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Difficult beginnings
On 11 November 1918, Poland proclaimed independence. After 

123 years of partitions, Poland as a state returned to the map of Europe. 

The territorial borders of Poland were finally approved on 15 March 1923, 

on the basis of the additional protocol of the Treaty of Versailles. The new 

borders encircled a much smaller area than that of the Polish-Lithuanian 

Commonwealth, one of the largest states of modern Europe partitioned 

among three great empires: Austria, Prussia and Russia from 1772 to 1795.1 

Poland had to develop a new model of statehood, and the govern-

ment had to work out methods and tools to unite Poles who had previously 

lived under three different legal and cultural systems. Art and culture were 

to play an important role in this “state-formation” process. In the 19th cen-

tury, the element uniting Poles from three different partitions was mainly 

the language, and the national function was fulfilled by literature, mainly 

Romantic. Art remained in its shadow.

The Ministry of Art and Culture was founded very soon after Po-

land proclaimed independence, in November 1918, as the Ministry for the 

Protection of Culture and Fine Arts. The political function of art was well 

known. The concept of promoting Polishness through art emerged at the 

birth of the Second Polish Republic; however, it did not take into account 

the tragic condition of public finances. Modern art was missing from the 

State Art Collection. Artistic life was slowly getting back to normal. In 

1920, the State Art Collection was transferred to the Ministry of Public 

Works. The Ministry of Art and Culture deteriorated rapidly, and in 1921 

it was merged with the Ministry of Religious Denominations and Public 

Education. In 1922, the Ministry was further downgraded to the rank of 

the Department of Art and was considerably downsized within the struc-

ture of the Ministry of Religious Denominations and Public Education. (In 

1930, the Department of Art was lower in rank to a section.) In the absence 

of a Ministry of Art and Culture, and in view of the neglect of art by the 

Ministry of Religious Denominations and Public Education (the Art Section 

had an embarrassingly small budget), patronage and promotion of art was 

assumed by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Military Af-

For more on the history of Poland, see Norman Davies, God’s Playground: A History of 
Poland, vol. 2, Oxford, 2005.
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fairs. In general, this situation was not conducive to the ennoblement of art, 

especially avant-garde art.2 The government circles were connected with a 

group of so-called “state-consolidating” artists who influenced the character 

of the promoted art.3 The quality of popular artistic production, which was 

quite conservative, left much to be desired. In the mid-twenties, the Polish 

avant-garde movement gained prominence in Poland and abroad. 

The avant-garde environment was, on the one hand, very small, but 

on the other, very active. In May 1923, the Exhibition of New Art in Vilnius 

was organized,4 consolidating the avant-garde circles in Poland, which had 

been under formation since the end of the Great War. It was organized by 

the half-Pole and half-Lithuanian artist Vytautas Kairiūkštis (Witold Kaj-

ruksztis, 1890–1961) and Władysław Strzemiński (1893–1952), who had re-

patriated from the Soviet Union. The exhibition featured works by mainly 

Warsaw-based artists, such as Karol Kryński (1900–1944), Henryk Stażewski 

(1894–1988), Mieczysław Szczuka (1898–1927) and Teresa Żarnowerówna 

(1897–1950). In the spring of 1924, the exhibition participants and Henryk 

Berlewi (1894–1967) founded an avant-garde group called Blok (Bloc) and be-

gan to publish an eponymous magazine. It was a formative institution of Con-

structivism in Poland. They organized the first exhibition of the Blok group 

in the Warsaw automobile salon and published the group’s manifesto “What 

Constructivism Is”.5 In 1922, Tadeusz Peiper (1895–1969) founded a maga-

zine of the literary avant-garde Zwrotnica (Switch) in Kraków, with which 

Strzemiński and Szczuka collaborated almost from the very beginning. It 

was the main forum for the Polish avant-garde until the appearance of Blok. 

