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The book presents the history of Polish graphic tradition 
leading to the so-called phenomenon of the Polish poster –  

the history, which starts with the first printing workshops in 
Krakow in the sixteenth century. It continues with the birth  
of graphic arts in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, 
through workshop experiments in the nineteenth century, 

modernist transformations, world-famous Polish graphic arts  
in the interwar period, and the birth of the Polish school  

of graphic design in the 1930s, leading to the rise of the Polish 
school of posters in the second half of that century.  

It then goes on to Solidarity’s affiche brut of the next 
generation and ultimately the full bloom of a young, poetic and 

somewhat anarchic poster at the end of the twentieth century 
and the beginning of the twenty-first century. The book offers 

a voyage through 1724 reproductions of works created  
by several hundred artists, which come from different 
collections in Poland and around the world, showing 

transformations in this Polish specialty.  
Dorota Folga-Januszewska
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Concept for the content, text, selection and layout of illustrations  

 

Lech Majewski 
Artistic concept and graphic design

T H E

Plakat rozdzial #1 [layers].qxp_Layout 1  07.07.2021  00:00  Strona 3



1. Lech Majewski, 
The poster  
must sing!,  
2011, poster design,  
from the author’s 
archives

1
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P O L I S H  A R T I S T I C  P O S T E R  5

It can happen that the 
history of a civilisation is 
sometimes recorded as 
the history of its wars, 

but it could also be told by the courses taken in the formation of 
its native language of speech and image, the relationship be-
tween word and picture, the genius loci encoded in the genetic 
heritage, the sensitivity and ability making it possible to read be-
tween the lines. Was the Polish School of Posters thus the fruit of 
several centuries of the development of an apt obliqueness? We 
have endeavoured to tell the story of the Polish poster by employ-
ing the logic of the myth. The story thus features details and 
sometimes forgotten images, but it also contains attempts, may-
hap controversial, at tracing the paths which led onward from the 
first printing centres in sixteenth century Krakow and the birth 
of artistic printing in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 
They take us via the technical experiments of the nineteenth cen-
tury and through the phenomenon of Polish artistic printing dur-
ing the interwar years and the 
emergence of the Polish school of 
graphic design in the nineteen thir-
ties, both noted around the world. 
Those paths then bring us to the Pol-
ish School of Posters, to the Solidar-
ity affiche brut of the next generation 
and, finally, to the rise of the youth-
ful, poetic and anarchic poster of the 
turn of the twentieth and twenty- 
-first centuries.  

Polish poster – one of the best-recognised  
concepts in twentieth-century art, a marvel  

springing from the potent juxtaposition of opposites,  
of ambiguity and limpidity, metaphor and simplicity,  

artistic trails and effective advertising, is the result  
of transformations in visual communication which  
have been going on for centuries, transformations  

which say a great deal about the specific nature  
of Polish culture, the essence of which was,  

and is, the fusion of contradictions.

There is no lack of artists  
in our tale, since this book is,  
in reality, about them, their 
style of thinking, their graphic 
intelligence, their experience 
and unyielding attitude in their 
milieu which they were capable 
of shaping by imposing a mode 
of describing the world upon  
us all. The art of the Polish  
poster is close to critical art 
and artivism and is ideally  
suited to both. It may, in part, 
have left the streets and  
moved into the museums  
and galleries, but, contrary  
to the opinions of the sceptics,  
it is doing just fine. For, as Jan 
Lenica used to say, “the poster 
must sing”.
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2. Tomasz Treter,  
REGES POLONIAe, 
the White Eagle, 
the Polish coat  
of arms, with  
the portraits of 
Poland’s rulers, 
known as the  
Treter’s Eagle,  
1588, copperplate 
engraving,  
54 x 39 cm,  
Royal Castle in Warsaw, 
ZKW/171 
 
3. King Aleksander 
Jagiellończyk  
in the Sejm,  
1506, woodcut, paper,  
27.1 x 32.5 cm,  
[IN:] Jan Łaski, Commune 
Regni Poloniae privilegium,  
Jan Haller’s Printing 
House, Krakow, no date; 
inserted as a separate 
print, printed also as  
a separate woodcut,   
NLP, G. 7456

The Image and the Word 
Prints and visual communication from the fifteenth to the nineteenth 
centuries. An introduction to the history of the Polish poster

1

2
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1 .  T h e  I M A G E  a n d  t h e  w o r d  7

In the Polish literature devoted to the history of the poster, 
there is an oft-reiterated opinion to the effect that the poster 
in the form which we nowadays consider to be artistic was 
a creation of the late nineteenth century. In art, though, no-
thing is born in an instant; things tend, rather, to erupt at  
a propitious moment. So, if we accept that the poster is an 
announcement combining image and word, the task of which 
is to draw the attention of the viewer in places which have 
not been created for art, which is to say, in the public space 
of streets, squares, fences and walls, then we should trace 
our history of the European poster back to the  
examples of the art of ancient times.  

As long ago as 1895, Charles Hiatt remarked 
that “the poster is one of the oldest and most ob-
vious forms of advertisement”1, pinpointing its 

source in specimens of Egyptian papyri or the 
Greek inscriptions uncovered by Charles Clermont- 
-Ganneau in the early eighteen seventies 2. In turn, 
an exhibition held in 2008 at the National Gallery 
of Art in Washington and devoted to research into 
life in Pompeii3 demonstrated that the poster form 
can just as well be traced back to the replicated 
tiles bearing rough paintings which were affixed 
to the exterior walls of the houses in that town in 
the first century A.D., their enticing pictures pro-
vided with the appropriate captions advertising 

bath houses. On similar grounds, we could also accept that 
the origins of the poster can be perceived in the first prints 
produced by Johannes Gutenberg in Germany or William 
Caxton in England, in the initiation of the great wave of “re-
production” which inaugurated a new era of visual-linguistic 
communication and/or in the birth of the concept of turning 
a composition of word and image, duplicated over and over 
again, into a method of rapidly conveying meanings, be they 
obvious or be they implied. From the early sixteenth century 
to the mid-seventeenth, that concept was consistently devel-

oped, making of the marriage of word and picture 
in print a long-range weapon used both to glorify 
and to censure ideas, beliefs, opinions and people. 
In this early phase, it is impossible to separate 
graphic art used in books and occasionally, as well 

as satires, printed bills and even illustrations torn 
from books and put up on the doors of churches, 
town halls and on town and city gates, from the 
poster’s ancestral forms, the proto-posters. Before 
print attained the status of an artistic field, the 
proto-poster in a duplicated form combining an 
image with a verbal announcement was already 
widespread everywhere where European civilisa-
tion had shone a light on the educational and pro-
motional uses of reproduction. 
 8

