hearts thumped in wild ways
You were as fast as a thunderbolt
No one could capture you, just your molt.
Maybe that was your advice
That we shout “Get the nasty-nice”
What you gave our nation
was a common goal creation.
Hidden in the river hole
You played an important role.
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NEARLY CARBON NEUTRAL CONFERENCES 
IN A TIME OF PANDEMIC: A REVIEw ESSAY

Lee	 Bidgood	
(East Tennessee State University)

Before the COVID-19 pandemic, we often gathered as scholars. We talked, ate, 
drank, chatted, argued, and learned together at annual meetings. En route, 
we would likely have taken a series of flights from our particular local airport 
that would gradually surround us with more and more people who do what we 
do; at a larger regional or international hub, we might find ourselves on a flight 
filled with colleagues and professional acquaintances all headed for the same 
conference – finishing up presentations on laptops, catching each other up on 
the latest disciplinary news and gossip.

Imagining the bustle and energy of these academic meetings – while sitting 
at the same desk where I have been “teaching online” for the past six months – 
leaves me nostalgic. I feel disconnected from my professional peers, and from the 
process of academic discourse. As the date for the Society for Ethnomusicology 
meeting approaches, I am ambivalent about the online reformulation of this 
event. I imagine that many of you, like me, are not sure how online versions of 
conferences will hold up – and if we could possibly take from them something 
that would inform and revitalise us as teachers, researchers, and writers. Does 
it seem possible to draw from a virtual conference the spark, inspiration, and 
energy that an in-person event, full of interactions, unplanned happenstances 
and human connections used to give us?

As in so many areas of our new pandemic normality, it is likely not healthy 
to feed our nostalgia for things no longer possible. This essay does look back, but 
is an attempt to find a way forward. In the years preceding our current COVID 
situation, other factors were prompting scholars and academics to find new 
ways to create and maintain professional and personal community through 
conferences that differ from the “traditional” in-person model. 

 I present here a review of the “Nearly Carbon Neutral” (NCN) model for 
academic conferences, in hopes that it might provide us with more ideas and 
practical advice on how to stay connected with our colleagues, how to connect 
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our local workplaces and communities with other locales and professional 
circles, and how to take care of each other in a difficult time. 

The Nearly Carbon Neutral model was developed not due to global epide-
miological reasons, but for planetary health. The term was coined by organisers 
of a conference that took place in 2016, an event designed to address issues of 
climate change from humanities perspectives. Coordinated by the Environmental 
Humanities Initiative at the University of California Santa Barbara (USA), the 
project took shape due to the efforts of UCSB professor Ken Hiltner and his 
colleagues. Hiltner’s “white paper” apologia/guide (n.d.) is the main item under 
review in this essay. This document, widely referred-to by academics seeking dis-
tanced and digital alternatives to traditional “fly-in” meetings, is openly available 
on the UCSB website (https://hiltner.english.ucsb.edu/index.php/ncnc-guide/) 
and is also discussed in his Routledge volume Writing a New Environmental 
Era: Moving Forward to Nature (2019). The current website version of the 
document includes an appendix chapter that (due to its relevance in light of 
the current pandemic) the publisher allowed Hiltner to share, providing open 
access to discussion of responses to the NCN model, how this model fits with 
traditional workplace expectations (i.e., do NCN-type conference presentations 
“count” during hiring or promotion reviews), and other specific concerns. 

The NCN approach starts with presenter-submitted videos that can com-
bine video of the speaker and/or a screen recording of a presentation (slides, 
photos, video, etc). These videos are typically grouped into panels (as at a tra-
ditional in-person conference) and shared via a conference website. During the 
“open” window during which the conference takes place (generally 2–3 weeks), 
participants can take part in the “Question-and-answer” session for each panel 
that is conducted in text via an online forum. As the NCN guide states, “[b]
ecause comments can be made at any time in any time zone, participants from 
across the globe can equally take part in the conference” (Hiltner n.d.).

The NCN project was started at UCSB to address concerns about the 
environmental impact of academic conferences. The Guide states that “[r]
oughly one third of UCSB’s carbon footprint comes from faculty and staff 
flying to conferences, talks, and meetings. All this air travel annually releases 
over 55,000,000 pounds of CO2 or equivalent gasses directly into the upper 
atmosphere […] equal to the total annual carbon footprint of a city of 27,500 
people in the Philippines” (ibid.). These days, travel decisions are affected by 
COVID-related concerns, of course, but also by other issues related to health 
and climate, for example dramatic and extreme weather events such as the 
winter storm that disrupted the 2018 Modern Language Association convention 
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in New York City (Quintana 2018). All in all, it might be time to reconsider the 
relevance and sustainability of our traditions for conferences in the academy.

The NCN model also addresses issues of social justice, making it possible 
for more people to participate in conference experiences, thus broadening access 
to the discourse and community of scholars. While the availability of technology 
infrastructure is not universal, many more people can connect to an online 
conference than can attend an in-person “fly-in” conference. This structural 
practicality, as well as the accessibility of the pre-recorded video format (the 
ability to close-caption videos in more than one language, for example), include 
more and more kinds of people from more places – making the NCN model one 
that addresses many current concerns about diversity, equity, and inclusion.

In addition to lowering the threshold of participation for participants, the 
NCN model provides a model for institutions and groups to hold events that would 
not otherwise be possible. The low cost of running such an event allows people 
in marginalised groups, or rural areas, for example, to create events that address 
their local concerns and priorities. The NCN model also allows for the running 
of niche conferences that would not be possible using a traditional in-person 
format. In addition to the eight NCN conferences associated with UCSB focused 
on environmental justice and environmental humanities, a variety of other insti-
tutional units and disciplinary subgroups have used the format, with examples 
including the “Feral” conference organised by the Massey University Political 
Ecology Research Centre (NZ) and the Centre for Space, Place, and Society at 
Wageningen University (NL), as well as events organised by the Environmental 
Studies Association of Canada and the Association for the Study of Literature 
and Environment. While many adopters of the format are based in environmental 
science and environmental studies, organisers outside of these fields are using the 
format as well, including the Society for Cultural Anthropology and the organisers 
of the Nearly Carbon Neutral Geometric Topology Conference. 

For those of us on the older side of the generational map, it may seem 
impossible to foster community through online interactions; for younger people 
whose social sphere is increasingly constructed with online interactions, the NCN 
model might seem like a familiar format. The move to online instruction, and 
administration during the COVID pandemic has normalised many aspects of 
the NCN format, and its online interactions now seem less exotic than they did 
before 2020. Hiltner’s guide ventures to say that the UCSB NCN conferences 
“generated three times more discussion than takes place at a traditional Q&A […] 
while different from a traditional conference, meaningful personal interaction was 
not only possible, but in certain respects superior” (Hiltner n.d.). The NCN guide 
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is pragmatic, stating that “it is unlikely that an online conference experience will 
ever replicate face-to-face interaction […] However, given the horrific environmen-
tal costs and inherently exclusionary nature of traditional conferences, the time 
has come to radically rethink this cornerstone practice of our profession” (ibid.). 

The regional chapter of the Society for Ethnomusicology in which I take part, 
like many of the organisations and sub-groups in other corners of academia is 
considering implementing elements of the NCN model in our future annual confer-
ences, seeing the limitations on in-person meetings both as an obstacle and call to 
action, but also as a possibility to be grasped – we now have the chance to be more 
inclusive and comprehensive in serving marginalised and underprivileged students, 
researchers, teachers, and other professionals in our region. I personally hope that 
more institutions and organisations in the Czech Republic will offer more events 
online and in open forums, as I would love to participate in them, reconnecting 
with colleagues who I met during my Fulbright year teaching and researching at 
the Faculty of Humanities of Charles University in Prague, Czech Republic. 

