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Biting the hand that feeds:
Symbiosis in Polish design and politics of the 1980s

Poland has a rich design history that directly refl ects the political and cultural events of its past. The 1980s was 

a decade fi lled with political and social unrest responding to the devastation of WWII and the resulting Russian 

communist occupation for the next 40 years. Despite, and even as a direct result of these struggles, a burgeon-

ing Polish Poster School developed. In order to understand the design and historic events of the decade, a 

description of Poland’s past is necessary. 

World War II devastated Poland’s population, culture and industry. Over the following decades, communism 

caused the loss of personal freedoms, a declining economy and unemployment. The socio-political climate 

prompted strikes, martial law and the ultimate rise of the Solidarity movement’s push for democracy during 

the 1980s. Pro-democracy mobilization commenced when labor organizations protested working conditions 

and food and housing shortages. A shipyard strike prompted the formation of the Solidarity union led by 

Lech Walesa. History is marked by the Gdansk Agreement of August 1980, when the government offi cially 

recognized the union and responded to their demands. However, this milestone did not quench the unrest. 

In response, Prime Minister Jaruzelski outlawed Solidarity, arrested Walesa and instated martial law in 1981. 

Walesa won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1982, but the movement he led was forced underground for seven years. 

Nonetheless, Solidarity came to symbolize the grievances of the Polish people. The union gathered strength 

under martial law and soon became the umbrella organization1 that spoke for all political and social groups 

unifi ed against the communist regime. 

The political events of the 1980s were reciprocal to other facets of Polish society, including architecture and 

industry. The shift from an agrarian to industrial focus was the result of communism. During the decade, 

many rural areas lacked amenities so the youth moved to the city. In turn, by the late ‘80s urban areas suffered 

from unemployment and housing shortages. Due to a lack of materials, new construction and rebuilding in 

the war torn nation stopped. However, the decade was a time for theoretical and intellectual groundwork in 

architecture.2 Construction may have ceased, but the wooden fences surrounding construction sites became 

impromptu art galleries for posters plastered up overnight.3 A few science and technological developments 

happened during the decade as well, including manufacturing of processed metals, transportation equipment 

and textiles.4 More importantly though, were the political ideologies and protests that culminated in response 

to poor industrial working conditions. 

In turn, publishing and literature were also affected during the decade. Many radio and TV stations were state 

owned and controlled until the 1990s.5 However, after the Gdansk Agreement, independent publishers began 

distributing previously censored books, serials, periodicals, brochures and strike announcements. Then, dur-

ing martial law, many publishing houses were shut down and underground presses took their place. Over the 

decade, TV and radio defi ed government censorship because of the availability of satellites, VCRs and radio 



programming from Western Europe. Literature refl ected the political and social turmoil. In 1980, celebrated 

poet Czeslaw Milosz, best known for his critique on communism titled The Captive Mind, won the Nobel Prize 

for literature.6

Despite these struggles, a vibrant poster movement fl ourished in communist Poland. Post war communication 

such as TV, radio and newspaper were neglected, but the government saw the potential for mass communica-

tion with posters. The state not only supported, but also encouraged what became a unique period in design 

history. The design device was used to raise the nation’s morale while promoting cultural and social events 

such as Cyrk (circus), fi lm and theater. It was quickly deemed a high art form and in 1964 the fi rst Biennial 

Poster Exhibit was established along with the Muzeum Plakatu,7 acknowledging the poster’s contribution and 

generating international recognition. By the 1980s, the poster had become a national treasure as it symbolized 

the resilience, hope and revolutionary spirit of its people. 

Formally, designers took visual cues from the Polish folk tradition, Expressionism, Art Nouveau and Sur-

realism. Due to political isolation, artists were not infl uenced by current western design trends, and instead 

employed painting and hand drawn letterforms.8 The artist sought self-expression and individuality,9 as well as 

painterly gesture, vibrant colors, humor and fantasy. In contrast to advertising, designers were concerned with 

concepts and the relationships between words and images.

Due to the poster’s prominence in Polish society, the designer played a powerful role in interpreting cultural 

life and acknowledging societal concerns. State censorship prompted designers to camoufl age ideas into their 

work. Poster artist Jan Lenica described the medium as a Trojan horse, “smuggled onto the street, where it 

became something no one expected.”10 Designers took the opportunity to visually code symbols, allegories, 

political discontent and commonly understood ironies into their work. For example in Rafal Olbinski’s 1981 

fi lm poster, Man of Iron, a man strains to break a steel blindfold. This may symbolically represent breaking free 

from the communist regime, or the “power of the individual.”11 The subversive ideas employed during the revo-

lution were intended to provoke and disturb viewers.12 Interestingly, Contemporary Polish Posters, published in 

1979, claims that posters rarely “refl ect political opinions,”13 whereas current online sources state the opposite. 

Perhaps the censorship in place at the time forced the author to make a false statement. 

Along with Cyrk posters, fi lm posters for American Westerns incorporated coded meaning. To understand the 

symbology of the Western in Poland, a little background history is necessary. After the war, American culture 

was embraced. Western fi lms typifi ed desired values and the antithesis of communism. The triumph of good 

over evil14 resonated with the Polish people and their love of the western continued to the 1980s. When martial 

law was lifted, western movies returned to the polish cinema. High Noon was re-released in 1987 and a new 

poster by Grzegorz Marszalek was printed. The courage expressed by Gary Cooper’s character was employed in 

the 1989 election poster designed by Tomasz Sarnecki. Cooper is armed with a Solidarity ballot and wears the 

movement’s logo above his sheriff badge. The copy simply states “It’s High Noon” adjacent to the election date. 



It has been said that this poster helped defeat communism and elect Lech Walesa as President by inspiring the 

public to vote.15 The design was seen as a visual rallying symbol for the Solidarity movement.16 Conversely, in 

response to US sanctions put in place during Martial Law, the government unsuccessfully tried to employ the 

western as a negative icon to instill anti-American sentiment.

The Solidarity movement found its strength in the emblematic logo designed by Jerzy Janiszewski in 1980. 

Seen as a worldwide symbol for unity and resistance against communism, the logo ultimately became the most 

“recognizable visual weapon” in the push towards democracy.17 Unique to revolutionary graphics, the logo did 

not demonize the enemy, but instead fulfi lled a political strategy to de-legitimize communism in a non-authori-

tarian voice.18

Political circumstances of the time pushed the designer to the forefront of a revolution that required instant 

street graphics, handbills and posters.19 The streets fi lled with previously censored material and the building 

walls became the battlefi eld in the war against communism.20  The turmoil of the 1980s, combined with the 

established poster tradition, facilitated a symbiotic relationship that fi lled the decade with politically charged 

graphics. Ironically, the same causes that established the movement, later contributed to its decline.21 The 

end of the decade is bittersweet as the Golden Age of the Polish Poster died with the opening of a free market 

economy.
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1. Rafal Olbinski, Man of Iron, Film poster, 1981. This poster 
symbolizes the struggle against communism.

2. Tomasz Sarnecki, Solidarnóśc, “It’s High Noon” Election 
poster, 1989. This poster includes Jerzy Janiszewki’s 1980 
Solidarity logo.Solidarity logo.Solidarity

3. Franciszek Starowieyski, Oni (They), Theater poster, 
1983. This poster exemplifi es individualistic style, hand 
lettering and perhaps coding.
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