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In 1883, a woman named Maria Mamontova 
opened a children’s bookstore and toy store on 
Leontievsky Lane in Moscow, called Children’s 
Education. In it, she sold story collections and 
games that she herself put together, having 
her husband, Anatoly, print them in the print 
shop that he ran. She started her own chil-
dren’s magazine, called Children’s Leisure. She 
even commissioned Tchaikovsky to arrange a 
collection of children’s music (he apparently 
didn’t enjoy the experience, and managed to 
wriggle his way out of a follow-up volume).

Matryoshka
S TO RY BY  Correy Baldwin

Nesting  
Dolls

toy story

HOW IT’S 
MADE

Matryoshka 
dolls are 
traditionally 
turned on a 
lathe using a 
single piece 
of wood, then 
carved by hand. 
The smallest 
doll is created 
first, followed 
by each 
subsequently 
larger doll.
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But perhaps most notable of all, hers was the first shop to 
sell the now-iconic Russian matryoshka doll, or nesting doll.

It was an exciting time for arts and crafts in Russia. The 
country was undergoing a cultural revitalization, spurred 
on in part by the Slavophilia movement, which aimed to 
strengthen Russian traditions and culture, especially its 
arts and crafts—looking especially to pastoral rural life, 
and ancient Russian history.

Central to the Slavophilia movement was an artist colony 
north of Moscow called Abramtsevo, run by the wealthy 
industrialist Savva Mamontov—the brother of Anatoly (and 
brother-in-law of Maria). For two decades, Savva hosted 
artists and craftsmen on his estate, encouraging them to 
explore Russia’s rich folk art traditions at the colony’s many 
workshops.

One of these workshops was the Children’s Education Work-
shop, set up by Maria and Anatoly. Here, artists designed 
and made Russian-themed toys, many of which were sold in 
Maria’s shop.

Among the folk artists at the Children’s Education Work-
shop were the woodworker Vasily Zvyozdochkin and the 
painter and illustrator Sergey Malyutin. The two had be-

come intrigued by Japanese dolls, in particular 
a Seven Lucky Gods nesting doll.

Together, Sergey and Vasily set about 
adapting the concept to Russian folk art. 
Woodwork had long been a feature of Rus-
sian craft, including the making of nested 
wooden Easter eggs. But more than that, they 
had found an ideal form with which to express 
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EVOLUTION OF  
THE MATRYOSHKA

It was another woman from the 
Mamontov family who helped in-
troduce the matryoshka doll to the 
world. Elizaveta Mamontov, Savva’s 
wife, brought the original set to 
Paris in 1900 for the Exposition 
Universelle world’s fair, a huge 
event at the time. The doll won a 
bronze medal, and captured the 
hearts of Russians and Europeans 
alike.

Soon they were being made 
throughout Russia. As matryoshka 
workshops spread throughout 
Russia, the dolls took on local 
flavours, and began to depict not 
just families, but fairy tales and 
other stories as well.

By the 1930s, matryoshka dolls 
were being mass-produced in 
Soviet factories, no longer hand-
crafted by folk artists. The dolls 
were difficult to get outside Russia 
during the Soviet period, but after 
the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
demand returned—as did the 
tradition of handcrafting, along 
with artistic freedom. No longer 
just a representation of Russian 
peasantry, the dolls proved highly 
adaptable to all manner of design 
and interpretation.
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the importance of the Russian family 
unit, and of community, to Russian life.

Using Sergey’s design, Vasily crafted 
their first nested doll, shaping it on 
a lathe and carving it by hand, after 
which Sergey decorated it with paint. 
The outer figure was a peasant woman, 
a mother, wearing traditional clothing. 
Inside were her seven children, the in-
nermost figure being a baby. It was an 
intricate and perfectly unified family 
(despite the absent father figure).

They called their doll “Matryoshka,” 
using the diminutive form of Ma-
tryona, a popular rural woman’s 
name at the time. The name is itself 
maternal: the root of Matryoshka is 
“matron,” or “mother” (“matryoshka” 
literally means “little mother”). Later 
dolls came to be called “babushka” 
dolls, or grandmother dolls—either way, 
they represented not just fertility, but 
the strong matriarchal family figure, 
and a tight-knit, traditional family.

Not only was the matryoshka a potent 
symbol of traditional Russia life, it 
turned out to be a really fun toy, and 
its popularity ensured its place in the 
Russian artistic tradition. 

TRINITY TOYS

When the Children’s Ed-
ucation Workshop closed 
in 1898, matryoshka pro-
duction moved to nearby 
Sergiyev Posad, a town 
that had long been a 
centre for the production 
of wooden toys, known 
as “trinity toys.” Sergiyev 
Posad is the site of the 
Trinity Monastery of St. 
Sergius—one of the most 
important monasteries 
in Russia. Legend has 
it that in the 1300s, St. 
Sergius himself carved 
wooden toys, using 
wood gathered from 
the surrounding forests. 
Sergiyev Posad is today 
home to the Museum of 
Toys, where the original 
matryoshka doll is now 
displayed.
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