2 Cf. Feliks Gryglewicz, “Charles 

Clermont-Ganneau” [entry in:]  

Encyklopedia katolicka, vol. 3, Lublin: 

Towarzystwo Naukowe KUL, 1989,  

pp. 510–511. Hiatt was referring to  

the widely commented upon discovery  

in Jerusalem of a stone which had  

once occupied a place in that city’s  

temple and which bore a description 

prohibiting pagans from entering  

a courtyard set apart for the Jews. 
3 Cf. Pompeii and the Roman Villa.  

Art and Culture around the Bay of 

Naples, [exhibition catalogue],  

National Gallery of Art, Washington,  

19 October 2008–22 March 2009.

1 Charles Hiatt, Picture posters.  

A short history of the illustrated  

placard, with many reproductions  

of the most artistic examples in  

all countries, London 1895, p. 3.

3
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From l’affiche to L’Affichomanie 
The Polish poster until the early twentieth century

23. Playbill announcing  
a performance to be 
given by Karol Rappo  
in Krakow Theatre on  
21st July 1836,  
print on paper,  
49 x 38 cm,  
JL, Ref. No. 224659/V

2

23
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2 .   F r o m  l ’ a f f i c h e  t o  l ’ a f f i c h o m a n i e  21

In 1898, Jan Kacper Wdowiszewski, the director  
of Krakow’s Municipal Technical and Industrial  
Museum at the time, wrote:

(…) suddenly, unfolding before our very 
eyes [is] a movement dubbed the NEW ART  
OF THE POSTER [author’s emphasis].  
The concept is an erroneous one. No new 
art is emerging. It is simply evolving and 
embracing an ever-wider sphere (...)9.  
Wdowiszewski most certainly had a basis 
upon which to voice such an opinion in the 
opening sentences of his book, Sztuka  
w plakatach (Art in Posters), published at his 
own expense. He was both an observer of, 
and a participant in, the transformations 
bound up with the growth of industry, 
commerce and advertising. He also 
possessed a goodly knowledge of the 
history of printmaking and applied arts  
and thus argued that the “art of the streets” 
which had become so popular in the course 
of the nineteenth century was an evolution 
of that field: The modern poster sprang 
from the domain of graphic art and never in 
history has there been an era when that 
field has blossomed with more 
magnificence than in this, our century10. 

While the graphic arts were the offspring  
of the drawing, the latter also constituted one  
of the foundations of painting and the poster 

was thus a composite creation and heir 
to a multitude of artistic traditions. 
However, it was not in European art 
alone that Wdowiszewski perceived  
the wellspring of the artistic poster.  
He went on to remark that, for him,  
“the best of models was indisputably 
the Japanese type of vari-coloured, 

planar decoration”, as well as citing Berlepsch’s11 
questioning as to whether… “we would have 
poster art at all, in the sense it is understood 
today, were it not for the fact that, for decades 
now, works of art from the Far East have taught 
us how an exquisite impression may be attained 
by means of a few vivid splashes of colour”12. 
 22

9 Jan Wdowiszewski, Sztuka  

w plakatach. Cele, powstanie, technika  

i artystyczne zasady nowoczesnego 

plakatu, Krakow 1898, p. 1. 
10 Ibidem, p. 18. 

11 It can be presumed that  

Wdowiszewski is citing the opinions  

of Hans Edward von Berlepsch-Valendas, 

a Swiss painter and architect  

connected with the Jugendstil  

movement in Zurich. 
12 Jan Wdowiszewski, op. cit., p. 21. 

24. Cover of  
Jan Wdowiszewski’s book, 
Art in Posters.  
The Purposes, 
Creation, 
Technique and 
Artistic Principles 
of the Modern 
Poster,  
[published at the 
author’s own cost], 
Krakow 1898

24
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56. Henryk Kunzek, 
“Onward”. Twice 
the volume from 
1st December...,  
1910, colour lithography,  
70.7 x 54.5 cm,  
LV, EP 61921

57. Józef Czajkowski,  
1st Exhibition  
of the Society  
of Polish  
Applied Arts,  
1902, colour lithography, 
106 x 76 cm,  
PM, PL 1140/1

58. Karol Frycz, 
“Onward”,  
circa 1910, print,  
98.6 x 72.5 cm,  
LV, EP 61920

56

57

58
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2 .   F r o m  l ’ a f f i c h e  t o  l ’ a f f i c h o m a n i e  37

By the late nineteenth century, awareness of the value of 
the artistic poster was so deep-seated that Roger Marx pos-
tulated the founding, in Paris, of a Poster Museum23 which 
would present the achievements in that field of art, while 
Jan Wdowiszewski, quoted at the beginning of this chapter, 
was sharing his reflections on the stages of the develop-
ment of the artistic poster and on its quality with his read-
ers in Krakow. In 1908, Roger Braun had grounds 
upon which to decide that, with so many theoret-
ical and critical works on the topic of the artistic 
poster now having been written, the time was 
right to publish a work of his own entitled A Bib-
liography and Iconography of the Illustrated 
Poster24. The publication is worthy of note be-
cause, in his panorama of the places deemed vital 
to the development of the art of the poster 
around the world, he mentions Poland for the 
first time, with the indication “Cracovie – Musée 
des Techniques et l’Industrie. Exposition Inter-
national 1898” (Krakow, Technical and Industrial 
Museum, International Exhibition, 1898).  

