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Dala horse in Mora, Dalarna, Sweden

Rooster on top of the Maypole

The first Dala horses
The Dala horse was first created by woodcutters in the Swedish province of Dalarna
near Mora in the early 1600s. During the long winters, these lonely men would spend
their evenings away from their families and passed their time by carving little toys for
their children. The horses were made from the scraps of woods left over from making of
furniture and clocks.
Most carvings were horses, but also roosters and pigs were carved. It was only natural
that many of these toys were horses. The horse was invaluable in those days, it would
pull great loads of timber from the forests during the winter months, and in the summer
could be of just as much use on the farm. Since Viking Times, the horse has been
considered a holy animal.
The rooster is also a traditional shape in Dalarna, i.e there is a rooster at the top of each
of their Midsommar poles (Maypole).
The carving of Dala horses as a livelihood is thought to have started in the village
of Bergkarlås in central Sweden, though the nearby "horse" villages of Risa, Vattnäs,
and Nusnäs were also centers of horse-making. The first reference of a wooden horse
for sale was in 1623.
The villages were involved in furniture and clock-making, and it is likely the leftover
scraps of wood were put to use in the production of Dala horses. The carving of the

stocky little tailless horses had become a well-established tradition. Until mid1700, they
had been unpainted and had just the natural grain of the wood for ornamentation. The
color red became the base color of the horses mainly because it was readily available
from nearby Falun, the city known for its red paint produced from biproducts of copper
mining.
Soldiers bartering Dala horses for food
In the winter of 1716, while King Charles XII of Sweden waged war throughout most of
Europe and many soldiers were quartered in private homes in the Mora area of
Sweden. Because of the severe winter and the war, all suffered from lack of food and
warmth. Tradition has it that a soldier, in his spare time, carved a Dala Horse from some
scrap wood in the home where he was staying. Before presenting it to the child of the
home as a gift, he painted it a bright red. In return for this bright toy, the woman of the
house gave the soldier a bowl of soup. He made another horse and received another
bowl of soup. When word of his success in bartering for food reached the other soldiers,
they too began carving and painting horses in exchange for food. Thus, the Dala Horse
is credited in part with the army's surviving the cruel winter.
The color of Dala horses
Early Dala horses were not painted at all, in the mid 1700’s they were red, and in the
beginning of the 19th century they were painted in a single color, white or red. The
decoration of the Dala horse has its roots in furniture painting. According to a local tale,
a wandering painter, who painted in the style of kurbits came across one of these Dala
horses in a farm where he was decorating in the style of kurbits. When asked by one of
the children why that horse was not as beautifully painted as the ones in the
decorations, he painted the Dala horse in the same style. This tradition was then carried
on in order to raise the market value of the Dala horses.

Dala horse painted by Rytter Olof Matsson, Risa, around 1910

The kurbits is an invented, fantastical symbol of vegetal fertility based on a gourd or
pumpkin of biblical legend

Principally used for ornamentation in Swedish folk art and on painted furniture and
domestic objects. Very popular between 1720 and 1870, particularly in Dalarna. Done
by itinerant painters, who specialized in the style. Kurbit painting was used for the
harness and saddle
The kurbits is rooted in a deep religious background. It was a kurbit, or gourd, plant
which grew up around Jonah as he sat outside the city of Ninevah and protected him
from the sun's devastating rays.

1937 – World Expo in Paris
The Dala Horse gained international popularity when it was chosen by the National
Crafts Union for part of the Swedish display at the Paris Exposition

1939 World's Fair in New York
A Dala horse, one of Sweden's most recognizable symbols was given as a gift to
entertainers and politicians at the 1939 World’s Fair in New York. It had its Hollywood
moment at the Fair, where an orange 9 1/4-foot, 1-ton beauty stood outside the Swedish
pavilion

Dala Horses of today
Today, many of the villages in Dalarna county make Dala horses with individual styles
representing the district of origin. These horses also have distinctive shapes and often
come in different sizes. Some horses like the Nusnäs horse are stocky work horses.
Others are lean and upright with stately countenance like the Rättvik horse.
Today, Nusnäs is the centre of Dala horse production with the most famous being
the Nils Olsson and Grannas A. Olssons workshops. Grannas A. Olssons Hemslöjd AB,
founded in 1922, is the oldest company which still makes Dalecarlian horses. Nils
Olssons Hemslöjd is almost as old.

The village of Nusnäs, in Dalarna, is considered the home of the only authentic Swedish
Dala Horses. Over 250,000 Dala Horses are produced there every year. In addition to
modern horses, old-style horses are also hand-carved and painted in limited editions to
replicate the style of the antique horses found in Swedish museums. These are
numbered and signed, so that they cannot be confused with an original early Dala
horse.

Production process of Dala Horse manufacturing

Lindsborg, Kansas, USA, the US home of the Dala Horse
Lindsborg has long been noted for its Swedish heritage. The Swedish Pavilion originally
built as an international exposition building for the 1904 St. Louis World's Fair was
purchased and presented to Bethany College in Lindsborg as a memorial to the founder
of Bethany College. In Lindsborg, the Dala Horse is to be seen in many different places
- the City's letterhead, on City trucks, on storefronts, as decorative additions to many
homes. The Dala horse is most commonly as bright welcoming emblems on local
residences. Often the name of those living in the house is painted on the side of the
horse, sometimes the street number of the house

Dala horse in Politics, Clothing, Holiday decorations, Culunary equipment, Home
fashions, Legos

Dala Horses in a variety of colors

Dala objects in a variety of shapes

Prices vary

Some like the dala horse tatoo
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