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Abstract: from the perspective of cultural transformations in rural areas within the last 30 years, the core 
process is the empowerment of local communities and thus reinforcement of social and territorial identity. 
the aim of the article is to identify good practices applied in the process of positive changes in selected villages 
as a result of mobilisation and coordination of own resources and energy, creativity and hard work of people, 
supported by various external incentives. adjustment to the “place” in the process of thematisation of space 
results from cooperation of the local community with its nearest environment, which consists in analysing and 
interpreting the existing conditions with regard to the planned changes. then, the specific assets of the envi-
ronment were identified to develop further local stories, related to the original motif. those original concepts 
constitute an extraordinary act of creation of the place and its adjustment to the needs of the local community 
and visitors. in both cases, the identification and use of specific resources was of key importance, combined with 
important external incentives in the form of first process creators (experts) and then possibilities of financing 
the entire initiative (e.g. eu funds).
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introduction

local development, studied by social sciences since the 1960s, currently comprises nu-
merous different aspects. the most important issues analysed in publications on local 
development include social organisation and activity, and its impact on cultural landsca-
pe transformations1. nowadays, when territories participate in free movement of goods, 
services and information, the analyses of local development foundations focus on such 
issues as:

• relations between local and supralocal (regional and global) functioning of the 
society;

1 literature of the subject is extensive and multidimensional. examples include collective publications ed-
ited by g. gorzelak (2015), i. nurzyńska and m. drygas (2011), m. kłodziński et al. (2007), a. rosner (2012), 
m. Wójcik (2014), m. Wójcik and k. Ł. czapiewski (2015), as well as k. Ł. czapiewski (2010), e. psyk-piotrowska 
et al. (2013).
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• impact of the territory (various resources) on establishment of institutions (close-
ness and putting down roots);

• impact of social capital (e.g. knowledge and trust) on the success of undertaken 
activities.

the focus on social activities, grass-roots initiatives of residents and diversity of local 
resources require new interpretations and presentation of analysed issues in research on 
local systems (villages, settlement systems). it should be first assumed that every village 
is unique and specific, has its own original development path with a great role played by 
local knowledge available only to the members of a given community. in social relations, 
a hugely important role is played by leaders who have knowledge and skills to lead the 
action group and stimulate its work at various stages of implemented initiatives. also im-
portant is social partnership understood as a set of various relations, more or less formal, 
between stakeholders of local development processes2.

from the perspective of cultural transformations in rural areas within the last 30 years, 
the core process is the empowerment of local communities and thus reinforcement of 
social and territorial identity. the landscape dimension of changes consists in, inter alia, 
the strive to improve the aesthetics of space, in particular public space, and various forms 
of settlement revitalisation. Some of them originate from ideas aimed at highlighting the 
main subject, topic, around which the ideas are implemented. thematisation of villages 
has a relatively long history of both successes and failures in local development3.

the effects of socio-economic transformation and european experience of polish vil-
lages are particularly well-visible in the areas for many years considered to be problem-
atic, mainly in terms of their socio-cultural aspects. Such two villages are presented as 
case studies in this publication. the aim of the article is to identify good practices applied 
in the process of positive changes in selected villages as a result of mobilisation and coor-
dination of own resources and energy, creativity and hard work of people, supported by 
various external incentives. 

case studies

the essence of the problem presented in the article is to identify social activities bo-
osting the activity of residents, institutionalisation of activities and their various cultural, 
economic and landscape effects. the villages were selected especially for that purpose. 
the case studies present active thematic villages, namely, Sierakowo Sławieńskie (zachod-
niopomorskie Voivodeship) and masłomęcz (lubelskie Voivodeship), whose residents did 
a great job in a difficult social environment with a complicated history. the villages share 
a common history of post-war settlement of people from various parts of the country and 
their adjustment to the new living environment. the history of poland still influences its 
regional diversification, including the formation of regional cultures based on socio-cultu-
ral and territorial identity of the population. in numerous polish regions, both in the west 
and in some border areas in the east, where the population was exchanged as a result 
of decisions made by the winning powers after the World War ii, for several decades the 

2 cf. e.g. ch. ray (2006). 
3 cf. e.g. p. rzeńca (2015).
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conditions were not conducive to creation of community values. the process of overco-
ming the cultural non-adjustment of the population to the space lasted for years, with 
its negative aspects involving destruction of cultural heritage due to lack of awareness 
of its value, or simply the lack of knowledge and appropriate skills. the mixing of people 
coming from different regions, in particular the former eastern borderland and central 
poland, and organisation of their work in numerous State agricultural holdings was a 
well-thought-out strategy aimed at increasing the effectiveness of instruments for con-
trolling and manipulating the local communities. difficult social transformation of areas 
where state farms were previously located, the economic crisis and social helplessness 
with respect to new processes made it increasingly complicated to restore social identity 
based on regional assets and values of individual places. the search for an appropriate 
mechanism to overcome not only the economic crisis, but also the identity crisis was and 
still is a long process, requiring special mobilisation and coordination of activities of local 
communities.