Members of the avant-garde took an active part in the discussions 

regarding modern art and the relationship between the state and art. Polish 

constructivists shared Peiper’s views, proclaimed in the Zwrotnica maga-

zine, among others, in the manifesto City, Mass, Machine,6 about the need 

for the development of urban civilization. They believed that contemporary 

See Iwona Luba, Duch romantyzmu i modernizacja. Sztuka oficjalna Drugiej Rzeczy-
pospolitej, Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Neriton, 2012.

Agnieszka Chmielewska, W służbie pażstwa, społeczeżstwa I narodu. “Pażstwowotwórczy” 
artyżci plastycy w II Rzeczypospolitej, Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Instytutu Filozofii i Socjologii PAN, 2006.

K. Passuth, “The Exhibition as a Work of Art: Avant-Garde Exhibitions in East Central 
Europe”, in: Central European Avant-Gardes: Exchange and Transformation, 1910–1930: Exhibition 
catalogue, Ed. Timothy O. Benson, Los Angeles County Museum of Art, Cambridge, 2002, p. 233.

“Co to jest konstruktywizm”, in: Blok 6/7, 1924.
Tadeusz Peiper, “Miasto, masa, maszyna”, in: Zwrotnica 2, 1922, pp. 23–31
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Poland, economically neglected after years of partitions and destroyed as a 

battlefield of World War I, needs efficient and rapid urbanization and indus-

trialization. Peiper also wrote about the need for order in art and all other 

branches of human activity: “The postulate of artistic construction is the top 

layer of the postulates of life itself. Science is ordering, politics is ordering, 

artistic creation is ordering”.7 There is a correlation between modern art 

and a modern conscious society participating in the shaping of politics and 

economy and in building a strong sovereign state.8 Similar avant-garde atti-

tudes can be observed in most of the new countries of Central and Eastern 

Europe. Czechoslovakia, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland and 

Yugoslavia – each of these countries envisaged modernisation to support 

the processes of independence and cultural change.9

Avant-garde artists attempted to overcome the manner of repre-

senting the state which was not focused on the present day or directed to-

wards the future, but, instead, focused on the idealised or even mythologised 

past of the First Republic of Poland (the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth). 

The government’s policy on history, which was intended to integrate the na-

tion, often promoted the vision of the Second Republic as a European super-

power.10 In fact, the reborn Poland had a much smaller territory than before 

the partitions, and was destroyed by the economic policy of the invaders and 

by the military actions of World War I. It was the only country with a much 

smaller territory than before the partitions. Its society was struggling with 

unemployment. A great problem was the multitude of landless peasants, for 

whom migration to cities and new industrial centres (Gdynia, Upper Silesia, 

Central Industrial District) became a chance for survival and social advance-

ment, where they could gain basic work qualifications and employment. The 

industrialisation of the country and the levelling out of post-partition differ-

ences between the regions of Poland were a necessity.

From the very beginning, there was a strong polarization of atti-

tudes in the avant-garde circles. In his first article published in independent 

Poland, entitled “Notes on Russian Art”, Strzemiński pointed to the need for 

Ibid., p. 26.
Iwona Luba, Dialog nowoczesnożci z tradycją. Malarstwo polskie dwudziestolecia mię-

dzywojennego, Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Neriton, 2004, p. 212.
Andrzej Szczerski, Modernizacje. Sztuka i architektura w nowych pażstwach Europy 

żrodkowo-Wschodniej 1918–1939, Łódź: Muzeum Sztuki w Łodzi, 2010.
Iwona Luba, Duch romantyzmu.