I imagine that many of us find ourselves in the same boat: we are searching 
for solutions and ideas for how to “do what we do” as researchers, teachers, 
writers, and activists within the limitations of the pandemic. While our instinct 
might be to direct our attention inwards in a time of health crisis, social unrest, 
and economic hardship, the NCN model calls us to – in spite of these significant 
obstacles – prioritise the maintenance of professional academic community, and 
the mentoring and incorporation of growing generations of scholars who work 
in and outside of the academy. Our disciplinary communities are a resource that 
we should not neglect, especially in a time in which governments and large parts 
of the public do not always see the value of academic institutions and the trained 
specialists who inhabit them. The organisational work by Hiltner and his col-
leagues at UCSB and the expansion of the NCN model by a variety of disciplinary 
and institutional adopters provide us a set of best practices for and examples of 
environmentally, socially, and epidemiologically sustainable scholarly meetings.
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Trever Hagen
Living in the Merry Ghetto: The 
Music and Politics of the Czech 
Underground 
Oxford University Press, 2019

The book Living in the Merry Ghetto: The 
Music and Politics of the Czech Under-
ground seems to be the culmination of 
Hagen’s publishing activities related to the 
Czech “underground” and especially to 
the music ensemble The Plastic People of 
the Universe. Prior to this work, the Czech 
underground and its association with the 
anti-communist political opposition was 
already explored by Skilling (1980). After-
wards, several English-language academic 
popular music studies on rock and under-
ground music during state socialism in the 
Eastern bloc appeared in the 1990s (Ramet 
1990; Ryback 1990; Mitchell 1992). The 
Czech underground as a style of music and 
as a socio-cultural phenomenon associated 
with the anti-communist state opposition 
has probably become one of the most 
salient topics of Czech music history and 
of late socialism in Czechoslovakia, and it 
has also reached a broader international 
audience. In light of this, several detailed 
works by the former underground repre-
sentatives themselves have been recently 
published in Czech by the Institute for the 
Study of Totalitarian Regimes, Academia, 
as well as by a few other publishers in the 
Czech Republic (Stárek and Kudrna 2017; 
Kudrna 2018). 

In his book, which is very well-struc-
tured and reads smoothly, sociologist 
Trever Hagen successfully follows up on 
an established body of previous research 
published in both Czech and in English, as 

he enriches it with the perspective of music 
sociology. His study therefore examines 
music as a key element “in” and “as” 
society, as well as treating music as a key 
component in producing social relations. 
In this way, Hagen greatly exemplifies 
Simon Frith’s argument that “making 
music isn’t a way of expressing ideas; it 
is a way of living them” (Frith 1996, 111). 
Drawing from the example of the Czech 
underground community, the author aims 
to demonstrate how an intergenerational 
and socially heterogeneous group of peo-
ple in the period from the 1950s to 1980s 
communed together through music, and 
how, in this regard, their “communing” 
was aesthetically mediated. To do so, 
Hagen aptly uses the concept of “cultural 
ecology” (in chapter one), introduced by 
the music sociologist Tia DeNora (2000) 
and the music psychologist Eric F. Clarke 
(2005), which can be understood as “the 
various places, venues, props, narratives, 
people, bodies, and symbols that come 
to be connected together using music (as 
bridging material) to create a space from 
which to understand the world and act 
upon it” (3). Hagen regards underground 
musicking in socialist Czechoslovakia as 
a cultural resource that was appropriated 
by its practitioners to furnish a particular 
“cultural ecology” and sustain a particular 
way of life. At the same time, the under-
ground “cultural ecology” of the “second” 
(or “non-official”) culture allowed for the 
rejection and substitution of perceived nox-
ious, oppressive, and unwanted practices 
associated with the “first”, or “official”, 
culture. Thus, both the musical and non-
musical activities of the representatives 
of the “second culture” served not as an 
intentional form of political opposition, 
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a direct action, or a protest against the 
communist regime, but rather as a strategy 
of “resistance-as-immunity”. Referring to 
works by the musicologist and psycholo-
gist Even Ruud (2013), Hagen shows how, 
in this way, music was used to alleviate 
and protect against “unhealthy” social 
environments, as it served as kind of “cul-
tural immunogen” (17–18). Furthermore, 
Hagen reveals how Czech underground 
music functioned as an aesthetically medi-
ated community activity and as a learned 
way of togetherness that helped reject the 
threatening cultural forces. 

Concerning methodology, Hagen’s pub-
lication draws on ethnographic research, 
including participant observation and 
interviews. In addition, it is also enriched 
by an analysis of archival data from the 
Security Services Archive, deposited in 
Prague’s Institute for the Study of Totali-
tarian Regimes. The author’s ethnographic 
approach is subsequently also reflected in 
the book’s writing style: while almost all 
the chapters deal with past events, they 
are simultaneously also accompanied with 
ethnographic glimpses into more or less 
contemporary musical events in the 1990s 
and 2000s. In turn, these events directly 
refer to the pre-1989 Czech underground 
activities in their programme and audience. 
Hagen, for example, personally witnessed 
the festival U Skaláka – Magorovo Vydří 
at Meziříčko (in existence since 1989), as 
well as several other events. Furthermore, 
he also conducted interviews with the most 
salient personalities of the Czech under-
ground scene and with some academics 
writing about it (e.g. with the editor and 
translator Martin Machovec). Moreover, the 
most cited figure in the book is František 
Stárek (quoted in seven interviews from 

2008 to 2011), the former underground 
musician and editor-in-chief of the 1980s 
samizdat periodical Vokno, and co-author 
of the recent Czech television documentary, 
Fenomén underground. Stárek, who is also 
a current employee of the Institute for the 
Study of Totalitarian Regimes, seems to be 
one of the author’s main gatekeepers to the 
underground community.

However, it is a pity that the story lacks 
the perspective of the female underground 
community members, as well as some 
viewpoints from non-musicians and “ordi-
nary” underground sympathisers who were 
“mere participants”, not chief performers 
and intellectual leaders. Instead, the latter 
are of the most interest to Hagen. Although 
the underground formed a community with 
a strong internal solidarity and achieved 
recognition within the anti-regime political 
opposition, it did not, however, as Hagen 
argues, receive wider public support in the 
1980s. One may therefore ask what kind of 
issues could be possibly revealed by incor-
porating some more extensive biographical 
narratives with the “key”, as well as the 
more “ordinary”, underground sympathis-
ers? It is necessary to mention here that the 
underground movement in Czechoslovakia 
attracted people of various family, social, 
class, educational, and occupational back-
grounds. Therefore, it would be important 
to learn who were in fact the underground 
sympathisers? What were the differences, 
as well as communalities, within the scene? 

In the remaining part of this review, 
I highlight the author’s main points that 
are developed in particular chapters. From 
the perspective of the Czech reader, who 
might already be familiar with the locally 
published “underground” scholarship, 
Hagen tends to summarise and refashion 
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some known data. Nevertheless, his con-
tribution is a new interpretation of these 
known facts, including the presentation 
and analysis of interviews with some 
important witnesses, contributing the 
micro-historical perspective of directly 
involved actors to the work. Additionally, 
the interviewees evidently are also aware 
of the fact that they are telling their stories 
to a foreign scholar. 