 

Photo 1. central part of Sierakowo Sławieńskie (photo: m. Wójcik)

Sierakowo Sławieńskie is located in the Sianów gmina, approx. 30 km from the baltic 
Sea coast. in the past, the cistercian order left its mark on the village. nowadays it is an 
average polish village in terms of population, with approx. 200 permanent residents, and 
with such basic facilities as a shop, a library, a day room, Voluntary fire brigade, a church 
and a bus stop. the village is built along several roads, but it is not very densely built up 
and has a relatively clear centre (remains of the previous oval-shaped layout) at the junc-
tion of the roads, with a pond and architectural and functional dominant features, such 
as a historic church, the building of the Voluntary fire brigade with related public utility 
buildings, shops and a smithy. the church, as well as former farm buildings, once also 
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a destroyed palace, are located on one of the small hills in the village. material cultural 
heritage demonstrates a former relatively high functional rank of the village in the local 
settlement network. residential and farm complexes, a church, a school, a smithy, as well 
as a nearby distillery and a mill constituted an interesting functional and spatial complex 
along with homesteads, and the village was inhabited by an integrated and active local 
community. the former rank of the village is also demonstrated by a relatively large cem-
etery in the forest east of the village. post-war recession of functions and loss of some 
activities creating the supralocal rank of Sierakowo, as well as a decrease in the popula-
tion by almost a half, resulted in peripherisation of the village, evidenced by changes in its 
administrative assignment to gminas (Sławno, Sianów). Sierakowo Sławieńskie underwent 
numerous processes characteristic for land incorporated by poland in 1945, i.e. ethnic 
and cultural mixing, nationalisation of land and underinvestment in services to meet the 
socio-economic needs of the population. 

 

Photo 2. example of a house of incoming settlers in masłomęcz (photo: p. tobiasz-lis)

masłomęcz is a small village in the lublin region, in the hrubieszów Valley, near hru-
bieszów, 8 km from the border from ukraine. the village has approx. 400 permanent resi-
dents, but they are spatially dispersed, since the village consists of scattered settlements. 
the past glory of the village is evidenced only by partially preserved layout of roads and 
fields. no traces – neither in space nor in the memory of inhabitants who arrived in these 
areas after the World War ii – are left after the former farm comprising masłomęcz and 
nearby czerniczynek, former uniate church, elementary school and the windmill, which 
in the 19th century and at the beginning of the 20th century decided about the rank of 
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the village. a complex set of factors, mainly political, historical and demographic contrib-
uted to the contemporary structure of the hrubieszów region, and thus masłomęcz. the 
formerly multicultural community comprising ruthenians, poles and jews was affected 
by numerous transformations during the war and in the post-war period, which resulted 
in the change of its social structure. the most important factors in this regard included 
the resettlements of ukrainians from poland to the ukrainian Soviet republic in the years 
1945–46 the “Vistula” operation in 19474, as well as settlement by the poles repatriated 
from the Soviet union in the years 1944–1948 and in the 1950s. the small houses of 
post-war settlers, built of red brick according to the same design, with an orchard and sur-
rounded by four-hectare field without fencing, but with buffer strips, are the most char-
acteristic features of cultural landscape of the village. until the end of 1990s, agriculture, 
in particular sugar beet farming on fertile local soils (black earth) was the predominant 
function. economic transformations of the village and decreasing importance of agricul-
ture resulted in an increased interest in opportunities arising from the cultural heritage.