At that time, Krakow was the artistic and in-
tellectual capital of partitioned Poland and, along 
with Lviv, it fulfilled the role of principal cultural 
centre, bringing every possible innovation in the 
field of art from Austria, England, France, Ger-
many, Italy and Switzerland to its native soil. 
This phenomenon was possible thanks to the 
large degree of administrative autonomy which prevailed 
in the Austrian Partition. However, the primary reason lay 
in the conditions of life there, which were conducive to, and 
supportive of, the development of science, learning and art. 
It was there, too, at the instigation of the Municipal Tech-
nical and Industrial Museum’s then director, Jan Wdowi-
szewski, that the first international, public exhibition 
devoted to posters was held. An impressive combination of 
two hundred and fifty exceptional works was presented. 
They were created by such masters of the poster as Jules 
Cheret, Eugene Grasset, Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Théophile 
Alexandre Steinlen, Pierre Bonnard, Alphonse Mucha, Dud-
ley Hardy, J. & W. Beggarstaff and William Bradley. A mere 
fifteen Polish works went on display, amongst which, 
posters by Teodor Axentowicz, Juliusz Kossak, Konstanty 
Mańkowski, Piotr Stachiewicz and Wojciech Weiss could 
be seen. A catalogue Art in Posters. The Purposes, Creation, 
Technique and Artistic Principles of the Modern Poster, and 
also Guide for Visitors with Comments on the Development of 
the Poster Art in Specific Countries and with the Description 
of the Notable Poster Artists were published for the occasion. 

The event was proof positive of the fact that, even though 
Polish statehood did not exist, a Polish artistic potential did, 
with an emphatic role for the Krakow museum, while Poland 
had become one of the distinguished company of only seven 
countries, alongside France, Germany, the United States, 
Italy, Norway and Belgium, where a review-cum-exhibition 
of the poster was held in the late nineteenth century. 

That century’s fascination with the poster, the 
artistic advertisement and new forms of printing 
and illustration was a fact which was known as 
L’Affichomanie (Poster Mania), a concept intro-
duced in 1880 by a critic and poster expert, Louis 
Octave Uzanne, who also gave the name to one of 
the chapters of his book, Le Livre Moderne (Paris, 
1891)25. It is thus difficult to posit that the origins 
of the artistic poster should be dated from the 
late nineteenth century, since it had already ob-
tained such an advanced stage of evolution by 
then that opinions were being voiced to the effect 
that the time had come to summarise the achieve-
ments in the field. The popularity of the artistic 
poster is borne out by the fact that, in Europe and 
America of the late nineteenth century, there ex-
isted a network of collectors fascinated by this 
form of graphic design, while Paweł Ettinger,  
a Polish bibliophile, numbered amongst the most 
esteemed of them. His extraordinary collection 
of Polish and European posters, accumulated 

thanks to his friendships with artists and printers and cur-
rently held in the Pushkin State Museum of Fine Arts in 
Moscow, was the subject of a wide-ranging, showpiece ex-
hibition held in 201126. However, it was already known to 
Edward Chwalewik27 prior to 1916.   38

23 Robert Bordaz, foreword to  

Trois si¯cles d’affiches fran˜aises 

[exhibition catalogue], Paris:  

Musée de l’Affiche, 1978. 
24 Roger Braun, Bibliographie et 

Iconographie de l’Affiche illustrée,  

Lille 1908. 
25 The title was to recur, being given  

to an exhibition held in 1980 in the  

then Museum of Posters in Paris,  

cf. L’affichomanie. Collectionneurs  

d’affiches – Affiches de collection  

1880–1900 [exhibition catalogue], Musée 

de l’Affiche, Paris, 22 janvier–5 mai 

1980, Paris: Musée de l’Affiche, 1980. 
26 Plakat polski końca XIX–

początku XX wieku w zbiorach 

Państwowego Muzeum Sztuk Pięknych  

im. A. S. Puszkina w Moskwie  

[exhibition catalogue], compiled by  

Irina Nikiforova and Anna Agnieszka 

Szablowska, Moscow: Wydawnictwo 

ScanRus, 2011. 
27 Edward Chwalewik, Zbiory polskie: 

archiwa, bibljoteki, gabinety, galerje, 

muzea i inne zbiory pamiątek  

przeszłości w ojczyźnie i na obczyźnie, 

w zestawieniu alfabetycznym według 

miejscowości, Warsaw 1916.

59. Exhibition catalogue 
cover for the: 
L’Affichomanie. 
Collectionneurs 
d’affiches – 
Affiches  
de collection 
1880–1900  
exhibition, Musée de 
l’Affiche, Paris 1980.  
The notion of 
”l’affichomanie” was 
introduced by Louis 
Octave Uzanne in 1880 
 
60. Cover of Ernest 
Maindron’s book:  
Les Affiches 
Illustrées  
(1886–1895),  
Paris 1895. Maindron’s 
work became an important 
source of inspiration for 
poster collectors such 
as Jan Wdowiszewski  
or Paweł Ettinger, 
BibliothÈque Numerique 
de France/Gallica 
 
61, 62. An exhibition room 
during the process of 
setting up The Late 
19th and Early  
20th Century 
Polish Poster 
Collection held in 
the Pushkin State 
Museum of Fine 
Arts in Moscow 
exhibition, the first 
showing of Paweł 
Ettinger’s collection, 
December 2011,  
photo by  
D. Folga-Januszewska

59 60 62

61
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The New Language  
of the Poster From the first decade  
of the twentieth century to the late nineteen twenties