Chapter Two provides an introduc-
tion to the historical background of the 
Czech underground and its precursors, 
which can be traced back to the works of 
the Group 42 artists, the poetry of Egon 
Bondy, and the concepts of “total” real-
ism and “non-artistry” (neuměleckost) 
(25–30). Since the 1960s, Czechoslovakia 
experienced the spread of rock ’n’ roll 
music, the establishment of the local bigbít 
scene, and the successive development 
of an alternative cultural infrastructure 
based on the non-official self-distribution 
of texts (samizdat) or audio recordings 
(magnitizdat). Foreign radio broadcasts 
also played an especially important role 
in terms of distribution, providing the 
main opportunity for the informal musical 
learning of the new sounds coming from 
the West. In this way, music and other 
locally unavailable Western products were 
adopted through their imitation, as well as 
through the transformation and adjustment 
of local commodities and cultural artefacts 
to this Western influence (e.g. the local 
drink Kofola as an imitation of Coca-Cola; 
31–36). In this way, Hagen argues, both the 
sound of The Velvet Underground, as well 
as the creativity of the Czech group Aktuál 
(established by artist and performer Milan 
Knížák), became the musical reference for 
The Plastic People of the Universe (aka The 

Plastics). This reference includes Aktuál’s 
concept of anti-musicality and “destroyed 
sounds”, and Czech lyrics, together with 
the performance of the absurd. Moreover, 
the Plastics began their musical journey 
by also incorporating more Western influ-
ences: a psychedelic rock ’n’ roll sound, 
elaborate stage performances featuring 
pyrotechnic props, English lyrics, and 
costumes. However, Hagen claims that 
other local bands, such as The Primitives 
Group, were engaged in more than the 
musical imitation of Western sounds and 
ideas because their performances created 
an atmosphere of freedom that was other-
wise unavailable in Czechoslovakia. These 
proto-underground bands represented the 
first model of a “cultural ecology” – a com-
munity which consisted of something more 
than a mere encounter between musicians 
and their audience. They represented 
a network of mutually cooperating people 
with a unique aesthetic approach and 
a particular way of life.

In chapters three and four, Hagen’s book 
then examines how the Czech underground 
community was assembled within the 
conditions of the 1970s domestic cultural 
policy of so-called “normalisation”. This 
included state censorship and the strat-
egy of excluding those musicians whose 
lyrics and musical style were regarded 
by the Czechoslovak state establishment 
as non-conformist and suspect. In this 
regard, all musicians who intended to 
perform legally had to pass obligatory 
requalification exams, including a test of 
musical theoretical and practical skills, 
as well as demonstrating a knowledge of 
basic Marxism-Leninism principles. So, it 
was the governmental strategic obstacles 
which pushed the 1970s non-conformist 
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musicians into the underground. Moreover, 
these restrictions also affected their aes-
thetic, moving it towards a clearer expres-
sion of a raw and dark sound, created in 
opposition to the nice and optimistic ethos 
of the state’s cultural preferences: in this 
way, musicians intended to produce music 
that intentionally challenged the official 
aesthetics. This was also the case with 
The Plastic People of the Universe, who 
refused to accept the state’s requirements, 
and so they lost their “official” status of 
musicians. The band then started playing 
a distinctively different music repertoire 
than in the 1960s. For instance, they per-
formed with long messy hair, and without 
make-up, costumes, or fire stage effects. 

Furthermore, organisational approa-
ches, including settings, also changed due 
to the different socio-political climate of 
the 1970s. In this time, organisers started 
organising musical events increasingly 
outside of Prague in the villages and towns 
of Czechoslovakia, developing the strategy 
of organising non-official and illegal per-
formances distanced from the centres of 
Czechoslovakian public life. These concerts 
– particularly the three “Festivals of Second 
Culture” – were arranged by Ivan Martin 
Jirous as part of wedding celebrations, as 
they could otherwise not gain the status of 
legal concerts. The need for self-protection 
and togetherness became more apparent 
when the State Security authorities (STB) 
started to haunt underground community 
sympathisers, who in turn travelled far to 
organise and hear the music. In this context, 
Hagen shows how the Czech underground 
“cultural ecology” concentrated on the area 
of the ethnically cleansed and thus depopu-
lated region of northwest Bohemia, what 
was formerly Sudetenland. This region, 

strongly marginalised from the 1950s, 
experienced a genocide during WWII and 
the subsequent post-war deportation of the 
German population by the Czechoslovak 
state. Especially because of the persecution 
of the underground community by the STB 
in the mid-1970s, the community decisively 
closed and developed a strategy of “cocoon-
ing”. Thus, underground sympathisers 
established their own secluded “cultural 
ecology”, which they referred to as the 
“Merry Ghetto” (76). They regarded it as 
their own secure space for self-realisation, 
a “parallel place where one could be a differ-
ent self than was available in the official cul-
ture” (75). They thus produced “a form of 
social and cultural immunity to unwanted 
pollutants” (151). Contrary to some other 
countercultures, they emphasised distinct 
emotional and cognitive skills such as joy, 
merriness, collective spontaneity, creativ-
ity, trust, solidarity, and fellowship, rather 
than the “no future” dispositions of the 
punk culture which was emerging at that 
time in the West. 

Drawing from Czechoslovak non-
official culture and musicking in the 1970s 
and 1980s, the author then presents the 
development of a form of “aesthetic resist-
ance” to “the sea of mental poverty” (92) 
and to the production of the late socialist 
state’s official culture in chapters five and 
six. To demonstrate the concrete features 
of this “aesthetic resistance”, Hagen 
presents further characteristics of local 
underground musical practices, and their 
aesthetic and cultural conceptualisations 
based on antithetic notions to the official 
aesthetic commitments of the communist 
regime. For underground sympathisers, 
this “stubbornness” became a fundamental 
moral expression, featuring the rejection 
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of values and objects identified with the 
official state establishment. This approach 
encompassed various strategies of reject-
ing the norms: the concept of “truth to 
self”, primitive “non-musicality” (such 
as the performances by the bands Hever 
a Vaselina, Umělá hmota, or Aktuál), and 
playing “with spirit” (79–89). Besides the 
isolated and now consciously politicised 
underground community (in the sense 
of its direct identification with the Czech 
dissident movement), Hagen also pre-
sents a broader non-official culture and 
musicking in socialist Czechoslovakia, 
which encompassed various “alternative” 
musicians, musicians living in the so called 
“grey-zone” (among them, also “folk” 
musicians), the activities of the Jazz Sec-
tion and the festival Prague Jazz Days, and 
the Brno Scene in the years 1982-84. Spe-
cial clusters, such as Radotín High School 
nearby Prague, attended by the children of 
dissidents, also emerged in the 1980s. In 
addition, a more punk-oriented “second 
generation” of the undergrounders was 
born in the 1980s (e.g. the band Psí vojáci), 
and the Merry Ghetto provided them with 
an “agency sustaining habitat” (127).

As Hagen argues, the concept of “truth 
to self” also resonated with regional dis-
sident movements in the wider region 
of East Central Europe and with their 
“anti-politics” or “non-political politics” 
principles. In this way, Czech underground 
music therefore also became associated 
with the Czechoslovak dissident move-
ment. This also increased the cause célèbre 
position of the Plastics, offering them new 
distribution opportunities and further rec-
ognition abroad. While live performances 
were nearly impossible for the Plastics in 
the 1980s, their legend continued on in 

the recordings, through which they were 
described as the “truth-bearers” and 
exemplars of all independent activity to 
new generations. Here, Hagen mentions 
an important fact: those recordings that 
were smuggled from Czechoslovakia 
and produced in the West became recon-
textualised musical works, delivered to 
consumer groups that their authors were 
not originally intending to reach. 