7
8

9

10



160

artistic freedom and warned against its instrumentalisation and use for prop-

aganda purposes [ill. 1, 2]. As a negative example of dangerous relations be-

tween art and politics, Strzemiński described Soviet productivity.11 He called 

productivism “a microbe destroying Russian art”, and described the mod-

el of the Monument to the Third International designed by Vladimir Tatlin 

as “shameful”.12 Strzemiński clearly expressed a negative attitude towards 

communism and Bolshevism.13 His hostility to Bolshevism resulted from his 

previous personal experience in revolutionary Russia and his work at IZO 

NARKOMPROS, in the close circle of Tatlin. He wrote about this experience:

During the Bolshevik Revolution, a group of the new art artists, taking advantage 

of the Bolsheviks’ ignorance of art, filled positions at the Department of Fine Arts, 

with a general support of the new art sympathizers. From their positions they were 

able to struggle more effectively against old art. (Hence the myth that Bolsheviks 

support new art.) 

1, 2. 
Zwrotnica 3, 1922, cover, and Władysław Strzemiński, 
“Notatki o sztuce rosyjskiej” (“Notes on Russian 
Art”), in: Zwrotnica 3, 1922, p. 79

Zwrotnica 3, 1922, viršelis, ir Władysław Strzemiński, 
„Pastabos apie Rusijos meną“

Władysław Strzemiński, “O sztuce rosyjskiej – notatki”, in: Zwrotnica 3, 1922; 4, 1923.
Władysław Strzemiński, “O sztuce rosyjskiej – notatki”, Cz. 2, in: Zwrotnica 4, 1923, p 112.
Ibid., pp. 111–112.
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But as time passed the communist authorities increasingly turned their attention 

to the department. Their lack of culture attracted them to the most uncultured of 

movements – Naturalism. A struggle ensued […].14

As soon as Strzemiński repatriated from Russia, he chose to man-

ifest his patriotic attitude inspired by the sense of freedom.15 According to 

the avant-garde researcher Turowski, “Upon his arrival in Poland in 1922, 

Strzemiński was proud of his Polishness with an exaggeration of a neophyte 

[...]. This fact was emphasized not only by Strzemiński’s hostility to commu-

nists, but also by the fact that he was a Pole, which he identified with a certain 

artistic independence from party orders.”16 Strzemiński confirmed his atti-

tude in private letters to his friend Julian Przyboś (1901–1970), an avant-gar-

de poet and co-founder of the a.r. group and the International Collection of 

Contemporary Art. In his letter of 29 June 1929, Strzemiński indicated the 

priority topics that he wanted to write about in the new magazine Europa 

[Europe]. One of them was the question: “Why does the so-called proletarian 

art hinder the development of art? Because as agitprop art, it aims to stabi-

lize the form. It is an enemy of the form that hinders the ease of agitation”.17 

On 11 December 1931, in his later letter, he expressed his categorical oppo-

sition to the subordination of art to ideology and communist propaganda. He 

also mentioned Szczuka’s earlier artistic failure in using art for the political 

purposes of communism and creating trivial agitprop posters.18

Szczuka, on the other hand, as a communist neophyte, from the 

early 1920s was fascinated by Soviet productivity and treated art as a tool 

of ideological struggle, in the service of communism [ill. 3, 4]. Interestingly, 

Szczuka, like Strzemiński, came from a noble landed gentry family. At first 

he had right-wing political views, and during the Polish-Bolshevik war of 

1920 he fought on the front lines defending Poland. Later he became in-

creasingly more sympathetic to Polish and Soviet communists.

Ibid., pp. 111–112, quote in the translation by Wanda Kemp-Welch: “Notes on Russian 
Art”, in: Between Worlds: A Sourcebook of Central European Avant-Gardes, 1910–1930, Eds. T. O. 
Benson and É. Forgács, Los Angeles County Museum of Art, The MIT Press: Cambridge, Massachu-
setts and London, 2002, p. 277.

