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The painting of Madej by Witold Pruszkowski is related to one of the most popu-
lar in the 19th century folk legends, telling about the eternal punishment awai-
ting all the sinners who showed no penitence and did not expiate. The artist 
chose the scene when the cruel killer, scared at his fate, confessed his guilt to 
a priest and got the absolution, and when we compare this image with different 
versions of the legend, it is Kazimierz W. Wójcicki’s text which seems to be the 
most probable source for the painter.
Unlike the hitherto studies, the following paper discusses the way the artist set 
the idea of the folk tale forth. The meaning of the characters’ gestures has been 
considered, especially the priest’s hand, which is oddly extended aside, what 
cannot be explained by the story narration. The relation between the figure and 
the surroundings has been also analysed, i.e. firstly, the lush nature and some 
accentuated motifs of it, as for instance, little birch trees which have symbolic 
meaning in folk culture, and secondly, some mysterious objects visible in this 
natural landscape, e.g. a prayer book lying on the ground between the characters 
and the viewer. The above mentioned interpretation threads, as well as some 
others, allow us to reveal a message included in the painting addressed at the vie-
wer, which says that reaching out for this book is a generally available chance of 
reaction to falling into sin, which is immanently inscribed in human existence.
It has resulted in the author’s discussion with theories, both the ones deriving 
from the period when the painting was created, and the contemporary ones, pre-
sent in humanities, according to which folk legends, including the one about Ma-
dej the outlaw, prove the persistence of pagan tradition contrary to Christianity.
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