As music sociologist Anna Szemere 
shows with Hungarian examples, many 
underground cultures and countercultures 
from the ex-socialist states experienced an 
identity crisis after the fall of communism. 
Hagen argues that this is not the case with 
the Czech underground scene. As the 
title and contents of Hagen’s penultimate 
chapter, “Underground Is Life”, indicate, 
the Czech underground is still uniquely 
present. The book’s conclusions therefore 
outline a brief analysis of the underground 
“renaissance” or “afterlife” after 1989 
and up to the present. In chapters seven 
and eight, Hagen aims to show how the 
“afterlife” of the underground practices 
from the past “bear their weight in the 
present”. Former dissidents and musicians 
who started to perform illegally in the 1970s 
now play at festivals such as Magorovo Vydří 
or U Skaláka – events intending to enact an 
underground ethos that continues to this 
day. As the author points out, the Plastics’ 
performances have, for instance, also 
appeared at commemorative ceremonies 
dedicated to the persecution of the under-
ground movement during the communist 
era. Quoting Václav Havel, Hagen refers 
to the current recognition of the 1970s 
underground members’ activities as those 
of former “invisible workers of the opposi-
tion”, who – among others – shaped the 



process of building democratic conditions 
in the 1990s. Very important facts regarding 
the processes of cultural memory, nostalgia, 
and remembering are then just briefly men-
tioned: first, the Plastics appear at various 
events as a “memory-object” (148), as an 
instrument of collective remembering. Sec-
ond, key “undergrounders” of the 1970s are 
present as “witnesses” of the communist era 
and act as mediators, helping to construct 
knowledge about past realities. Because 
of the book’s wider historical scope, the 
author does not make an in-depth analysis 
of the different modes of contemporary 
perceptions and remembrances of the Czech 
underground and its current recognition as 
an important topic of Czech history in the 
second half of the 20th century. 

In sum, Hagen’s book on the one hand 
presents a basic and brief outline of the 
Czech underground for international 
readers who do not know much about 
Czechoslovakia and its cultural production 
in the 1970s and 1980s. On the other hand, 
his work is not intended as a mere contri-
bution to the historical study of music and 
resistance within the former Eastern bloc, 
nor does it only tell the story of the most 
famous underground band, The Plastic 
People of the Universe. Hagen’s publication 
instead provides a relevant musical sociol-
ogy perspective to the phenomena. With 
this approach, Hagen manages to demon-
strate the broader significance of the Czech 
underground phenomenon, representing 
it not only from the perspective of the 
concept of “resistance”. By describing the 
uses of music primarily as a social force, 
Hagen’s book challenges the usual notion 
of the Czech underground as an explicit 
representative of the opposition to the 
Czech anti-communist state. Moreover, the 

usage and development of some of the main 
concepts in this book (e.g. cultural ecology, 
cultural immunogen) is Hagen’s key contri-
bution to the scholarship of music, making 
the book a very worthy read.

Zita	Skořepová		
(Czech Academy of Sciences)

References

Clarke, Eric F. 2005. Ways of Listening: An Eco-
logical Approach to the Perception of Musi-
cal Meaning. New York: Oxford University 
Press. 

DeNora, Tia. 2000. Music in Everyday Life. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Frith, Simon. 1996. “Music and Identity”. In 
Questions of Cultural Identity, edited by 
Stewart Hall and Paul du Gay, 108–127. 
London: Sage.

Kudrna, Ladislav, ed. 2018. Podhoubí under   -
ground. Praha: Ústav pro studium tota -
litních režimů.

Mitchell, Tony. 1992. “Mixing Pop and Poli tics: 
Rock Music in Czechoslovakia Before and 
After the Velvet Revolution”. Popular Music 
11(2): 187–203.

Skilling, Gordon, H. 1980. “Charter 77 and 
the Musical Underground”. Canadian Sla-
vonic Papers / Revue Canadienne des Slav-
istes 22(1): 1–14.

Ramet, Sabrina Petra. 1994. “Rock Music 
in Czechoslovakia”. In Rocking the State: 
Rock Music and Politics in Eastern Europe 
and Russia, edited by Sabina Petra Ramet, 
55–73. Boulder: Westview Press.

Ruud, Even. 2013. “Can Music Serve as a ‘Cul-
tural Immunogen’? An Explorative Study”. 
International Journal of Qualitative Studies 
on Health and Well-being 8(1).

Ryback, Timothy W. 1990. Rock Around the 
Bloc: The History of Rock Music in East-
ern Europe and the Soviet Union. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

Stárek, František, Kudrna, Ladislav. 2017. “Ka  -
pela”. Pozadí akce, která stvořila Chartu 77. 
Praha: Academia.

276

R E V I E w S



R E V I E W S

277

Frigyesi, Judit Niran
Writing on Water. The Sounds 
of Jewish Prayer 
Budapest: Central European 
University Press, 2018

When we enter Prague’s Old-New Sy -
nagogue on a Saturday morning, for 
example, a special, heterophonic sound-
scape opens up to our ears. We will be 
surprised even more, if we have already 
heard sound recordings of hazzanim – 
virtuoso synagogue singers. However, the 
records of their vocal art would represent 
only a fraction, a condensed glimpse of 
a multi-layered musical culture as a lived 
experience, the tip of an iceberg facing 
the outside world, the main part of which 
is audible as a whole only in a live set-
ting, inside the synagogue. The musical 
performance of the ritual, which lasts 
over three hours on a Saturday morning, 
for example, is always a little different in 
sound, unrepeatable. Although seemingly 
bound by ritual rules and the traditional 
Jewish musical system, variability and 
improvisation play a significant role in it. 
To some extent, it is also shaped by chance, 
but its conditions are precisely defined. 
Ethnomusicologist Judit Niran Frigyesi, 
who has been studying the liturgical music 
of East Ashkenazi Jews for more than four 
decades, even compares it to an “avant-
garde” noise-music or aleatoric music 
(2002, 143–44). But how is it possible 
to write meaningfully about such music 
practice (or about any, for that matter)? 
In her last book, Writing on Water. The 
Sounds of Jewish Prayer (for an earlier 
Hungarian version of the book, see Niran 
2014), Niran Frigyesi shows us how this 

can be achieved. For instance, already in 
the first chapter, we can find the first of the 
countless examples of such writing:

Budapest, 1976. I take my place of sacred 
isolation, the only woman and the only non-
believer in the empty women’s section of 
a secret Jewish prayer house. Soon, prayer 
will descend on me through the arabesque 
of white lace. And so I will remain: close to 
them, flying with the gestures of their souls, 
while tied to the earth by the loneliness of 
my alien existence. It begins slowly, almost 
unnoticeably. Speaking dissolves into 
a melodious noise and, like flecks of shim-
mer from the end of the world congeal in 
beams, the scattered words melt into chant-
ing. I observe them as though this were 
a film. The morning prayer is like a flight of 
birds. Little muted cries fly off their lips and 
whirl about in all directions, and the sing 
song fragments braid themselves into solid 
vibration. I listen to the sounds as if they 
were music and as if music were a peregri-
nation, a fairytale, a caressing hand, glitter 
and gleam of a trickling stream – ancient, 
transparent and legenda ry. Suddenly, a chill 
runs down my spine. It is as if a door, behind 
which a memory previously unknown and 
unrecognized lay hidden, had been flung 
open, their prayer and me – I, here, among 
them ]...[ I needed a few days to come to 
my senses. Even with a calm mind, I had to 
admit that I had never heard a sound more 
mysterious – and yet casual – than the 
sound of that prayer house (12–15).