Iwona Luba, Duch romantyzmu, pp. 60–61.
Andrzej Turowski, Budowniczowie świata. Z dziejów radykalnego modernizmu w sztuce 

polskiej, Kraków: Universitas, 2000, p. 130.
“Listy Władysława Strzemińskiego do Juliana Przybosia z lat 1929–1933”, Ed. A. Turowski, 

in: Rocznik Historii Sztuki IX, 1973, p. 225.
Ibid., p. 256, see: Andrzej Turowski, op. cit., p. 130.
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These two extreme civic attitudes, manifested clearly by 

Strzemiński and Szczuka, became one of the reasons for the disintegration 

of the Blok group in 1926.19 In the spring of 1927, Szczuka became the ed-

itor-in-chief of the literary magazine Dźwignia, the organ of the Commu-

nist Party of Poland. In issues 2 and 3 of the same periodical, in the article 

“Pozgonne suprematyzmu” [“Post-Mortem Suprematism”], he criticized 

Kazimierz Malewicz’s [Kazimir Malevich’s] exhibition in Warsaw, and in 

issue 4, in the programmatic text “Sztuka a rzeczywistość” [“Art and Re-

ality”], he criticized the then political and economic system, state institu-

tions and parliamentary democracy, postulated a new social system and 

praised productivity. In the summer of 1927, he died tragically while moun-

taineering in the Tatra Mountains. After Szczuka’s death, Żarnowerówna 

published Dźwignia (Leverage). In 1937, Żarnowerówna emigrated from 

Poland. Strzemiński, Kobro, Stażewski and other avant-garde artists built 

3, 4. 
Zwrotnica 4, 1923, cover, and Mieczysław Szczuka, 
Portret rewolucjonisty (Portrait of a revolutionary), 
reproduced in: Zwrotnica 4, 1923, p. 107

Zwrotnica 4, 1923, viršelis, ir Mieczysław Szczuka, 
Revoliucionieriaus portretas

See: Andrzej Turowski, op. cit., pp. 91–113.19
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5, 6. 
Polish pavilion at the Exposition Internationale des 
Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes in Paris, 
1925, views of the atrium, the author’s archive

7. 
Polish pavilion at the Exposition Internationale des 
Arts Décoratifs et Industriels Modernes in Paris, 1925, 
a highlander band in the atrium, the author’s archive

Lenkijos paviljonas Tarptautinėje dekoratyviųjų menų 
ir moderniosios pramonės parodoje Paryžiuje, 1925

Lenkijos paviljonas Tarptautinėje dekoratyviųjų menų 
ir moderniosios pramonės parodoje Paryžiuje, 1925
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close cooperation with modernist architects and established the Praesens 

group and Praesens magazine together with them.

The avant-garde in the state: against the “national art”
The Polish government favoured other circles than the avant-gar-

de, but it would be unfair to claim that the avant-garde was discriminated 

against. Avant-garde artists took part in collective shows in state institu-

tions in Poland. They also participated in various exhibitions of Polish art 

abroad and international shows, but not in all of them. 

In the art of most of the new countries we can observe a clash of 

folklore, “nationalities” and modernism in a softened form – neoclassicism 

and, of course, art deco [ill. 5–7]. This can be clearly seen in the national pa-

vilions at the Exposition Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et Industriels 

Modernes (International Exposition of Decorative Arts and Modern Indus-

tries) of 1925. The avant-garde was a step away from participating in the 

Polish show. Already the first issue of its periodical, the eponymous Blok, 

contained a balanced critique of the design for the Polish Pavilion at the 

International Exposition. It was feared that the Polish exhibition would be 

“a proof that creativity is entirely absent in Poland, substituted by imitation 

of ancient, dead styles”.20 To prevent this, the Blok group submitted a letter 

to the commissary of the Polish Pavilion: “We, the undersigned representa-

tives of the newest trends in art, have decided to take part in the Paris Exhi-

bition, the official catchwords for which are the following: 1. New life – new 

art. New life requires a new framework. 2. Both pure and applied art to be 

contemporary, folklore and ethnography to be avoided. 3. Global unity, local 

and national accents, no folklore”.21 Ultimately, however, the Blok group did 

not participate in the exhibition.22

The Polish exhibition in Paris achieved extraordinary success. The 

Poles won 172 medals. However, this success was not followed by specific 

“Kronika ujemna”, in: Blok 1, 1924, p. 4.
Letter to Jerzy Warchałowski dated 22 Feb. 1925, undersigned by A. Rafałowski, T. Żar-

nowerówna, M. Szczuka, J. Golus, H. Stażewski, M. Nicz-Borowiakowa; IS PAN Special Collections, 
Paris Exhibition Archive, inv. no. 808-17/4, fol. 185.