Genesis and institutionalisation of thematic villages

changes in local communities of the analysed villages were initiated by people from out-
side the local environment, specialists in specific research fields, who were determined to 
transform local social and material resources into assets attracting people from outside 
the village.  

around a dozen years ago, sociologist Wacław idziak, fascinated with possibilities to 
animate local communities, initiated the establishment of a thematic village in Sierakowo 
Sławieńskie, along with its leitmotifs. thematisation of space, as an act of creation build-
ing on local socio-cultural and natural potential, is currently a method, widely comment-
ed and described in literature and the media, to make the “place” (in this case a village) 
known on the global scale. narrowly understood, it is focused on selecting a leitmotif 
for places, events or persons, which becomes the basis for creating tourist products and 
serves mainly the marketing purposes. broadly understood, it is a model for development 
of rural community providing the basis for acquiring, creating and developing the local 
identity.

first of all, the focus should be on physical features, since they became one of key 
reasons for introducing the fairy tale narration into the local scenery. the location of the 
village among forests, with numerous new trees (poor soil) in varied topographic condi-
tions, and the presence of numerous interesting objects of cultural heritage, contributed 
greatly to building a space for tolkien’s stories, adjusted to local conditions. due to its 
peripheral location, also on a local (gmina) scale, in an area characterised by low popula-
tion density and thus also low density of rural settlement network, Sierakowo has certain 
features of a spatial structure that is isolated in natural (hills and forests are the barrier), 
settlement (large distance from other compact villages) and mental terms due to the lack 
of view of other settlements. Such conditions created by the space (place) offered rela-
tively large room for transferring the adventures of The Lord of the Rings characters into 

4 Operation Vistula (polish: akcja „Wisła”) was a codename for the 1947 forced resettlement of ukrainian 
minority including boykos and lemkos from the south-eastern provinces of post-war poland, to the recovered 
territories in the west of the country.
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the scenery of pomerania. perhaps the presentation of the concept to local community 
by a social activities animator, encounter with tolkien’s works, unfolding the magic and 
describing mythical lands, and timeless motif of struggle between good and evil, would 
have remained at the stage of design, if not for a great commercial success of the film 
adaptations of tolkien’s books. 

the idea to create the hobbit Village was laid down in the Sianów gmina develop-
ment Strategy (2000) and was one of many such projects in poland. the concept was 
largely an adaptation of ideas already implemented in european union countries. the 
relation between searching for new functions of the village, pre-accession support and 
funds available after poland’s accession to the eu, was an important element in launch-
ing the thematisation of rural areas. Such villages were first established using own funds 
(gmina, village, own work, support from sponsors). this type of support for local devel-
opment, in particular peripheral areas, fulfils a number of socio-cultural and economic 
functions, as well as those related to reorganisation of rural space. the development of 
the initiative to build a thematic village in Sierakowo Sławieńskie can in many aspects be 
considered a model example of a social action for the creation of joint institutions and 
involvement of many actors with various roles in the local community that regains its 
subjectivity. in the anatomy of this action, the leading role was played by leaders: guides, 
idea promoters, including the head of the primary school supported by the parish, farm-
ers’ wives’ association, and village authorities. the essence of the initial stage of an idea 
for a theme on which the village “narrative” would be focused consisted in initiatives from 
the teachers of the primary school. it was well assumed that children and their parents, 
with the support of school authority and institutions more or less formally connected 
with the school (gmina authorities, parish) could become the main driver of this initia-
tive in the local community. expedient establishment of the hobbiton association (2003) 
closed the initial stage and enabled such organisation of the group, with all its actors 
and their assigned functions and allowed to apply for more serious funds for activity and 
changes in the village. the accession of poland to the eu in 2004 opened new possibilities 
to obtain european funds for the implementation of subsequent ideas and introduction 
of tolkien motifs into village space and many other based on the characteristics of the 
natural and cultural environment5.

in the case of masłomęcz the turn in the life of the village took place in 1977 when 
archaeologist a. kokowski and his team started excavations in hrubieszów Valley. after 
a careful analysis of what goths left behind in various parts of europe, he was sure they 
could stop there in their migrations. during excavations between 1977 and 2002, a com-
plex of goth settlements and cemeteries from the 2nd–4th c. was discovered. journeying 
from the north of our continent, goths settled in hrubieszów Valley offering good natural 
conditions and developed their military and trade power there. it is estimated that at 
that time the population of masłomęcz was 2,000, which is why the village was consid-
ered the capital of the goth community. initially distrustful of “strangers”, the residents of 
masłomęcz slowly got used to the presence of archaeologists every summer. With time, 
every season of excavations ended in a common feast of archaeologists and the local 
community. this tradition continues, and the archaeological feast is now the most impor-
tant regular event organised in masłomęcz by the goths’ Village association.