Judit Niran Frigyesi – a musicologist, 
ethno musicologist, writer, associate pro-
fessor at Bar Ilan and Tel Aviv Universities, 
whose research focuses on 19th and 20th 
century music and literature, the music 
of Béla Bartók, ritual musics outside of 
the European tradition, and especially the 
prayer chant of Ashkenazi Jews, is known 
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as one of the icons of Jewish music stud-
ies. Her recent book brings us back to the 
very beginnings of her music-ethnography 
research in 1970s Hungary, grounded 
in stories about the forming moments of 
her academic journey. However, ethno-
musicology is only one of the facets of her 
life imbued with creativity, while flitting 
between Tel Aviv, Budapest and New 
York. Frigyesi’s artistic works include 
short stories, poems, photographs and 
photomontages, film and multi-media. 
This book, which, for her, is ultimately “an 
attempt to grasp the meaning of sound in 
prayer” (v), is a product of her diverse crea-
tive expressions. Although the text is full 
of “thick descriptions” of music practices 
and original interpretations of the elusive 
soundscapes of the secret and semi-secret 
traditional Budapest Jewish shuls (prayer 
rooms), the outcome is a multi-faceted 
reflexive narrative – a very poetic and 
contemplative ethnographic memoir. 

As anthropologist Paul Stoller argues 
(2007, 182), memoirs are something that 
many anthropologists may want to pursue 
at some point on their path, because as 
a genre, they can extend substantially the 
readership for ethnographic literature. 
Nevertheless, Stoller also remarks that 
memoir is generally a slippery slope, as 
the text might become “a tedious exercise 
in solipsism” (ibid.) On the contrary, Niran 
Frigeysi’s story is undoubtedly original and 
captivating. She endeavours to make sense 
of the knowledge of the sounding prayer 
embodied by her field consultants – mostly 
male Orthodox Jews, all of them holocaust 
survivors, who have been trying to become 
invisible in the niches of the communist-
era Hungary. The book in this sense reveals 
a social world, hidden or publicly unspoken 

of, where sound, orality, and melodic 
flexibility are of crucial cultural value as 
religious ideals (see also Frigyesi 2001). 
The author describes her initial explora-
tion and eventual immersion in this world 
characterised by silent sounds, indirect 
references and clues. 

Yet what had initially started as an 
“innocent” research on the prayer chant’s 
melodic structure, soon revealed the darker 
layers of the social reality of the Jewish 
minority in communist-era Hungary. 
The political regime’s official antipathy 
toward religion, especially the Jewish one, 
becomes palpable through the fragments 
of recorded interviews, when the inform-
ants whispered that their places might 
have been bugged. On rare occasions, the 
author even brought her tape recorder to 
the prayer rooms to record full services. 
However, her endeavor quickly turned 
out to be not only ethically challenging, 
but even personally dangerous: it was 
well known that in some of the Jewish 
community centers, “there was no lack of 
undercover police” (43), and she was sur-
rounded by people (friends and members of 
synagogues) who were directly threatened 
by the police. The author also describes 
a complicated situation in the book, when 
her elder informant encouraged her to 
record his interview during the Shabbat 
(therefore omitting a religious prohibi-
tion) in one of the community buildings, 
but then, he hid the switched-off recorder 
in a closet before the members had arrived 
for an afternoon communal meal. That 
evening, she has been secretely threatened 
by another member of the community, 
accusing her of being a spy (59). Another 
time, she was given “recommendations” to 
emigrate (193–4). She eventually left the 
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country in 1980, together with her research 
partner, who had meanwhile become her 
husband. The act of emigration not only 
cut her off from her family, friends, teach-
ers, and informants, but it also forcefully 
impacted the much more subtle, deeply 
personal processes running underneath 
– coping with trauma and negotiating her 
own identity. From a personal perspective, 
the author describes the suffering of the 
children of the holocaust survivors, being 
haunted by the tragedy from the family’s 
past, which has been generally buried in 
a heavy silence, and pierced with occas-
sional indirect comments about “those 
who did not come back”. 

Throughout the book, it becomes 
obvious that the field research that Niran 
Frigyesi was consigned to as a young 
student at the Budapest Academy of 
Music by Benjamin Rajeczky (more or less 
coincidentally because of a grant from an 
ethnomusicologist from behind the “iron 
curtain”, Alexander Ringer, and with an 
initial comparative research problem which 
turned out to be non-functional) eventually 
changed her life. At first, this represented 
only an interesting research topic for 
her, which no one in Hungary had dealt 
with so far. As she has not talked about 
her Jewishness at the Academy, she kept 
wondering why was it just she and the only 
other Jewish colleague at the musicology 
department who were given this research 
task by the institute. How could they have 
known? Nevertheless, the task triggered 
her reflections on her ambiguity towards 
her own “tribe”: 

It was easy to call them “religious” (while 
I am secular) and “uneducated people 
from some backward village” (while I am 

an intellectual from the capital)… I tried to 
focus on my task and make myself believe 
that it was a purely scholarly undertaking: 
the ethnographer collects strange melodies 
and customs. But wearing the costume of 
the ethnographer among men who could 
have been my grandfathers, I began to 
feel ridiculous. It was not only the silent 
beauty of their religion – sounds of a life of 
withdrawal – that shook me, but the sudden 
intimacy with thoughts and attitudes so dif-
ferent from mine (33). 

As she attended the services, recorded 
the singing of old men and memories of 
the pre-war Jewish world, which in their 
eyes had been lost forever, she was not 
only probing the issue of “participation” 
in her participant-observation method 
of research, but also gradually finding 
through them her own way to Jewishness, 
including its religious dimension: 

It is not true that witnessing the life of oth-
ers makes you more experienced. When you 
peek through the keyhole, catching a glance 
that betrays a faith you do not share, all that 
remains is confusion of the heart. Placing 
your body next to theirs does not mean 
that you are with them. You have to open 
the wounds and slip inside through the torn 
surface of your life. You must gulp down 
your sorrows and your nights, until your 
eyes open to see them (xxv). 

And it seems that this is also why, when 
she emigrated from Hungary by train to 
Paris, she carried in her suitcase, instead 
of personal belongings, the cassette tapes 
with the singing of men she would never 
meet again. 

What can be of special interest to the 
Czech public regarding this story is the 
fact that among those cassette tapes, there 
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were also her unique field recordings from 
the Old-New Synagogue in Prague and the 
recorded musical memories of its cantor, 
Viktor Feuerlicht (1919, Mukachevo – 2003, 
Prague), of his occasional deputy, Miki 
Roth (1908, Mukachevo – 2000, Prague), 
and of a few others, which she made during 
her two short field trips in the late 1970s. 
As there is a dearth of sound recordings 
of cantors from the Czech lands, the field 
recordings by Judit Niran Frigyesi (which 
are currently published on the website of 
the National Library of Israel) belong to 
a very few published exceptions (for more, 
see Seidlová and Knapp 2008). As the book 
also contains ethnographic details from 
her field trips to Prague and fragments of 
the transcribed interviews with local can-
tors, the book presents a treasure for the 
researchers of Jewish music from this area, 
because it includes the very first published 
ethnomusicological first-hand accounts of 
Jewish religious music practices during 
communism in Czechoslovakia, especially 
from the harsh 1970s. 

Athough it is important to emphasise 
the great ethnographic value of Judit 
Niran Frigyesi’s book, the reader should 
be advised not to expect “only” a music-
ethnography with an autobiographic value. 
At times, the book turns into a series of 
prose poems, deliberately leaving out the 
academic disciplinary constraints or genre 
expectations, such as in the case of the 
poem “It’s a Tape,” written “in the memory 
of those who did not come back”: “ashen 
trails on magnetic tape / scars on the face 
of remembrance / a systematized, complete 
and collected / opus magnum…” (56).