See Andrzej Turowski, op. cit., p. 95; Joanna M. Sosnowska, “Dlaczego w Paryżu nie było 
awangardy?”, in: Wystawa paryska 1925, Materiały z sesji naukowej Instytutu Sztuki PAN, Warsza-
wa, 16-17 listopada 2005 roku, Ed. Joanna M. Sosnowska, Warsaw: Institute of Art of the Polish 
Academy of Science, 2007, pp. 121–128.

20
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Iwona Luba   — — — —    Avant-Garde in the State – Avant-Garde for the State.
The Second Republic of Poland 1918–1939

international orders or purchases. There was no interest in Polish products 

because they were handicrafted, unique, exclusive and expensive. These 

models were not for mass production, and therefore not for mass consum-

ers [ill. 8]. 

The jury liked them because they combined elements of folklore 

with decorativeness, were impressive, accessible, and close to the art deco 

formula fashionable in Paris. However, their stylistics had been developed a 

decade earlier. After the Parisian success, the combination of folklore, deco-

rativeness, traditionalism and moderate classicism, but not modernism, was 

considered a desirable model of Polish art in Poland and internationally for 

the future. This fact had long-term consequences both for representational 

Polish art and the avant-garde itself.

The Paris victory of Polish art in 1925 was also a victory of the 

Warsaw School of Fine Arts (later, the Academy of Fine Arts in Warsaw) 

8. 
Polish pavilion at the Exposition 
Internationale des Arts Décoratifs et 
Industriels Modernes in Paris, 1925, 
interior of the rotunda, the author’s 
archive

Lenkijos paviljonas Tarptautinėje 
dekoratyviųjų menų ir moderniosios 
pramonės parodoje Paryžiuje, 1925
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and its program of “national art” and “national style”. In 1926, the pro-

fessors of the Warsaw School of Fine Arts (in cooperation with students) 

created the ŁAD Artists’ Cooperative (1926–1997; Polish ład – governance, 

harmony, order). The artistic quality of the cooperative’s production was 

high. The ŁAD had a key role in introducing folk inspiration into the Polish 

design of that time and becoming predominant in Polish (decorative) art. 

The promotion of folklore in Poland (and beyond) had a clearly romantic and 

neo-romantic genesis. It also referred to the nineteenth-century Romanti-

cist myth of Poland as the Messiah of the Nations. 

Avant-garde artists wished to demonstrate that this model was 

anachronistic and, in addition, that it threatened to remove the vision of 

the state from reality, both from the present and the future. The first Polish 

avant-garde group, Blok, argued this from the very beginning of its exist-

ence in Poland, i.e. from 1924. 

Still, the willingness to cooperate in creating the image of Poland 

through art and to engage in the affairs of the state was obvious in the ar-

tistic milieu. Avant-garde artists could not tolerate the mediocrity of artistic 

production aimed to create the image of the state; neither could they agree 

with the notion of promoting nationalist ideas through art. Katarzyna Ko-

bro and Władysław Strzemiński, who were the most radical and consistent 

promoters of the avant-garde in Poland, took an active part in the public me-

dia debate on the character of the Polish state. Their statements referred 

to the vision of Poland as promoted by the government, also by means of 

culture and art. These two artists anticipated the attitudes characteristic of 

contemporary involved and critical art. 

Strzemiński’s press releases “O sztuce ludowej. O kompromisie. 

