
“[R]ich and mysterious…a book about  
tradition and belonging…our way of looking 
– and looking back.” 

- Sean O’Hagan, 
The Guardian 

 
 
“[T]he structure of the book is layered and  
meta...It’s about love – for people and the  
things we make, and for the people who spend  
their lives preserving stories.” 

- Jason Fulford, 
TIME 

 
 
“Art projects about ethnography and  
museology tend to be chilly affairs. But Aaron  
Schuman’s FOLK feels as affectionate as a  
family album.” 

- Alec Soth 
Photoeye 

 

“While Schuman’s journey begins in looking  
at his own family’s history, the destination he  
arrives at – and the route he takes – ends up  
having a far wider resonance.” 

- Darren Campion, 
Paper Journal 



Re:Search 
@ Krakow Photomonth 2014 

As defined by the Oxford English Dictionary,  
research - originally from the 16thC. French  
re-cerchier, “to search with intense force” 
- encompasses: 

 

•  the act of searching, closely and carefully; 
 

•  a search or investigation directed to the  
discovery of a fact, by careful consideration  
or study; 
 

• pursuit of a subject; 
 

• a course of critical or scientific inquiry; 
 

• to seek…in love or marriage. 



From: : Karol Hordziej  
To: Aaron Schuman 
Date: 12 October 2013 11:12:53 GMT+01:00 

“We had a very nice meeting with  
the Ethnographic Museum, and we  
are planning to meet with their  
whole team of researchers to make  
a brainstorm very soon. They are  
open for closer cooperation.” 

- Karol Hordziej – Director: Krakow Photomonth (2013) 



From: Aaron Schuman  
To: Karol Hordziej 
Date: 5 October 2013 15:32:13 GMT+01:00 

 
“Hi Karol, 
 
I have an idea regarding the Ethnographic Museum… 
 
I was so enthusiastic about my visit to the museum in the summer because…as I once explained to you,  
my great-grandfather - Franciszek Feret - was from Poland. In 1878, he was born in Cierpisz, a small  
village approximately 150 kilometers to the east of Krakow… 
 
In 1900, at the age of 22, he left Galicia, and emigrated to the United States… 
 
So I found many of the materials in the museum fascinating and very exotic, but also, I felt a vague  
familiarity with them…[I]t was a very strange experience, because culturally it all felt like something new  
and far away, but also very close to me, in ways I didn’t really understand... 
 
“So my proposal is this: 
 
I would like to make a body of work under the guise of “searching for” or “researching” my own  
connections and relationship to southern Poland via the Ethnographic Museum’s collection… 
 
But in a sense, this would really be an opportunity to explore Polish heritage and how it is preserved,  
cared for, and represented within this particular museum via my own heritage. 
 
It would be a kind of personal investigation, but also an exploration into how “ethnography” itself is  
researched, preserved, and represented by the museum. 



DIARY 
BARBARA FERET SCHUMAN  
TRIP TO POLAND, MARCH 2011 
 
March 19: 
Had hotel breakfast—scrambled eggs with sausages, rye bread, sour  
cherry jelly; familiar from childhood. 
 
… Met our translator, K , age 33, darkish blond, two small nose  rings, 
pretty, charming, sweet, beautiful grey eyes, excited, excellent  English. 
The adventure began as we started off by mistakenly driving  down the 
tram tracks … Then went on highway—modern, American-  style, 
mostly flat, a few gentle hills, cold, stark grey like Michigan,  new 
houses, gas stations, not picturesque. 
 

Got off highway … Took road to Czarna, passed by the church, and  
turned right onto road leading to Cierpisz, which bisected a graveyard.  
Overcast sky, cold, fields, woods, narrow roads, ditches, pussy willows,  
a cross, bare branches, moody, calm landscape. Turned left into  
nondescript village (hamlet really), Cierpisz—a few houses, mostly  
new, concrete, stucco. Stopped at an old wooden house next to a  
concrete/stucco house. Old woman came out. We showed her photos of  
our grandfather and grandmother. She said that her property was a  Feret 
house, she was Katarzyna Zadto, the adopted daughter of Aniela  Feret. 
Amazing luck! She said the old, extensive Feret property had  been up 
the dirt road alongside the old house. 
 