On the one hand, this form of repre-
sentation directly connects to the trauma 
mentioned above, which is known to bring 

specific vulnerablities in the lives of survi-
vors and their descendants (see Shmotkin 
et al. 2011). On the other, it reflects the 
“crisis of representation” and related 
experimental ways of writing which circu-
late in anthropology since the late 1980s. 
As Niran Frigyesi explains in the preface: 

Many of us suffer from the demand of 
scholarship to clarify what is not possible to 
clarify and to systematize what is not pos-
sible to systematize. I collapsed under the 
weight of this demand. I began to feel that 
by sticking to the rules of scholarly writ-
ing, I betrayed the people who entrusted 
me with their music, culture, thoughts and 
philosophy. My scholarly writing failed to 
transmit what was most important to the 
practitioners of these rituals: the poetics in 
the sound of prayer (vi). 

Giving voice to the actors, self-reflexive 
writing, and the blurring of genres in 
ethnographic writing are some of the 
solutions advocated by many anthropolo-
gists as the cures addressing the crisis of 
representation. Niran Frigyesi’s book fully 
embraces this idea, as it also incorporates 
poetic imagination and poetic prose blend-
ing in poems about her field experiences. 
What I appreciate the most are not only 
the beautiful verbal descriptions of seem-
ingly “ugly” voices (see Frigyesi 2007) 
and “messy” music practices, therefore 
conveying in a unique way that what really 
matters to Frigyesi’s informants – the 
poetics of the Eastern-Ashkenazi prayer 
chant, but also the passages which convey 
the poetics of researching such music, or of 
ethnomusicological research in general. 
That a research practice, which ultimately 
is about personal relantionships with 
people who at some point may cease to be 
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“informants” while becoming part of the 
researcher’s life, can even enter reseacher’s 
dreams with vivid and vibrant sounds.

The fascinating textual mosaic of the 
book is thoughtfully intertwined with the 
author’s enigmatic black-and-white photo-
graphs. While focusing on the impondera-
bilia of everyday (Jewish) life among the 
decaying buildings of 1970s Budapest, the 
images metaphorically communicate the 
meanings in Niran Frigyesi’s work, high-
liting its gentle, intimate and somewhat 
mystical feeling. As such, the book is a sort 
of a play of different types of unrivaled 
verbal and visual representations. I have to 
admit that for me, personally, it represents 
the single most important title on Jewish 
music I have ever read, and a reminder of 
why I actually practice ethnomusicology in 
the first place.

Veronika	Seidlová		
(Charles University)
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Maria Sonevytsky
Wild Music: Sound and 
Sovereignty in Ukraine
Wesleyan University Press, 2019

Maria Sonevytsky’s book Wild Music: 
Sound and Sovereignty in Ukraine is a dis-
tinguished achievement of contemporary 
ethnomusicological scholarship. It deals 
ethnographically with various Ukrainian 
“ethno-music” (etno-muzyka) phenomena 
that can be considered borderline, not 
only in their geographic and cultural 
designation (Hutsul and Crimean Tatar), 
but also in their conceptual and political 
characterization. Namely, Sonevytsky 
is predominantly interested in analysing 
the ambiguous terrain that exists in the 
space between concepts and orientations 
such as nationalism/anti-nationalism, 
exoticization/empowerment, femininity/
feminism, apolitical/political, rural/
urban, pro-Russian/pro-European, and 
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East/West. She therefore follows Alexei 
Yurchak’s maxim to “refuse all reduction-
ist diagnoses of the current situation, 
whichever side they come from” (72), 
and in this way refrains from succumbing 
to any simplistic binary interpretations, 
which too often take a leading position in 
both popular and academic discourses. 
Instead, Sonevytsky offers a nuanced 
and multidimensional glimpse into the 
complexities and contradictions of the 
Ukrainian cultural and political landscape 
of the last two decades, which she analyses 
through the lenses of various musical and 
“sounding” phenomena. The result is both 
ethnographically rich and theoretically 
compelling, and exceedingly timely and 
relevant in its thematic and conceptual 
delineation.

Maria Sonevytsky, a Ukrainian-Ame-
rican scholar with a PhD in ethnomusicol-
ogy from Columbia University, and now 
an assistant professor at the University 
of California, Berkeley, scrutinizes in 
her book a variety of musical examples 
from Ukraine that are in one way or 
another related to West Ukrainian Hut-
sul, rural Ukrainian, or Crimean Tatar 
people, identities, and sounds: music 
performances at protests (Orange Revo-
lution, Maidan Revolution), songs and 
performances from the Eurovision Song 
Contest, festival performances (ArtPole, 
Dreamland), radio soundings (Radio 
Meydan from Crimea), the Voice of the 
Nation (Holos kraïny) singing competi-
tion, the Ukrainian avtentyka movement, 
and singers and artists such as Ruslana, 
Dakh Daughters, DakhaBrakha, Oleksij 
Zajets, Suzanna Karpenko, Jamala, and 
DJ Bebek. Sonevytsky’s main goal in 
bringing all these disparate examples into 

one book is to discuss the interrelatedness 
of two concepts crucial for understanding 
the current Ukrainian political situation, 
which are also two common denomina-
tors of all the given examples listed above: 
Wildness discourse and the notion of 
political sovereignty. 

With Wildness, Sonevytsky refers to 
practices of exoticization and stereotyping 
in music and performance that represent 
Ukraine or its constituent people (Hut-
suls, Crimean Tatars, rural Ukrainians, 
or Ukrainians in general) as exotic, wild, 
uncivilized. However, these same exoticiz-
ing and self-exoticizing tropes are often 
also used by various Ukrainian musicians 
as tools for self-empowerment (i.e., Wild-
ness refashioned as local epistemology), 
but in a way, as Sonevytsky argues, that 
does not neatly or inherently resolve the 
problematic aspects of such approaches. 
The author of the book in this way ties 
the notion of Wildness to the concept of 
political sovereignty, as it is often through 
practices of musical and artistic (self-)
exoticization that many Ukrainian musi-
cians construct and imagine new cultural 
and political alliances, and new political 
possibilities that could potentially liberate 
Ukraine from its problems and failures. 
Sonevytsky herself articulates these goals 
in the following way: 

My aim in this book has been to center 
various local Ukrainian epistemologies 
through various iterations of “wild music”, 
to witness how Ukrainian musicians and 
audiences strategically remediate tropes 
of exoticism in order to imagine the future 
of sovereignty in Ukraine. Wildness rebels 
against the constraints – both musical and 
political – imposed on it, but is nonethe-
less articulated within these constraints, 
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at times at the risk of reinscribing forms 
of essentialism, exoticism, or national-
ism. Unable to break its frame, Wildness 
nonetheless consistently operates as a tech-
nology of escape, as a future-orientated 
promise that might finally release an 
imperilled state such as Ukraine from the 
“colonial matrix of power” that situates 
it on the perpetual limen of either the 
authoritarian East or the liberal democratic 
West (177).

In the main chapters of the book, So  -
nevytsky analyses multiple manifestations 
and uses of “wild music”, as she attempts 
to interpret them through various overlap-
ping and sometimes conflicting – mainly 
local and occasionally non-local – per-
spectives gathered through ethnographic 
research. In this way, she is able to unearth 
multiple layers of signification behind 
each specific instance of “wild music” – 
a method reminiscent of Geertz’s thick 
description (1973), but which she actually 
calls “interpretive moves” (borrowed 
from Steven Feld, 1984), an approach 
particularly suited to analysing musical 
texts and performances. In this way, she 
compares and juxtaposes statements by 
musicians, managers, festival organizers, 
radio owners, journalists, music audi-
ences, Western commentators, Ukrainian 
ethnomusicology students, villagers, 
urban cosmopolitans, and intellectual 
elites, all of them coming from various 
regions, classes, ethnicities, genders, and 
religions. In addition, Sonevytsky skilfully 
interweaves most of the chapters with 
rich and telling ethnographic vignettes 
that bestow the whole book with a sense 
of grounded and experiential immediacy, 
and in this way they successfully tie theory 
with practice.