92. Anonymous artist,   
1st Lviv Aviation 
Exhibition,  
1910, colour lithography,  
108.3 x 76.5 cm,  
LV, EP 61866 
 
93. A travelling arts 
exhibition passes through 
the streets in Równe (now 
Rivne, in Ukraine),  
photo by the Alfa Studio 
in Równe, from the 
archives of the 
“Ilustrowany Kurier 
Codzienny” (“Illustrated 
Daily Courier”),  
NDA, 1-K-6216 
 
94. Mobile placards;  
pre-election agitation  
in the streets of Warsaw, 
photo from the archives 
of the “Ilustrowany 
Kurier Codzienny” 
(“Illustrated Daily 
Courier”),  
NDA, 1-A-819-1

3

92
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3 .   T h e  n e w  l a n g u a g e  o f  t h e  p o s t e r  55

The end of the first decade of the twentieth century brought innovation upon innovation 
throughout Europe; in reaction against the Secession, growing anti-decorative trends 
were making themselves manifest, research into the theory of colour and the psychology 
of sight was flourishing and the daily papers were reporting important discoveries in the 
fields of mathematics and physics. “Multidimensional space” and “the relativity of time” 
became the watchwords of the moment and, in art, the Futurist and Cubist trends were 
in the vanguard. After Marinetti proclaimed his Futurist Manifesto from the columns of 
Le Figaro on 20th February 1909, there was no turning back from the powerful wave of 
the avant-garde and artistic “-isms” of the new century. The world of the eighteen 
hundreds, respectful of aesthetic values and decoration, began to slip into the past.  
By the time the First World War broke out and then the October Revolution erupted,  
the majority of the transformations in art had already taken place. The war shifted  
the balance of power which had previously held sway; the Austro-Hungarian Empire, 
Imperial Russia and the Prussian state all fell. Artists roamed Europe in every direction, 
fleeing, emigrating and arriving with hope in new centres of art. After almost one 
hundred and twenty-four years of subjugation, new Central European states were born; 
Poland regained her independence in 1918. This complex melange of artistic activities 
and political and social events was conducive to the development of social art and the art 
of the streets which the poster had become by the turn of the centuries. 

Changes also occurred in  
the province of the poster itself.  
What sprang forth from a beautiful 
field of art which had been slightly 
commercial and slightly social  
was the political art of agitprop.  
It demanded new forms, new 
rhythms and new methods of  
making an impact. With increasing 
frequency, artists began treating the 
poster as an end in itself, instrumental 
to the struggle and not merely an 
addendum to their other work.  
Its kinship with graphic art, painting, 
book design and typography was still 
important, but its task had become 
considerably more far-reaching.   60

93

94
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3 .  T h e  n e w  l a n g u a g e  o f  t h e  p o s t e r    T h e  p o s t e r  a n d  p o l i t i c s  109

206. Felicjan Szczęsny 
Kowarski,  
Public Bonds  
for the Rebirth  
of Poland,  
1920, colour lithography, 
99 x 70 cm,  
Museum of INDEPENDENCE 
IN WARSAW,  
PL 3023 
 
207. Jan Mucharski, 
Public Bonds  
for the Rebirth  
of Poland,  
1920, lithography,  
47 x 32 cm,  
Bibliothèque Polonaise de 
Paris, THLP 18

208. Anonymous artist,  
Let Us Buy Public 
Bonds for the 
Rebirth of Poland!, 
1920, colour lithography,  
94.8 x 62.8 cm,  
PM, PL 1119/1 
 
209. Stanisław Bohusz-  
-Siestrzeńcewicz,  
Public Bonds for 
the Rebirth of 
Poland,  
1920, colour lithography, 
69.5 x 48.5 cm,  
PM, PL 2413/1

210. Aleksander Grzybowski,  
The enemy left  
us this. We will 
rebuild like this 
when you buy 
Public Bonds  
for the Rebirth  
of Poland,  
1920, lithography,  
69.8 x 55.3 cm,  
PM, PL 3914/1 
 
211. Bogdan Bartłomiej 
Nowakowski,  
Crush those 
talons! The weapon 
is beside you!,  
1921, colour lithography,  
95 x 62.7 cm,  
LV, EP 62019

210

211
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The Art of Design 
The nineteen thirties and forties

299. Leon Jan Włodarczyk, 
Along Polish 
Roads on a Polish 
Bicycle,  
1930, rotogravure,  
95.2 x 67 cm,  
Prasa Polska (Polish 
Press) S.A., Warsaw,  
LV, EP 62520

4

299
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4 .  T h e  a r t  o f  d e s i g n  143

When we compare the situation and atmosphere of the two successive 
decades of the interwar years from a present-day perspective, then we  
could come away with an impression that this was a meeting of two 
different epochs. The nineteen twenties were years of tremendous 
experimentation in art, seeing the creation of a new language, a variety  
of approaches and viewpoints, a democracy, an extravagance verging  
on folly, all kinds of play and a fascination with science and art alike.  
The glorious era of the “Roaring Twenties”, les années folles (the crazy 
years), was brought to a close by the Wall Street Crash and the onset  
of the recession and the Great Depression.

By the early nineteen thirties, an entirely different 
atmosphere held sway, with the birth of Nazism and 
Stalinism, the growth of nationalisms, the closing down  
of important centres of modern art in Europe, such as 
Bauhaus, for instance, and a steady, widespread migration 
encompassing thousands of people, intellectuals from 
various countries emigrating for a range of reasons.  
In reflections on art, the issue of reproduction, popular 
culture, commercialism and professional advertising was 
referred to with increasing frequency. The decade was also 
an era of sporting events on a grand scale, of the film 
industry and advertising on film and of the first 
commercialisation of art and burgeoning of mass and 
popular culture on such a scale. Amongst the numerous 
trends in European art, a return to realism, often 
underpinned by the absurdity and magic of Surrealism,  
was increasingly perceptible and a tendency toward a new 
objectivity, frequently teeming with the symbolic and 
metaphoric references, became noticeable.