O autorytetach” [“About folk art. About compromise. About authorities”] 

prove that he was extremely serious in regard to Polish art considered both 

as an expression of the level of cultural or even civilizational development, 

as well as a demonstration of the visual representation of the Polish state 

and its condition versus the Polish and European public.23 Strzemiński 

proved that the level of artistic awareness reflected the overall level of so-

ciety’s development.24 For these reasons he condemned national art as poor 

Władysław Strzemiński, “O sztuce ludowej. O kompromisie. O autorytetach”, in: Forma 
1, 1933, p. 14. 

Iwona Luba, Duch romantyzmu, pp. 61–62.

23

24
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in strictly artistic terms and constituting a real ideological threat to the 

new Polish state. He expressed a similar opinion in articles with significant 

titles: “Hasło przeciw stabilizatorom sztuki” [“The Slogan Against Art Sta-

bilizers”] and “Blokada sztuki” [“The Blockade of Art”].25 Strzemiński was 

in favour of modern art and modern state, in which actions were focused on 

the future rather than the past.

It is worth mentioning that “The Blockade of Art” was published 

in 1934 in the newly created Gazeta Artystów (Artists’ Newspaper), which 

was established as a discussion forum for people, regardless of their views, 

united in their work for the state.26 That year, the effects of the global eco-

nomic crisis reached their peak in Poland. Strzemiński concluded:

The devastation caused by the economic crisis is not only economic, but also cul-

tural. The stabilization took place at the level of 60% of the pre-crisis level. The 

level of the economic structure went back to the level of the structure from the 

final years of the 19th century. The process of cultural adaptation to the changed 

economic level is now underway. Therefore, we see a return to all the phenomena 

that seemed to have been thoroughly overcome. [...] They must be conquered – this 

time thoroughly.27

The threat that Strzemiński noticed was quite real in Poland at that 

time. How real the threat was could be seen in the reaction of Polish artists, 

including “the state-consolidating” ones, to the exhibition of Soviet art held, 

as it happened, in the exhibition halls of the Institute of Art Propaganda 

(Instytut Propagandy Sztuki, IPS) in Warsaw in March 1933 [ill. 9]. In his 

statement, Władysław Skoczylas (1883–1934), a member of the Exhibition’s 

Organizing Committee, and also the IPS’s co-founder and director, at the 

same time being the main representative of the “state-consolidating” artists, 

was calling for state patronage for artists. The Soviet and Italian ideas of 

control of art and its monopolization both by the state and the political party 

were not considered in Poland as a limitation of artistic liberty, but as a posi-

Władysław Strzemiński, “Hasło przeciw stabilizatorom sztuki”, in: Tygodnik Artystów 14, 
1935, p. 2; Idem, “Blokada sztuki”, in: Gazeta Artystów 3, 1934, pp. 1–2.

See Tadeusz Kłak, Czasopisma awangardy, Część 2: 1931–1939, Ossolineum: Wrocław- 
Warszawa-Kraków-Gdańsk, 1979, p. 82.

Władysław Strzemiński, “Blokada sztuki”, in: Gazeta Artystów 3, 1934, pp. 1–2.

25

26

27



168

tive model of the state’s artistic patronage, providing employment and pres-

tigious commissions to artists, particularly in the sphere of monumental art.

The difficult financial situation of artists further deteriorated as a 

result of the economic crisis. State patronage was almost non-existent, and 

the public procurement of art was over. No private collections of contempo-

rary art were created. Artists were increasingly frustrated and demanding. 

In 1934, artists involved in the creation of official art demanded govern-

ment commissions for propaganda art, the centralization of trade unions of 

artists and their close cooperation with the government, as well as perma-

nent subsidies.28 It was a phenomenon that distinguished Poland from the 

rest of Europe, as noted by Dariusz Konstantynów: “Poland, in contrast to 

the USSR, fascist Italy and Nazi Germany, was not a country that made 

demands on artists, but it was the artists who declared their readiness to 

serve the state.”29

Iwona Luba. Duch romantyzmu, pp. 43–50.
Dariusz Konstantynów, “On the Reception of Soviet Art. In Poland in the 1930s”, in: 

Centropa 1, 2010, p. 42; Agnieszka Chmielewska, op. cit., pp. 190–191.

