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It is interesting to trace how folk beliefs reffering to trees were supported with 
motives of the folk literature particularly with legends linked to some biblical 
events. In Poland, stories about trees offering or refusing shelter are those met 
most often. A prevalent motif in them is the Holy Family’s retreat to Egypt, 
during which Mary and the Child sought for haven under certain trees. This 
motif is very popular in the apocryphal literature in the Western and Central 
Europe. However, the tree in these records takes a slightly different part than 
that in the Polish tradition. Here, a tree usually bows or leans for little Jesus to 
pick a fruit.1 A German folklorist Dähnhardt derives this motif from the East.2 
It is met in the ancient Indian literature. And so, when Queen Maria was to give 
birth to her baby she went to the garden where a beautiful tree grew. The tree 
bowed and the Queen gave birth to Buddha, keeping its branch in her hand.3 We 
can guess that this archetype was then repeated in the Arabic legends about 
Christ’s arrival.4 One of them reads that Mary gave birth to Christ near a bowing 
palm that was offering her its dates. The other one depicts the Child picking fruit 
while his and his mother’s escape to Egypt.5 This motif, too, has its analogues in 
some Buddhistic tales.6 In the medieval European apocrypha we can meet not 
only palms but other trees as well. For instance, a peach tree, according to thet 
legend, was originally sacrified to the devil. However, after having been blessed 
by the Child it became a good tree, able to heal people of diseases. The passage 
referring to this, found in the “Golden Legend“, was repeated after Cassiodor 
who is supposed to be the first to cite it.7 It seems that the motif is of Italian or at 
least Mediterranean origin since it is in this area that a peach tree was used in 
curative magic.8 An identical version is met in Virgin Mary’s biography of the 
13th century,9 and in Rozmyšlania Przemyskie (Meditations in Przemysl) of the 
15th century.10 Now it seems quite probable that the clergy in Poland must have 
used this tale in their sermons, introducing a tree which was of particular 
importance to the pagan worship. In legends known both in Poland and in 
other European countries a motif of a transformation of an evil tree into
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a good one is missing. However, a. motif of a bowing tree is frequently found 
even in Rozmyslania Przemyskie, to say nothing of our folk legends in which it is 
included in the story of seeking for shelter under a tree by the Holy Persons.11 It 
appears also in tales about trees stooping to Mary and those about Christ’s death 
up the cross.12 On one hand, the European folk tradition tells us about the trees 
which show lack of respect to the Holy Persons, or which are even harmful to 
them. On the other hand, both these tales and the one about seeking for refuge 
under the tree from storm or the soldiers of Herod by the Holy Family have not 
been recorded in written apocryphal sources. In the Polish folklore, we find the 
story about Mary and the Child escaping the chase. They first tried to hide 
themselves under an aspen but the tree either trembles with fear or refuses to 
cover them, or gives Mary and the Child away to their tormentors. That is why 
an aspen never stops trembling its leaves. Then Mary finds shelter under an­
other tree which envelopes her with its branches and protects her against the 
eyes of her prosecutors or against a drop of rain. In return for this the tree is 
given a special blessing and becomes a thunderproof tree (or bush). A hazel is 
mentioned most frequently here. An example of such a legend has been told by 
W. Siarkowski of Kielce region.13 The most common version is a tale about an 
aspen which refuses to help the Holy Family, although sometimes it tries to hide 
them but the trembling of its leaves makes it impossible: “being a half-hearted 
tree it trembles from fear“.14 Sometimes the Holy Family succeeds in hiding, but 
rustling its leaves, an aspen tries to give it away to the enemy.15 In other legends 
an aspen is cursed for its half-heartedness and cowardice, which makes it trem­
bling for ever.16 There are however, the tales in which the Holy persons hide 
themselves under an aspen without refusal or betray on its part. The versions 
like these are found in both northern and southern Poland.17 The leaves of an 
aspen tremble in fear lest Mary and the Child could be found, and here it is 
clearly a good tree.18 Sometimes this trembling even helps rescue the Holy 
Family. “While Christ was on his run from Herod he sought refuge under an 
aspen (“papla“) which was rustling so noisily that Herod could not hear our 
Lord“.19

In these versions an aspen does have its opposites. It is a good tree. But 
whenever a tree refuses shelter it is almost always an aspen.20 Among the trees 
which offer their hospitality to the Holy Family a hazel is met most often. It is the 
case in the tales all over Poland. Apart from a hazel, a linden is also freguently 
mentioned. Birch is met too, but rather seldom. While other trees and bushes 
such as alders, maples, sycomes, spruces, firs, junipers, elders, dog roses, weep­
ing willows and aspens are met only sporadically.