The outbreak of war in 1939 came as an indisputably violent disruption  
of countless artistic activities and brought the collapse of established 
institutions, but it did not constitute an absolute interruption of the 
process which had already begun. Although, nowadays, reconstructing  
a full picture of the life of the Polish poster during the Second World War 
is still difficult, we have no doubts whatsoever as to the fact that this field 
of design played a colossal role in patriotic, military and political 
activities on Poland’s behalf, not only in various parts of the world, but 
also in those parts of the country under German and Soviet occupation.  
And shortly after the war had ended, when Henryk Tomaszewski won 
five first prizes at the International Film Poster Festival in Vienna in 1948,  
it transpired that the formula developed in the nineteen thirties was 
lasting and still valid. With that, the Polish poster became a phenomenon 
which was exhibited, recognised and singled out for distinction. Even the 
head-on charge of Socialist Realism was unsuccessful in changing  
the metaphoric thinking which, armed with the technical experience  
of the artists and experimental typography, was capable of overcoming 
the influences of totalitarianism. The Polish School of Posters which was 
taking shape was the fruit of the free creativity and intellectual discipline 
developed within the artists’ and designers’ milieu of the nineteen thirties 
and strengthened by the international experience of the war years. 
 150
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461. Emil Danfer,  
FILM POSTER,  
THE SOUTH SEAS 
GOD (THE SEA GOD),  
dir. Georg Abbott,  
1934, offset,  
98 x 67.5 cm,  
PM, PL 1533/1

462. Anonymous artist,  
film poster,   
I MUST HAVE YOU  
(A SONG FOR YOU), 
DIR. JOE MAY,  
1933, colour lithography,  
100 x 70.5 cm,  
PM, PL 1066/1

463. Stefan Norblin,  
film poster,  
Life Sentence,  
dir. Juliusz Gardan,  
1933, colour lithography,  
110 x 78 cm,  
PM, PL 5545/1

464. Anonymous artist,  
film poster,  
The tunnel,  
dir. curtis bernhardt, 
1933-1934, colour 
lithography,  
70 x 100 cm,  
PM, PL 1065

465. Emil Danfer,  
film poster,  
THE REVENGE  
OF DR FU MANCHU 
(MYSTERIOUS  
DR FU MANCHU),  
dir. Rowland V. Lee,  
1934, offset,  
98 x 67 cm,  
PM, PL 1532/1

466. Anonymous artist,  
film poster,  
The World’s 
Greatest Sensation.  
The Testament  
of Dr Mabuse,  
dir. Fritz Lang,  
1933, colour lithography,  
70 x 50 cm,  
PM, PL 5550/1

4 .  T h e  a r t  o f  d e s i g n    A r t i s t i c  L i f e  211
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The Socialist Realism Episode
524. Lucjan Jagodziński, 
What Have YOU 
Done Towards 
Carrying Out  
the Plan?,  
1953, offset,  
85 x 58.2 cm,  
PM, PL 291/1

525. Anonymous artist, 
Long Live the World 
Peace Conference,  
a montage featuring 
Pablo Picasso’s 
lithograph, Dove (1949) 
and text,  
1949, offset,  
99.5 x 70 cm,  
PM, PL 3440/1. The poster 
appeared when the Peace 
Conference was taking 
place in Paris from  
20th to 23rd April in  
the year following  
the one held in Wroclaw  
 
526. Tadeusz Trepkowski, 
Forward to 
Socialism under 
Stalin’s banner, 
1955, design, poster paint, 
colour photomontage, 
paperboard,  
100 x 70 cm,  
PM, PL 1021/1 
 
527. Witold Skulicz,  
1945,  
1951, offset,  
99.5 x 68 cm,  
pm, PL 265/1 
 
528. Maciej Nehring,  
The Polish-Soviet 
Friendship  
Means Peace, 
Independence  
and a Happy 
Future for Our 
Homeland,  
1952, rotogravure,  
100 x 69.7 cm,  
pm, PL 269/1

5

524
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5 .   T h e  S o c i a l i s t  R e a l i s m  E p i s o d e  229

In the immediate post-war period, 
between 1945 and 1949, just when it 
seemed that Polish art was attaining 
contact with the world and the 
traumas of war were giving way to 
the building of a new reality, when 
the Peace Conference in Wroclaw  
in 1948 had welcomed not only  
Pablo Picasso and Paul Éluard, but 
many other notable scholars, writers 
and artists from various parts of the 
world and when the 1st Exhibition  
of Contemporary Art had opened  
in Krakow, then came the moment 
when it was once again cut off.

In 1949, an initiative on  
the part of Włodzimierz 
Sokorski, a member of the 
Legislative Sejm and, from 
1952, Minister of Culture, 
the authorities introduced 
instructions for artists  
issued from on high and  
setting out how art should be shaped in a socialist state and which values  
should be propagated. The first sign of the changes emanating from the  
Soviet Union was a speech given by Bolesław Bierut at the Warsaw  
Conference of the Polish United Workers’ Party on 3rd July 1948.  

A conference held in Nieborow from 12th to 13th February 1949  
was to have a practical significance for the visual arts. During the  
proceedings, Sokorski60 and Juliusz Starzyński argued the need for 

art which would reach people. In order to get the ideological import across  
to the public, art would have to become communicative and comprehensible 
to all, not providing an artistic education, but facilitating indoctrination.  
It was to be realistic in form and socialist in content.   230

60 Cf., inter alia:  

Włodzimierz Sokorski,  

Zadania współczesnej plastyki,  

Przegląd Artystyczny, 1952, No. 1.

525

526 527 528
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The Polish School of Posters  
“Thinking is dangerous, thank you Henryk”65

589. Henryk Tomaszewski, 
film poster,  
PURE MADNESS 
(HELLZAPOPPIN’),  
dir. H.C. Potter,  
1959, offset,  
84.4 x 58.7 cm,  
PM, PL 650/1

6

589
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6 .   T h e  P o l i s h  S c h o o l  o f  P o s t e r s  249

The concept of the “Polish School of Posters” appeared in the literature in 
the nineteen sixties, but it refers to a phenomenon of the period running 
from the late nineteen forties to the end of the sixties. It would be difficult 
today not to reiterate the questions as to what that phenomenon involved 
and the cause of the concept’s enormous popularity around the world.