5 cf. the initiatives and activity of the hobbiton association in Sierakowo Sławieńskie at: http://www.
sierakowo.wioskitematyczne.org.pl.
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the association was officially established in 2010, although the local community 
started to get involved in the reconstruction and popularisation of cultural and historical 
heritage of the region already in 2002, in reply to winding up of 25-year-long excava-
tions. in effect, a partnership of the residents, ngOs and authorities was set up in the 
form of a local action group hrubieszów association “better tomorrow” that developed 
a plan of using the historical and cultural heritage of goths for tourism purposes. in 2009 
masłomęcz was visited by representatives of the Swiss-polish cooperation programme. 
in consequence, authorities of hrubieszów gmina received considerable financial sup-
port for the programme “from a vision to modern gothania region management” whose 
purpose is to create a tourist brand of the entire region and stimulate the residents in 
economic terms6. actions such as creation of a special curriculum devoted to the most 
remote history of the region in schools and organisation of competitions in knowledge 
about goths were also important.

effects of thematic villages on local development

institutionalisation of undertakings that consist in thematisation of both villages resulted 
in exceptional effects, both social and economic, together with creation of new landscape 
forms. both the hobbit Village in Sierakowo Sławieńskie and the goths’ Village in masło-
męcz consolidated the local communities of these villages anew.

in Sierakowo Sławieńskie it was important to define a central place as a point of refer-
ence for the local community and for guests who follow the hobbit tale. the historically 
shaped village centre was unable to create such conditions for the undertakings due to 
heritage of functional and spatial management, the more so as with time the idea crystal-
lised to build a hobbit village as a complex of facilities that reflect the settlement from 
the land of Shire and are suited to open air events organised by the village residents. the 
square in front of the primary school was suitable for relatively large architectural projects 
and was a perfect place in practical terms (car parks, room for actions auxiliary to events, 
etc.). in a symbolic sense, the Sierakowo local community created a specific “place”, i.e. 
the hobbit Village and annual events, including the most important event that attracts 
masses of people from poland and abroad: the hobbit fair. the created place also has its 
architectural dominant in the form of the “elf tower” that has become the graphic symbol 
of the actions and at the same time a place from which all Sierakowo can be seen and 
vice versa: in everyday situations the village residents feel the tower’s presence in a less 
or more conscious way.

as in the case of many similar rural communities in poland, liquidation of the primary 
school due to a declining number of children was a sad event in Sierakowo Sławieńskie. 
moreover, as at the initial stage of implementing the thematic village of hobbits’, the 
school constituted one of the most important places to promote the idea, and children 
together with teachers were active mediators of creative initiatives in the space of tolk-
ien’s tale. it became natural for Sierakowo residents to fight for maintenance of this insti-
tution, especially as the former school building is topographically coupled with the most 
important created place of the leitmotif, i.e. the hobbit village. as an active participant of 

6 cf. the initiatives and activity of the goths’ Village masłomęcz association at: http://www.wioska-gotow.
pl/.
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actions for the creation of a thematic village, the gmina authorities decided to lend the 
former school building to the hobbiton association (2011) free of charge. thus, a place 
important to so many generations remained in symbolic possession of the community 
as a type of continuation in upkeeping local identity. the school building with auxiliary 
facilities is now again becoming the place of social identification that attracts people with 
ideas and faith in further social lasting of the village. On the one hand, it has become 
a monument connecting with the past, as it restores memory of everything that hap-
pened there in the lives of several generations, and on the other hand hope was unfolded 
that it would continue to serve the village residents in their actions for the benefit of 
the launched mechanism of creating new identifications based on the idea of a “hobbit 
village”. the creation of a thematic village played a similarly positive role in saving a his-
toric blacksmith’s shop from destruction. Obtaining funds for the “grandfather filowiat 
blacksmith’s Shop” project on the one hand included this place in the hobbit journey 
narrative, perfectly emphasising the motif of fire and related magical powers, and on the 
other hand saved the legacy of the people who had left that land and memory of post-war 
events and familiarisation of the place by new settlers from forgetfulness and destruction. 

the value added of all undertakings in this respect has been a great discovery of the 
significance of space. the subject of the hobbit community aroused interest in the inter-
twining of time and space. a modest but highly valuable church building triggered passion 
for learning about the extraordinary cistercian Order and its culture-forming role in the 
organisation of pomeranian land in the middle ages, which was the purpose of a wider 
project “Social economy on a cistercian trail”. this action highlighted social interest in the 
village’s past, valuable buildings in the village, uniqueness of cultural heritage and the 
need to preserve it. 