A birch is a tree which offers hospitality, lowers its branches and envelopes 
Mary protecting her against rain and cold. That is why a birch has its branches 
down.21
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According to what was mentioned earlier, the motif of a tree which offers 
shelter is widespread in nearly all European countries.22 It not always is con­
nected with the retreat to Egypt. Sometimes the time is not closely identified. In 
some tales God’s Mother takes a rest under a tree or she seeks for shelter on her 
way to Elizabeth’s home. The Child is not even mentioned here.23 In others 
adult Christ appeares on his run from the prosecutors or seeks for cover against 
rain.24 The last version is particularly common in the countries in which Protes­
tantism is a dominant or coexisting religion (Sweden, Estonia, Hungary). It is 
also met in the Orthodox regions such as Ukraine, although it might have been 
brought in there by the German settlers.25

Apart from Poland, in the western Europe it is usually a hazel which gives 
shelter to the Holy Family. Among other plants we find also weeping willov 
(Flanders, Transylvania),26 an aspen (Valony, France),27 a pine or a stone pine 
(Italy),28 an ash (Italy, Flanders),29 and an elder (Germany).30

The motif of a blessed tree which has the power to protect people against 
thunderbolts usually refers to a hazel and is frequently met in German le­
gends.31 Some German folklorists think that a German god of thunders 
(among others) -  Donar (Thora) was replaced in these tales by Virgin Mary.32 
The question is, if also in Poland there was any relationship between the god of 
thunderbolts and a hazel, and whether this displacement took place here in 
Poland, or wherher this motif wondered to our region from the West in one of 
the Christian legends. No trace of this motif has been found neither in the East 
Slavs nor in the east part of the Balcan Slavs. When we compare this to 
a common occurence of this motif in Germany, we can drow a conclusion that 
the tale is of a western origin.

Now let us consider the first element of the legend (the refuse of giving 
shelter) comparatively. In the western European countries it seems to appear 
more rarely than the one we discussed earlier. Apart from Poland, it is met only 
in Latvia, Ukraine and Transylvania.33 The tree is always an aspen or an poplar 
(populus piramidalis).34 The opposition of a good vs. an evil tree in the discussed 
legend is very seldom met outside Poland. Dahnhardt gives the only example of 
such a legend to appear in Sicylly.35

Meanwhile, the opposition a good vs. an evil tree in other legends, for instance 
the motif of a tree bowing to Christ or to Virgin Mary, or its behaviour in the face 
of Christ’s death is often found outside Poland. As a rule an evil tree is set here 
against good trees, or vice versa. The composition of the legend about bowing 
trees is similar to that discussed earlier, although an evil tree is generally put in 
the first place. One of these tales is cited by Gawelek to be a medieval one but he 
does not give the source it has been taken from.36 However, the tree species 
prove that it is not of Polish origin. We can only guess that it is an archetype of 
this kind of tales both in Poland and in other countries. Good trees are told
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about at the beginning of the legend but no species are mentioned. They are all 
simply trees, except an evil one which is told about in detail since it is (like in 
legends about trees refusing shelter) cursed and burdened with a set of nasty 
characteristics. Of course, both types of tales run counter to each other. For 
example the legend resorded in the eastern part of Lublin region is closer rather 
to the legends about bowing trees. “An aspen has been rustling its leaves 
continuously since the Holy Family’s escape to Egypt. It was then that all other 
trees fell silent in fear, while an aspen was rustling on indifferently.“37

This opposition of the two trees typical for legends about trees giving shelter 
is sometimes found also in the tales of bowing trees.38

The version in which the bow of trees refers to Crist’s death is relatively 
seldom found in our region.39 Outside Poland, stories about trees bowing to 
Christ and Mary who stroll throught the woods are quite widespread in the 
Baltic countries.40 On the other hand, tales about trees bowing to dying Christ 
.are frequently met in the Western Europe in Germany, High Austria, France 
and in Transylvania in the Central Europe.41 An aspen in these stories in the tree 
that refuses to bow or which restles its leaves indifferently.

We can guess that an archetype of the opposition: a good vs. an evil tree was 
the dialogue between the two trees boasting about their qualities and usefulness. 
The motif was already known in the Babilonian literature, and the two trees 
were a tamarisk and a date palm. The tree which started boasting -  lost. These 
compositions were often repeated in the Renaissance literature. A winner is 
often the tree which never loses its leaves and is always green and fresh. Some­
times it is usefulness which makes the tree a winner, particularly if it is a source of 
food or drink, for instance a date palm.42