In his foreword to the catalogue for the 1st Warsaw 
International Poster Biennale, held in 1966, the event’s 
founder and instigator, Józef Mroszczak, wrote:  
In Poland, and other countries as well, it is often the case 
that, in various abodes, in the homes of people from 

diverse professions, one might well encounter 
posters hung on the walls. When asked “Why?”, 
they will answer by saying that the poster 
“appeals” to them, that the “picture” affects 
them, that they “like” it. And, further on:  
The poster is a creature endowed with two 
souls; speaking less poetically, it can bring  
a twofold influence to bear, either by means  
of the strictly utilitarian values of advertising or 
by way of its purely aesthetic and artistic 
qualities. There are, of course, also posters  
in which both these values and qualities find 
expression with an equal and simultaneous 
intensity. And it is these which are the best (...). 
The poster, that humble object of our interest, 
should constitute a reflection of everything that 
changes, a reflection of this moment in time66. 
 250

65 Thus reads the title of a drawing 

which Thierry Sarfis dedicated to  

Henryk Tomaszewski on the occasion  

of the latter’s ninetieth birthday.  

Cf. Heniu Tomaszewski od nas, a design  

for publication: Marjatta Itkonen,  

Piotr Młodożeniec, Mieczysław 

Wasilewski, Finland 2004. 
66 It should be added that Poland  

was represented at the 1st Warsaw 

International Poster Biennale by  

Roman Cieślewicz, Jerzy Flisak,  

Marek Freudenreich, Wiktor Górka, 

Tadeusz Grabowski, Tadeusz Gronowski, 

Hubert Hilscher, Leszek Hołdanowicz, 

Tadeusz Jodłowski, Zbigniew Kaja,  

Jerzy Krechowicz, Jan Lenica,  

Eryk Lipiński, Zbigniew Lutomski,  

Gustaw Majewski, Stefan Małecki,  

Jan Młodożeniec, Tadeusz Moskała,  

Józef Mroszczak, Jerzy Napieracz,  

Jacek Neugebauer, Julian Pałka,  

Bohdan Prądzyński, Witold Maciej 

Raducki, Gabriel Rechowicz,  

Bożena Rogowska, Kazimierz Sławiński, 

Jerzy Srokowski,  

Franciszek Starowieyski,  

Waldemar Świerzy, Rosław Szaybo, 

Henryk Tomaszewski, Maciej Urbaniec, 

Wojciech Zamecznik, Bronisław Zelek  

and Danuta Żukowska.

590. Anonymous artist,  
The 1st National 
Poster Exhibition, 
1952, design, collage,  
99.5 x 68.8 cm,  
PM, PL 12595/1 
 
591. Wojciech Zamecznik,  
The 1st International 
Poster Biennale, 
1966, offset,  
97 x 67 cm,  
PM, PL 04964/1 
 
592. Henryk Tomaszewski, 
From Young 
Poland to Our 
Times. Poster 
Exhibition,  
1966, offset,  
98.5 x 67.5 cm,  
PM, PL 10866/1

590 591 592
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655. Jan Młodożeniec, 
ballet poster,  
The Four 
Temperaments,  
Paul Hindemith,  
1962, offset,  
97.5 x 67.5 cm,  
PM, PL 2039/1

655

Plakat rozdzial #6 [layers].qxp_Layout 1  07.07.2021  01:00  Strona 276



6 .   T h e  P o l i s h  S c h o o l  o f  P o s t e r s  277

656. Jan Młodożeniec,  
film poster,  
COMMANDERS 
(CAPTAIN OF  
THE FIRST RANK),  
dir. Aleksandr Mandrõkin, 
1960, offset,  
85.5 x 61.5 cm,  
PM, PL 6187/1 
 
657. Jan Młodożeniec, 
ballet-pantomime poster,  
The Red Overcoat, 
Luigi Nono,  
1962, offset,  
97.5 x 66 cm,  
PM, PL 2041/1 
 
658. Jan Młodożeniec, 
theatre poster,  
The Maids,  
Jean Genet,  
1967, offset,  
80.5 x 55.5 cm,  
PM, PL 4799/1 
 
659. Jan Młodożeniec, 
theatre poster,  
The Germans,  
Leon Kruczkowski,  
1967, offset,  
85.5 x 60.7 cm,  
PM, PL 5134/1 

656

657

658

659
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Transformations  
of the Nineteen Seventies  
and Eighties

764. Henryk Tomaszewski, 
Jazz Jamboree ’71. 
XIV International 
Jazz Festival,  
1971, offset,  
97 x 68 cm,  
PM, PL 15181/1

7

764
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7 .   T r a n s f o r m a t i o n s  o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n  s e v e n t i e s  a n d  e i g h t i e s  317

The ideological thaw that occurred after 1955,  
the Arsenal80 exhibition and an ongoing  
normalisation of artistic life in Poland,  
as mentioned in the previous chapter,  
reinforced the position of the poster,  
brought the International Poster Biennale  
to Warsaw (1966) and opened the Poster  
Museum in Wilanów (1968). Changes that  
at the same time started to engulf all fields  
of art also had a considerable influence  
on the diversity of currents and designs.  

The late nineteen fifties was also a time of changes in poster  
printing technology and the starting point of many new experiments.  
Arts academies began to open silkscreen printing workshops  
(the workshop of Leszek Hołdanowicz at the Academy of Fine  

Arts in Warsaw, of Witold Skulicz in Krakow and  
of Andrzej Smoczyński in Lodz) and in the sixties the 
spread of this method showed many younger artists  
a new direction in their searches. This technique won 
ultimate recognition with an award for Andy Warhol at 
the 2nd International Poster Biennale in Warsaw in 1968, 
which he received for a silkscreen poster [ill. 765].   318

80 Young Visual Arts Exhibition Przeciw 

wojnie – przeciw faszyzmowi (Against 

War – Against Fascism) was organised  

in 1955 in the former Arsenal  

of Władysław IV in Warsaw,  

at the time of the 5th World Festival  

of Youth and Students, and is often 

referred to as Arsenał 55.  