Sonevytsky’s principal chapters, where 
she elaborates most succinctly and com-
pellingly on the issues of Wildness and 
sovereignty, are Chapters One through 
Four. In Chapter One, the author examines 
Ukrainian ethno-pop star Ruslana, and her 
diverse uses of Hutsul sounds and images 
in music videos at different points in her 
career. Sonevytsky in this way demon-
strates the singer’s move away from her 
early ethno-nationalist leanings (“Znaiu 
Ya,” or “I Know”), through her auto-exot-
icism phase (“Wild Dances”), and finally 
to her eco-activist stage of “pragmatic 
patriotism” (“Wild Energy”). Sonevytsky 
argues in this way about Ruslana’s poten-
tially empowering and supposedly non-
binary (pro-EU/pro-Russian) expressive 
strategies (although the non-binary part is 
not among the strongest arguments in the 
book), while she simultaneously critiques 
Ruslana’s (self-)exoticizing and self-
eroticizing gestures. Particularly valuable 
in this chapter are the author’s interviews 
with Hutsul villagers, who comment on 
Ruslana’s representations of them as 
“wild” people, many feeling “shame” in 
this regard, but some also “pride” (44–48).

Sonevytsky proceeds in Chapter Two to 
a discussion of Ukrainian “freak cabaret” 
group Dakh Daughters, and their uses of 
Hutsul sounds and narratives in their 2013 
Maidan performance in Kyiv. The author’s 
rich textual and ethnographic analysis in 
this chapter deftly demonstrates that the 
group’s incorporation of Hutsul elements 
as sounds and images of Wildness and 
sovereignty cannot be pinned down to 
simplistic and binary interpretations 
of Dakh Daughters’s music and perfor-
mance. For example, some of their mem-
bers stated they imagine Ukraine’s future 
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not in binary terms, as either Western 
or Russian, but as something else (60). 
Furthermore, the chapter also offers an 
important and multi-layered examination 
of the status and role of political art in 
a post-socialist and revolutionary context, 
as it shows how Dakh Daughter’s videos 
and performances from before until after 
the Maidan Revolution advanced from 
“a privileged stance of political ambiva-
lence to a position of ambivalence as 
political conviction” (82).

Chapter Three then moves away from 
the examination of Hutsul sounds (in 
Chapters One and Two) as sounds of 
Wildness and sovereignty to a delibera-
tion in this regard of Ukrainian rural vocal 
timbres, as presented in the Voice of the 
Nation (Holos kraïny) competition / TV 
reality show (for example, by singers 
Oleksij Zajets and Suzanna Karpenko). 
These “wild” timbres, often described by 
their practitioners as sounds of “bloating 
goats”, and “on the border of yelling”, and 
nourished through the Ukrainian avtentyka 
movement, are usually rejected from the 
competition, and therefore from being the 
“voice of the nation”, but their failure, as 
Sonevytsky argues, is a productive one. 
With their performances of rural sover-
eignty, singers like Zajets and Karpenko 
establish a critique of a restricted model of 
the “nation” as advocated through these 
kinds of competitions and TV shows, 
and call for a more heterogeneous and 
inclusive one that would give space to 
disenfranchised rural voices. It would be 
relevant in this regard, if the author would 
also show how much space these kinds of 
rural voices and constituencies are allo-
cated in a broader Ukrainian media space 
(national and private), and therefore how 

well incorporated or marginalized they 
are in general (because the Voice of the 
Nation competition is mainly dedicated to 
pop, and not to etno-muzyka or avtentyka 
performers, who might instead find more 
welcoming space in some other Ukrainian 
TV or radio shows).

Chapter Four switches to yet another 
marginalized and minority group, Crimean 
Tatars, and to their sounds of Wildness 
and sovereignty. This chapter also brings 
a nuanced and multidimensional discus-
sion of layers of meaning behind the con-
cept of “Eastern” sounds, which Crimean 
Tatar musicians and radio personnel often 
use in their self-designation, and are often 
simultaneously read as either “validat-
ing” or “intrusive” by different actors in 
the Crimean public space. Moreover, the 
“Eastern” designation can similarly often 
connote (self-)exoticizing or threatening 
“wildness”. By analysing different “East-
ern” sounds and public soundings coming 
from the Crimean Tatar Radio Meydan 
(which existed until 2015), or through 
the music of singer Jamala or DJ Bebek, 
the author astutely shows how the trope 
of “Eastern” can signify a multiplicity of 
intersecting meanings: exotic otherness, 
counterpublicness, indigenous sovereignty, 
sonorous capitalism, and/or aesthetic 
cosmopolitanism. Sonevytsky extends the 
analysis of the Crimean Tatar sound sov-
ereignties and Crimean Tatar-Ukrainian 
music solidarities also to most of the other 
chapters in the book (Introduction, Chap-
ter Two, Chapter Five, and Conclusion). 
This also corroborates her main arguments 
about the future of Ukrainian sovereignty, 
which should be based on heterogeneous 
civic publics (a point to which I will return 
at the end of the review). Chapter Five, 
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about the Ukrainian “ethno-chaos” group 
DakhaBrakha, is the least engaging chap-
ter, as it offers very thin and monologic tex-
tual and cultural interpretations, without 
giving much attention to the ethnographic 
multiplicity of local meanings that are 
otherwise so well elucidated in previous 
chapters. 

Nevertheless, the book as a whole 
makes an important contribution to the 
contemporary ethnomusicological schol-
arship, and it does so in many senses: 
ethnographically, theoretically, topically. 
Moreover, it provides a compelling exami-
nation of the current Ukrainian cultural 
and political situation, as well as the 
related questions of nationalism, patriot-
ism, imperialism, and the role of minority 
and marginalized groups in the shaping of 
the future Ukrainian sovereignty. The only 
issue that could further solidify Sonevyt-
sky’s main arguments in the book would 
be a discussion of other important Ukrain-
ian minorities and their music and cultural 
expressions (e.g., Russian ethnic and 
language groups, Roma people), which 
would – together with Hutsul, rural, and 
Crimean Tatar constituencies – probably 
be pivotal for any deliberation of a viable 
Ukrainian civic state.

David	Verbuč	
(Charles University)
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Susanna Trnka
Traversing: Embodied 
Lifeworlds in the Czech Republic 
Cornell University Press, 2020

Traversing: Embodied Lifeworlds in the 
Czech Republic is the title of the recently 
published book written by an anthro-
pologist Susanna Trnka (of Czech origin, 
currently based in New Zealand). This 
impressive monograph provides the reader 
with fresh, and for many, also unexpected, 
perspectives to contemporary Czech 
society as well as to Czech history, with 
a focus on the construction of national 
identity. Traversing is based on thirty 
years of anthropological/ethnographic 
research in the Czech Republic (and 
the former Czechoslovakia). Moreover, 
Trnka’s overall theoretical approach in the 
book is interdisciplinary. She masterfully 
combines anthropological knowledge with 
philosophy. This makes her work genuinely 
exceptional, and her book is a significant 
contribution to both disciplines. 

As the title suggests, the key concept 
that Trnka’s book introduces is “travers-
ing” – “ways of seeing, experiencing, and 
moving through the world and the kinds 
of persons we become through them” 
(3). Trnka coins the term “traversing” to 
expand on the philosophical thought of 
Martin Heidegger and Jan Patočka, and 
to thus emphasise and examine embodi-
ment as crucial to our understanding of 
being-in-the-world. In particular, Trnka 
pays attention to three movements that 
we make as embodied actors in the world: 
(1) how we move through time and space, 
(2) how we move toward and away from 
one another, and, finally, (3) how we move 
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toward ourselves and the earth we live on 
(3). In her own words: 

Traversing foregrounds human independ-
ence and interdependence, agency and 
creativity. It posits culture, history, and 
technology in terms of how they shape us in 
terms of how we traverse through life, and 
in turn examines how our movements act to 
create culture, recast history, and engage 
with, or disavow, technology. Asserting 
the dynamism of any given society and 
any given life, it highlights how we move 
through life, just as life moves through and 
around us, necessitating that we never stay 
in exactly the same place and time but must 
continually navigate our “thrownness” 
or situatedness in a specific historical 
moment (4). 

