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It is difficult to briefly sum up a professional life longer than four decades of an exceptional and 
dynamic person, our colleague Barlek. His death is a great loss for the entire Croatian culture, all 
the colleagues and friends and especially for his native area – Podravina, which he always menti-
oned and affirmed with special love in his work. With his personality and dedicated professional 
work, the colleague Barlek left an indelible mark primarily in the Ethnographic Museum, but 
also in the entire museum community in Croatia and beyond. 

He expressed huge love for his people, their creativity and heritage from his student days, thro-
ughout his working life, until the end of his life and in this he was passionate and tireless.  He 
came to the Ethnographic Museum to volunteer in 1972 as an ethnology and sociology student.  
He worked for a short time as a taxidermist and since 1979 as head of the Collection of Distaffs 
and Spindles, the Collection of Decorated Gourds, the Collection of Decorated Wooden Obje-
cts, the Easter Egg Collection and the Collection of Objects Linked with Customs and Beliefs.  
Professionally, he focused first on the finely decorated wood (gourds, distaffs) and since the 
1990s he dedicated himself primarily to the topic of annual customs, i. e. religious practices 
and folk pieties in connection with the liturgical year – the most important Catholic holidays 
(Christmas, Easter) and saint feast days. Many of his professional texts are the starting point for 
all the further research on these topics in ethnology.

As an authentic ethnologist, a dedicated and accomplished field researcher, he enjoyed working 
with people, numerous individuals and associations and developed a wide network of museum 
associates who especially appreciated him.  With his diligent work, he collected many objects 
which remained permanently in the holdings of the Ethnographic Museum. It needs to be po-
inted out that he showed an exceptional personal and professional interest in the nativity scene, 
and he ultimately founded the Nativity Scene Collection in the museum, as well as the Associa-
tion of Friends of Croatian Nativity Scenes, of which he was a longtime president. 

The colleague Barlek was the author of more than sixty solo and co-authored exhibitions, such 
as: Shaped Wood – Distaffs in Croatia (1984), Pisani Vuzem – Easter Customs of North-West Cro-
atia (1991), Following the Cross (1998), Easter Eggs (2001), Croatian Christmas Activities (2004), 
Stand by the Cross – Croatian Easter (2005), Easter Egg – a Tradition That Lasts (2012) and The 
Amazing World of Angels (2007/2008) among others. Working with numerous contemporary 
artists and amateur art creators, he organised the Easter Egg Festival, the main event and a series 
of county festivals of the Association of Friends of Croatian Nativity Scenes.  He was the initiator 
and a longtime organiser of the presentation of native scene creativity in Croatia at numerous 
thematic exhibitions and events in Europe, such as: International Exhibition of Nativity Scene 
100 Cribs at the Vatican, Hamlets and Nativity Scenes in Sutrio, Christmas in Verona in Verona, 
to name a few. 

The colleague Barlek liked to work with visitors, especially with children who enjoyed his vivid 
guidance through the permanent collection and temporary exhibitions of the Ethnographic Mu-
seum. Colleagues and museum workers will primarily remember him as a tireless and warm per-
son who enriched every social gathering with special congratulatory skills and often by singing. 

Josip Barlek was a true guardian of inherited folk values – both in his personal and professional 
life.  This will remain so in our memories and in all the authentic evaluations of Croatian cultu-
ral heritage. His death left a huge void, but also a deep mark in the social, cultural and public life 
of the environment in which he worked and lived.
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