The exhibition was the first to present 

pictures that were entirely different 

from the formerly prevailing  

socialist-realist mainstream.

765. Andy Warhol,  
Fifth New York 
Film Festival – 
Lincoln Center, 
1967, screen print, 
115 x 62 cm,  
PM, PLO 4108/1 765
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953. Jan Sawka,  
theatre poster,  
Exodus,  
Leszek Aleksander 
Moczulski, 
1976 (design 1974), offset,  
98 x 68 cm,  
PM, PL 18107/1

953
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7 .   T r a n s f o r m a t i o n s  o f  t h e  n i n e t e e n  s e v e n t i e s  a n d  e i g h t i e s  381

954. Jan Sawka,  
theatre poster, 
Patients,  
Krystyna Gonet  
and Krzysztof Jasiński, 
1976, offset,  
67.7 x 96.5 cm,  
PM, PL 19894/1 
 
955. Jan Sawka,  
La voiture  
de l’AnnÉE  
(Vehicle of  
the year),  
1976, design,  
gouache, pencil,  
115 x 224 cm,  
PM, PL 27896/1

954

955
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The Social and Political Poster  
of 1980–1989, Solidarity Poster 
and Independent Poster

1059. Henryk Tomaszewski, 
For Poland to be 
Poland, 2+2 must 
always equal 
four. Solidarity, 
1989, offset,  
100 x 69.5 cm,  
PM, PL 27472/1

8

1059
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At one stage the colourful, spontaneous and rich world of  
the Polish poster collided with the new political and social 
reality, which became more and more apparent from 1976 
onwards. In August 1980 a great festival of freedom and 
Solidarity found a separate record in posters. The former 
poster and artistic life continued, however, new content, 
symbols and references started to enrich the iconosphere 
and collection of the symbols in use. A notable moment was 

the publication of Andrzej Wajda’s Man  
of Marble in 1976, and the accompanying 
posters designed by Waldemar Świerzy and 
Marcin Mroszczak were the trigger  
for unrest. In 1976–1980, outside of official 
circulation, more and more political 
posters started to appear in connection 
with the events in Radom, the Workers’ 
Defense Committee, the demand  
to account for the events of Gdansk 1970, 
and eventually with preparations  
for a strike.   420 

1060. Leszek Nadstawny, 
June ’76. Ursus, 
1981, offset,  
67 x 48.1 cm,  
PM, PL 22450/1 
 
1061. Marcin Mroszczak,  
film poster,  
Man of Marble,  
dir. Andrzej Wajda, 
1977, offset,  
94 x 65.5 cm,  
PM, PL 20035/1 
 
1062. Waldemar Świerzy,  
film poster,  
Man of Marble,  
dir. Andrzej Wajda, 
1977, offset,  
66 x 45.5 cm,  
PM, PL 34036/1

1060

1061

1062
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New Paths of the Poster

1134. Piotr Młodożeniec, 
theatre poster,  
Such We Are,  
based on The Wedding 
by Stanisław Wyspiański, 
2007, offset,  
98 x 68.4 cm,  
from the author’s 
archives

9

1134
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9 .   N e w  p a t h s  o f  t h e  p o s t e r  439

Year 1989, the date of a symbolic and real 
return of the democratic order in Poland 
and the beginning of social and political 
transformations, was not the best time  
in the poster’s history. A wave of social 
dialogue spread and became visualised  
in the form of posters and leaflets in the 
streets; there were elections, a change  
of government, followed by establishment 
of the new order, which first and foremost 

resulted in the commercialisation of culture. Early nineteen 
nineties also brought a free market; many artists – designers, 
painters, graphic artists – discovered the power of free press 
and literature, and channelled their energy there.  

Of course, the poster remained mainstream in academies;  
this was a widely taught subject, because it already constituted 
a part of the Polish culture. However, the simultaneous and 
rapid import of international advertising, which came after 
1990 together with ready products, companies, events (films, 
concerts) destroyed the idealistic land that had been around 
from the late nineteen fifties, where Polish poster designers 
were concentrating primarily on high artistic value and 
individual character of their works. 
 440

1135. Piotr Młodożeniec, 
The Polish Order, 
Zachęta Gallery 
of Art in Warsaw, 
1991, screen print,  
69.5 x 99.5 cm,  
PM, PL 28419/1 
 
1136. Marcin Władyka, 
Conversion  
Of Matter ’89–’99,  
1999, digital print,  
71 x 150 cm,  
PM, PL 32515/1

1135

1136
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The typographic poster also reflects the changes that oc-
curred in the design of books at the beginning of 21st cen-
tury, such as: departure from the convention of composition 
and a traditional way of supplementing the text with an 
image, liberating the written text from the obligation to rep-
resent meaning (typographic abstraction), personalization 
of fonts designed for specific publications and purposes. 
This form of the typo-poster often balances on the edge be-
tween the critical drawing, colour play, visual neuroprovo-
cation and fiddling with critical and irreverent content of 
the sticker art. An interesting situation developed, it be-
came more and more obvious that the contemporary poster 
can hardly be ascribed to any system; it represents itself 
and defines its own identity. This is an advantage to the 
artists who treat the art of the poster as a document or, 
rather, as evidence of their own philosophy and experiences. 
 464

1217. Jakub Stępień,  
Beauty or Painting 
Effects,  
2004, offset,  
98 x 68 cm,  
from the author’s 
archives 
 
1218. Jakub Stępień,  
Outsiders  
and Exposers,  
the 4th Festival  
of Artists – 
Magnification,  
2002, screen print,  
100 x 70 cm,  
from the author’s 
archives