We drove up the dirt road, through the woods, ending up at a new  
estate. Turned around and went over a little bridge, over a small river,  
and stopped. A man on a bicycle approached us and said we were on  
private property … He confirmed that the Ferets once had a mill, a  
large house, servants, horses. He said that the house was gone at  
Feretowka, but he showed us the foundations remaining from the mill. 



DIARY 
BARBARA FERET SCHUMAN  
TRIP TO POLAND, MARCH 2011 
 
March 22: 
 
Drove through Cierpisz again. Unable to visit Katarzyna, as she  
wasn’t home. Went to her neighbor’s house. Old woman came out,  
short, babushka, in her 90s, said that her son was the man on the  
bicycle who told us about the mill. She remembered Jozef—  
Franciszek’s brother—and said that he looked like our grandfather,  
but that he was fat, and when he was at the mill girls stayed away.  
Other gossip…. 
 
Drove back to Krakow—a long drive. Kept awake with stories of  
my childhood in the old neighborhood in Detroit (rag man, horse  
carts, milk and ice delivery, market, Easter, churches, eggs, dancing,  
Polish cooking). 



Frank, Helen, and Sophia Feret – Greensburg, Pennsylvania - Early-1900s 



Frank, Helen, and Sophia Feret – Greensburg, Pennsylvania - Early-1900s 

Lasowiacy Man in Traditional Dress - Galicia – Early 1900s 











































In April 2014, the Ethnographic Museum’s  
Research Coordinator, Magdalena Zych—  
along with her husband, Andrzej, and  
Ewelina—picked me up early in the morning,  
outside of the museum, and drove me to  
Cierpisz. We followed in the footsteps of my  
mother and aunt: we took the highway,  
found the graveyard, met the old woman, and  
wandered around the remnants of the old  
Feret mill. I tried my best to connect with the  
place, knowing that my ancestors had once  
walked in these woods; that they had lived,  
worked, loved, and died here, just beside this  
small river. I even reminded myself that, if it  
wasn’t for my great-grandfather, I—or at  
least some version of me—may still, in some  
way, be here. Nevertheless, the echoes of my  
family’s past, although present, seemed  
distant, muffled, and very faint. Despite my  
verified ties, I still felt like a stranger to the  
place; it made perfect sense that I, with  
camera in hand, was more at home in the car  
with the researchers and ethnographers—  
with my folk. 



The day after returning to Krakow, 
Magdalena wrote to me:  

Dear Aaron, 

Since our trip to Cierpisz yesterday I’m  
thinking about different things around  
searching in present time, and in memory. In  
your choice of photographs, I saw one or two  
sickles. The sickle was used by women, the  
scythe by men. They were personal tools. In  
the Polish language, we call a moon like we  
saw yesterday evening, “sierp księżyca”—it  
means “sickle of the moon” (crescent). It’s  
very common to say like that. 
 

With the miller, there were some  
superstitions. Because they had different way  
of life, they were often considered a stranger  
in the local community. They didn’t work in  
the normal, farmer way. They did a different  
job, however very important. It is why  
sometimes people were thinking that the  
miller was helped by the devil—the miller’s  
soul is given to him … In ethnographical  
sources from nineteenth century we have  
some examples…. 



My great-great-grandmother, Maria  
Obara, was in the USA two times as a  
young woman, at the end of the nineteenth  
century. She came back with her husband  
in 1905, pregnant, and she gave birth to my  
great-grandmother. In 1925, when she was  
dying, my great-grandmother gave  
something to my grandmother, who was a  
five years old girl at the time—a coral bead  
necklace, bought in States. I have it, because  
my grandmother gave it to me. Small  
corals, old, pale red. I was thinking about  
this yesterday and today. I have a lot of  
things from those women: the necklace,  
recipes, many stories, some songs, and  
many embroidered tablecloths made by my  
grandmother and great-grandmother. I also  
have the impression that they are a little bit  
here, among living people. Unfortunately, I  
cannot explain how this is possible … I  
don’t know. But I’m working in this  
museum because of them, for sure. In  
process of thinking about your project, I’ve  
realized this. So thank you! All of these  
things that I’ve been thinking about are full  
of yesterday’s light—I look forward to your 
project very much. All the best for you, Magdalena 
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