In conclusion, we can state that our legends about both protective and bowing 
trees have their numerous counterparts in other European countries. As for 
their references to the medieval apocrypha, we can find only few of them, and 
they are limited to having a rest under the bowing branches of a tree. An 
archetype of the opposition: a good vs. an evil tree can be derived from the 
Babilonian literature, and it reached us only through the Renaissance literature. 
It was an anonymous folk tradition to convey and preserve it. Even if we assume 
that these motifs were applied in sermons, we must admit that the preachers 
were mostly of rural origin. There is a possibility that the trees which had been of 
great importance and reverence to the pagan worship were, in the course of 
time, adapted by the Christian clergy in the form of folk motifs. However, we can 
also assume a reverse situation in which these trees might have been first 
depicted in sermons as the devil and cursed plants. But the old sermons have 
not been studied enough as for their folk elements, so no firm conclusions can be 
drown yet. The tales preserved in our folk memory nowadays are mostly one 
fragments of the mentioned legends, and those which were used to support or to
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explain a specific character of a given tree. That we know today the legend about 
Virgin Mary looking for shelter under a hazel is due to the printed records of this 
tale widely spread in the 19th and 20th centuries. No later than in the 19th 
century we could read it in some popular magazines such as Dziennik Gómo- 
šlqski (Upper Silesia Daily) or Przyjaciel Ludu (The Friend of Common Peo­
ple).43 It was also included in the collection of poems for common people by J. 
Gajnert. It received a sub-title A Silesian Legend.44 Although many of contem­
porary informants refer to printed sources this does not prove that these legends 
surpassed to the folk to the folk tradition only in the last century. Many other 
informants say that the legends have been transmitted to them orally by their 
parents or grand-parents who, in turn, inherited them from the former genera­
tions. Still other source of these legends were so called indulgence songs 
(kermis).45 One of them was taken down in the Carpathian Highland in 1964.46

Until quite late, i.e. up to the beginning of the 20th century, the contents of 
those legends stuck firmly in the worship. A hazel was thought to protect people 
against thunders. It was planted close to a house, and its branches were used in 
some magic ceremonies which were to prevent storms. On the other hand, an 
aspen was the tree people feared of. It was not liked and was used in harmful 
magic, particularly in the east of Poland and among Eastern Slavs, although this 
tree was also applied in the practices of the opothropeic magic.

These facts speak for the ancientness of the beliefs connected with trees in our 
folk culture. Even if they were not of our native origin but they managed to root 
firmly in the folk consciousness, and the legends legitimating them gained a local 
colour themselves.
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POLSKIE LEGENDY LUDOWE O DRZEWACH “BtOGOSLAW ION Y CH“ 
I “PRZEKLÇTYCH“ ORAZ ZWIAZANE Z NIMI WIERZENIA.

S t r e s z c z e n i e

W ludowych wierzeniach zwi^zanych z drzewami widzimy czçsto nçwiçzania do legend majçcych 
žróslo w wydarzeniach biblijnych. Czçsty jest motyw sklaniania siç drzew wobec osôb swiçtych -  
glównie Swiçtej Rodzinny podczas ucieczki do Egiptu, Matki Boskiej lub samego Jezusa, przez со 
drzewa te uzyskujç status drzew “blogoslawionych“, swiçtych. Niekto rzy autorzy zachodni ten 
motyw sklaniania przet drzewo galçzi wywodz§ z mitologii indyjskiej. Potem spotykamy go w 
europejskiej literaturze stedniowiecznej. Byč može w Posce duchowieštwo przekazywalo go popr- 
zez kazania odnoszçc go do drzew, które miaty szczególne znaczenie w kulcie poganskim, by 
schrystianizowač ten kult. Spotykamy jednak czçsto w folklorze europsjskim motyw drzewa oka­
zujíce go brak szacunka dla osôb swiçtych lub nawet szkodz^cego im swym zachowaniem. Drzewo 
takie wystçpuje czçsto w opowiesci bibli jnej, w której Swiçta Rodzina chroni si!3 pod drze wem 
podczas ucieczki do Egiptu przed siepaczami Heroda. Jedno z drzew odmawia schronienia na 
skutek czego zostaje przeklçte -  drugie tego schronienia udziela przez со tjae siç drzewem 
“bfogosfawionym“. Tego rodzaju opowiese nie znajduje odpowiednika w hteraturze apokryfícznej 
pisanej. Krzewem uzyczajçcym schronienia jest w Polsce najczçsciej leszczyna, na skutek czego 
obdarzóna szczególnym blogoslawieňstwem ma ona chronic od pioruna, drzewo odmawiaj§ce 
pomocy to przewažnie osika. Nastçpstwem jej tchórzliwej odmowy ma byč ustawiczne drzénie jej 
lisci. W innych kraj ach Európy motyw drzewa udzielej^cego schronienia wi$zé siç czçsto z innymi 
wydarzeniami z zýcia Matki Boskiej czy Chrystusa. Wystçpuje tam tež róné gatun ki drzew. Nato- 
miast pierwowzoru przeciwstavienia sobie drzewa dobrego i zlego možemy dopatrywač siç w 
starožytnej literaturze babilonskiej który to wçtek mógl do nas dotrzeč poprzez kazania. W XIX 
wieku legendy o osice i leszczynie mogly docierač na wies na skutek rozpowszechniania ich w 
czasopismach dla ludu, czasem nawet w formie wierszowanej. Do pocz^tków naszego stulecia
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trešč tych legend byla silnie podbudowana aspektem wierzeniowym. Leszczynç chçtnie sadzono 
w pobližu domu jako krzew chroni^cy od pionma, natomiast osika bala drze wem, którego na ogol 
siç obawiano, traktowano z niechçci^, užywano w praktykach z zakresu magii szkodz^cej.
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