1219. Jakub Stępień,  
Radek Zielonka. 
Painting,  
2003, screen print  
70 x 100 cm, 
PM, PL 33404/1 
 
1220. Jakub Stępień,   
Boys, Boys, Boys, 
2005, offset,  
98 x 68 cm,  
from the author’s 
archives

1217

1219

1218 1220
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9 .   N e w  p a t h s  o f  t h e  p o s t e r    O n e  p r i n t  p o s t e r s  459

1221. Artur Frankowski, 
Magdalena Frankowska 
(Fontarte),  
Miss Swiss,  
2013, digital print,  
100 x 70 cm,  
from the authors’ 
archives 
 
1222. Ola Niepsuj,  
The Ex,  
2012, offset,  
100 x 70 cm,  
from the author’s 
archives 
 
1223. Artur Frankowski, 
Magdalena Frankowska 
(Fontarte), 
Berlegustopol,  
2011, digital print,  
100 x 70 cm,   
PM, PL 36746/1 
 
1224. Artur Frankowski, 
Magdalena Frankowska 
(Fontarte), 
Boom Books,  
A lecture  
by Irma Boom,  
2009, screen print,  
100 x 70 cm,  
PM, PL 34144/1 
 
1225. Michał Jońca,  
Ed Wood,  
a record release, 
2010, digital print,  
100 x 70 cm,  
from the author’s 
archives

1221

1222 1225

1224

1223
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The Poster Kaleidoscope  
from A to the Future10
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1 0 .   T h e  P o s t e r  K a l e i d o s c o p e  f r o m  A  t o  t h e  F u t u r e  475

Despite many difficulties characteristic for the initial period  
of transformation in Poland, within the past twenty-five years 
four generations of artists, in parallel, have been active and 
successful on the scene of the poster. The oldest generation 
was born before the World War II. The next generation was 
born after the war, in the nineteen forties and fifties, and at  
the time of the transformation its representatives were already 
masters and teachers themselves. A new generation of artists 
and designers also appeared – those people were born in  
the nineteen sixties and seventies. At last, the youngest 
generation joined them, born in the nineteen eighties,  
and even in the initial period of free Poland – after 1989.  

From today’s perspective – a rich kaleidoscope of attitudes, inspirations and 
thinking styles characteristic for the last twenty-five years of the Polish poster  
is an artistic phenomenon. There are strong individualities meeting and 
crossing, but a glimpse (below) on the poster kaleidoscope does not clearly 
indicate an affiliation to a generation, but rather shows different styles  
of thought and design. What probably displays the strongest influence  
in the youngest generation is the “lesson of perverse illustration” and the  

“lesson of naughty typography”, but as a matter of fact, the transformation 
influences everyone. The book is supplemented with an alphabetical (per 
the artists’ surnames) review of different kinds of the poster philosophy. 
There are no divisions into generations, regions, trends, but an attentive 
reader-observer will notice the “schools of thought”, which were always  
a source of the Polish authentic specificity. The poster is based on the 
framework of language, and the framework shapes our thinking, thinking 
shapes imagination, and imagination – sensitivity. This is what turns  
the wheels of the poster – a constant influx of new signs, symbols and 
associations coming in for the past four centuries.  575 
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1529. Bogna Otto-Węgrzyn, 
film poster, 
Metropolis,  
dir. Fritz Lang,  
2007, offset,  
98 x 68 cm,  
from the author’s 
archives  
1530. Bogna Otto-Węgrzyn, 
Cabaret,  
2006, offset,  
98 x 68.5 cm,  
from the author’s 
archives 
 

1531. Bogna Otto-Węgrzyn, 
The Polish Mother – 
guard your 
values,  
2007, offset,  
97 x 67 cm,  
from the author’s 
archives 
 
1532. Błażej Ostoja Lniski, 
Winiecki,  
2012, screen print,  
97 x 67 cm,  
from the author’s 
archives 
 
1533. Bogna Otto-Węgrzyn, 
The 29th Annual 
Bucktown Arts Fest, 
2014, screen print,  
100 x 70 cm,  
from the author’s 
archives
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1534, 1535. Katarzyna 
Okraszewska, 
Revealed face  
of racism,  
2011, digital print,  
100 x 70 cm,  
PM, PL 35892/1, 35891/1  
 
1536. Dorota Pawiłowska, 
poster to promote the book 
Slaughterhouse-Five 
by Kurt Vonnegut,  
2011, digital print,  
99 x 69 cm,  
PM, PL 35895/1  
1537. Dorota Pawiłowska, 
poster to promote the book 
Galapagos  
by Kurt Vonnegut,  
2011, digital print,  
99.5 x 69 cm,  
PM, PL 35894/1  
1538. Filip Pągowski, 
Black. Comme  
des Garçons,  
2013, digital print,  
70 x 130 cm,  
PM, PL 36988/1   
1539. Filip Pągowski,  
Play. Comme  
des Garçons,  
2013, screen print,  
100 x 70 cm,  
from the author’s 
archives
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////////////////////////////////////////////

The book presents the history of Polish graphic tradition
leading to the so-called phenomenon of the Polish poster –  

the history, which starts with the first printing workshops in
Krakow in the sixteenth century. It continues with the birth 
of graphic arts in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
through workshop experiments in the nineteenth century,

modernist transformations, world-famous Polish graphic arts 
in the interwar period, and the birth of the Polish school 

of graphic design in the 1930s, leading to the rise of the Polish
school of posters in the second half of that century.  

It then goes on to Solidarity’s affiche brut of the next
generation and ultimately the full bloom of a young, poetic and

somewhat anarchic poster at the end of the twentieth century
and the beginning of the twenty-first century. The book offers

a voyage through 1724 reproductions of works created 
by several hundred artists, which come from different
collections in Poland and around the world, showing

transformations in this Polish specialty.  
Dorota Folga-Januszewska
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