The concept of traversing, which is to 
a large extent formed by phenomeno-
logical philosophy, is nevertheless explored 
through admiringly copious ethnographic 
data and through an analysis of “key 
moments” that occur across many Czech 
lives spanning various generations. This 
in-depth intertwining of anthropol-
ogy and phenomenological philosophy 
enables Trnka to discuss topics such as 
“truth” and the “meaning of life”, which 
somewhat extend beyond the possibilities 
of anthropological interpretation. Moreo-
ver, the theoretical and methodological 
framework that Trnka utilises does not 
lead to cultural generalisation; on the con-
trary, it acknowledges the very individual 
and particular agencies of distinct social 
actors in contemporary Czech society. As 
part of her critical and reflexive anthropo-
logical approach, Trnka does not forget to 
frequently reflect on her own position (of 
a semi-native anthropologist) in the field. 
Her in-depth cultural knowledge of the 

most intimate Czech lifeworlds, based on 
thirty years of anthropological fieldwork 
in various parts of the Czech Republic, is 
hugely impressive. 

The book is structured into an introduc-
tion, conclusion and five main chapters. In 
Chapter One, titled “Footsteps Through 
the City: Social Justice in its Multiplicity”, 
Trnka contextualises the idea of being and 
feeling Czech as well as the construction 
of Czech national identity in relation to 
history and space. She takes the reader 
on a tour to the capital city of Prague with 
a focus on the celebrations of 28 September 
(St Wenceslas Day), but she also detours to 
Ostrava (a town known for its metallurgi-
cal industry and environmental pollution) 
and to the south Bohemian town of Český 
Krumlov (which she does not represent 
through the usual lens of tourism, but in 
terms of the “unspoken” histories of the 
local German, Jewish, and Roma inha-
bitants).

Chapter Two, “Digital Dwelling: The 
Everyday Freedoms of Technology Use”, 
discusses the notion of space and a sense of 
belonging in the 21st century in relation to 
technological developments and its impact 
on the social lives of individual actors. 
Trnka not only highlights the limitations 
and dangers of the uses of technology 
(emphasised also in Heidegger’s late phi-
losophy), but also shows how new tech-
nologies, namely the internet, can serve as 
a site of personal freedom and as an expres-
sion of one’s agency. Last but not least, the 
second chapter offers important theoretical 
contributions to the understanding of the 
idea of how the notion of “space” (in the 
temporal, geographical, and social sense) 
is shaped and expanded by the employment 
of 21st century digital technologies.  
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In Chapter Three, “Ballroom Dance 
and Other Technologies of Sexuality and 
Desire”, Trnka explores the embodiment of 
the ballroom dance as an important social 
ritual for acquiring gender-normative rela-
tions amongst Czech teenagers while also 
focusing on heteronormativity, and the 
embodied and symbolic masculine domi-
nance in such acts. Nevertheless, Trnka 
shows that the “worlds” of both men and 
women are closely intertwined, and that 
the gender divisions in the Czech lifeworlds 
are constantly negotiated in the economic 
realities and labour demands of the post-
socialist period. Next, Chapter Four, “New 
Europeans: Twenty-First-Century Families 
as Sites for Self-Realisation”, depicts the 
shifting partnership arrangements under 
the new socio-economic realities and 
expectations. In this part of the book, Trnka 
also skillfully explores the idea of family 
life as a site of self-realisation, particularly 
through the case of Czech women and their 
relation to motherhood, as she places the 
whole discussion within the context of 
Patočka’s emphasis on interrelationality 
and the mother-child relationship as a pri-
mary form of interaction with the world.  
“Making Moods: Food and Drink as Col-
lective Acts of Sustenance, Pleasure, and 
Dissolution” is the title of Chapter Five. 
This section offers interesting insight into 
the Czech foodways and drinking habits, 
including alcohol consumption. Trnka 
shows how food and drink are used as pow-
erful social mediators for producing and 
managing specific moods, namely those 
of pleasure and extraordinary temporality 
(in Patočka’s terms, they are grounded 
in the mundane activities of the first and 
second movement, but simultaneously 
also enable the third movement towards 

“truth”/self-transcendence). However, 
both food and drink (especially alcohol) 
is a “double-edged sword” and, thus, in 
this chapter, Trnka reveals how she was 
encouraged to overeat until feeling sick or 
how the line grows thin between the joys 
of alcohol consumption and alcoholism. In 
Trnka’s argument, the employment of 
food and drink as technologies of pleasure 
enable the production of a space for the 
enjoyment of the mundane and for the 
simultaneous momentary transcendence of 
it, and to “traverse across its boundaries to 
acknowledge our place in something much 
greater” (169).

In the last chapter, “Reconnection: 
Between the Power Lines and the Stars”, 
which constitutes the conclusion of the 
book, Trnka seriously takes up the sugges-
tions by the three philosophers Heidegger, 
Patočka, and Kohák that we need to 
rethink the use of new technologies in our 
daily lives, to be aware of both its dangers 
and possibilities, as well as their insist-
ence for us to reconnect with nature, from 
which the new technologies are dividing 
us. Nature, according the aforementioned 
philosophers, as well as to Trnka’s ethno-
graphic observations, plays a crucial role in 
our being-in-the-world, and we as humans 
need to both actively experience it and 
thoughtfully rethink our place within it. In 
practice, this can take a form of vacations 
at weekend cottages (so-called chatas), 
going to summer camps, or “tramping” 
within Czech lifeworlds. As Trnka says in 
her own words at the very end of her book: 

Traversing is our way both of navigating 
our thrownness and of trying to surpass 
it, however fleetingly. Embracing nature 
– however historically, culturally, and 
technologically mediated that “nature” is 
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– is one possible route toward reconnection 
and toward grasping a glimpse of what lies 
both beyond and within the quotidian tasks 
and worries that often largely structure 
our everyday existence. So too, potentially, 
is embracing a lover, caring for a child, or 
converting a garden party into an Event 
that reconstitutes our sense of space and 
time. Each of these acts holds within it the 
possibility of enabling us to transcend the 
ordinary, just long enough to see where it 
is that we are actually (momentarily) stand-
ing. What we come back with enables us to 
live as thoughtfully as we can, amid both 
the power lines and the stars (188–189). 

To conclude, Trnka’s book is not only theo-
retically innovative and inspiring, but also 
pleasurable to read. The writing is well-
organised, explanations are clear, and the 
theory is properly backed by numerous eth-
nographic vignettes that further illustrate 

the particularities of the phenomena 
being discussed in relation to the everyday 
lives of various social actors. In the book, 
Trnka “harvests the fruit” of her long-term 
research, which I believe will become a cru-
cial postmodern anthropological and philo-
sophical work of great importance, helping 
us to better understand the particularities 
of Czech lifeworlds. However, the theoreti-
cal remarks expanding on phenomenology 
and on embodiment can be easily applied 
or tested also in other cultures and coun-
tries of the world. Thus, the book can be 
heartily recommended not only to all Czech 
anthropologists and philosophers, but also 
to anyone with a deep interest in a human’s 
way of being-in-the-world.

Markéta	Slavková	
(Czech Academy of Sciences)
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