 

Photo 3. hobbit Village buildings (photo: m. Wójcik)
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Photo 4. reconstructions of traditional buildings in the goths’ Village (photo: p. tobiasz-lis).

at the same time masłomęcz underwent a similar transformation. in 2006 a wooden 
thatched cottage was built there, a faithful reconstruction on a scale of 1:2 of a goth cot-
tage from the 3rd or 4th century that was the beginning of an open air museum: the goths’ 
Village. extensive cooperation with research establishments was started to precisely rec-
reate the image of the region’s past. in 2008 a goth group was created with support of 
young archaeologists b. bartecki and a. hyrchała, students of professor kokowski, who 
started work at the hrubieszów museum. at present the group is composed of 30 people 
in various age who re-enact drafts, everyday life, rituals and martial arts of the tribe after 
a series of trainings with professionals: artisans, re-enactors and under supervision of 
museum personnel. the local social initiative was noticed by the media and authorities of 
neighbouring regions. it has become a showpiece of the hrubieszów region. 

the goths’ Village is now the fastest developing place on the tourist map of hru-
bieszów poviat. its organiser is the hrubieszów gmina, substantive supervision is provided 
by the rev. Stanisław Staszic museum in hrubieszów, and the scientific patronage is exer-
cised by the institute of archaeology of the maria curie-Skłodowska university in lublin. 
Workshops and old craft demonstrations are prepared by the goths’ Village masłomęcz 
association. the open air museum features several buildings (a goth cottage, a semi-dug-
out, a weaver’s cottage, a cottage of a warrior and merchant, and a potter’s homestead) 
reconstructed using various construction techniques from the roman period. they serve 
as the background not only for regular open air events, but also for ‘live’ history lessons 
with demonstrations and workshops dedicated to old crafts, fighting shows, and presen-
tation of historical cuisine. 
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the goths’ Village is the basic element generating organised tourist traffic to 
masłomęcz and an important factor of creating the village’s multi-functional develop-
ment. the open air museum around which a new centre of the scattered settlement 
keeps developing is filled with new facilities and events. it is an extraordinary example of 
grassroots actions and social stimulation of village residents who identify with the goth 
tribe that lived there 1,700 years ago. 

the goths’ Village development is accompanied by establishment of agri-tourism 
farms where, in addition to accommodation and a variety of services (bike and atV rental, 
horse riding), one can buy and taste home-made preserves made from local products. 
Vegetables, mushrooms, fruit, juices, honeys and fruit liqueurs delight with their colour 
and taste. the masłomęcz shop located next to the goths’ Village sells several kinds 
of gothic beer with labels featuring a drawing of a gothic cottage and the symbol of 
gothania.   

summary

the uniqueness of Sierakowo Sławieńskie and masłomęcz residents’ initiatives consists in 
achieving exceptional effects as a result of strengthening relationships between people 
and space. adjustment to the “place” in the process of thematisation of space results 
from cooperation of the local community with its nearest environment, which consists 
in analysing and interpreting the existing conditions with regard to the planned chan-
ges. then, the specific assets of the environment were identified to develop further local 
stories, related to the original motif. those original concepts constitute an extraordinary 
act of creation of the place and its adjustment to the needs of the local community and 
visitors. in both cases, the identification and use of specific resources was of key impor-
tance, combined with important external incentives in the form of first process creators 
(experts) and then possibilities of financing the entire initiative (e.g. eu funds).

Solution to problems with achieving the assumed objectives is an act of building 
awareness in the local community and cultural and territorial identity within it. Organisa-
tion of a group of people whose major trait is the ability to cooperate is a true test for 
the local community. rural social relations that become the driver for various actions 
are largely based on the neighbour and family circles. leaders are the first factor to form 
a group and to impart adequate dynamics of implementing new ideas. then institutions 
are important to stimulate and integrate visions within social activity. formalisation of 
the institutions, imparting them with a legal and organisational dimension, leads in con-
sequence to development of an actual development strategy, gradual creation of physical 
forms for carrying out ideas (infrastructure) and reproduction of activity, especially in 
terms of cyclical events (e.g. a calendar of annual events).
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