28
29

9. 
Opening of the exhibition of Soviet art in the Institute 
of Art Propaganda (Instytut Propagandy Sztuki, IPS) 
in Warsaw in March 1933, the author’s archive

Sovietinio meno parodos atidarymas Propagandinio 
meno institute, Varšuva, 1993 m. kovas
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Strzemiński had already warned against the instrumentalisation 

of art a decade earlier. He also warned against copying a romantic model as 

an escape from the challenges of contemporary times. In 1934, Strzemiński 

stressed the need to “fight the spectres of Romanticism” in Poland.30 In the 

nineteenth century, Romanticism established the model of Polish culture 

as anachronistic, detached from contemporary realities and, in fact, hostile 

to the processes of modernisation. This model did not change after Poland 

regained its independence in 1918. The following is an assessment of Polish 

art put forward by Władysław Strzemiński in 1934:

The revolutionary character of Romanticism stood in opposition to the progress of 

positive creative forces of the era. [Romanticism] set the ideals of uncoordinated 

individualism and medieval potency against the development of modern agencies 

of public administration. […] After the year 1831, every effort to make the admi-

nistrative apparatus more efficient was tantamount to the increase of power of 

the states that had partitioned Poland and meant an increased oppression of the 

[Polish] nation. Technological progress, too, came from abroad (machinery, capital, 

management cadres and most of the specialised personnel). Since these two ele-

ments of progress came to Poland as enforced from outside, the struggle against 

them – according to the socio-aesthetic ideals of Romanticism – was linked with the 

nation’s struggle for independence. For this reason, from the perspective of Poland, 

the prospect of a return to Romanticism was particularly real and ominous.31

Strzemiński cited Romanticism as the reason why Polish people 

were opposed to the idea of modernising the state, art and, in fact, living 

conditions. Strzemiński and Kobro boldly revealed the faults of official art 

and pointed to the reasons for its weakness. They eloquently explained 

the dangers of promoting the model of the so-called “national art” and 

warned against the perils of aggressive nationalism. For instance, in 1935, 

Strzemiński published “A Call Against the Stabilisers of Art”,32 in which he 

accused creators of the so-called “national painting” of aspiring to “mushy 

Władysław Strzemiński, “Sztuka nowoczesna w Polsce”, in: Jan Brzękowski, Leon Ch-
wistek, Przecław Smolik, Władysław Strzemiński, O sztuce nowoczesnej, Łódź: Tow. Bibljofilów, 1934, 
pp. 59–93, chapter 3: “Konieczność walki z upiorami romantyzmu”, pp. 67–70.

Ibid., pp. 67–70.
Władysław Strzemiński, “Hasło przeciw stabilizatorom sztuki”, in: Tygodnik Artystów 14, 

1935, p. 2.

30

31
32
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pseudo-folkloristic sentimentalism” and renouncing “the entire achieve-

ment of art after 1830”. According to Strzemiński, these aspirations “went 

hand in hand with the dreams […] of the political circles (Sztafeta, OWP, 

etc.)”.33 In his article “Surrogates of Art”, Strzemiński presented a detailed 

critical analysis of the “national art” movement,34 concluding that “the no-

tion of national art is largely synonymous with the notion of the art of the 

backward areas of the country”.35

 In 1937, Strzemiński’s wife, Katarzyna Kobro, answered a 

questionnaire in the Głos Plastyków periodical with a decisive statement:

A sculpture is part of space; its connection with space determines its organic na-

ture. […] 

The task of a spatial composition is the shaping of forms which can be translated 

into life. The spatial composition is a laboratory experiment that will be define the 

architecture of future cities. […] 

The domain of art is the production of socially useful form. The ultimate test of art 

is its production utility achieved with the aid of means offered by contemporary 

industry.

As can be seen from the above, the implementation of artistic intention, and thus 

the development of art cannot be achieved without the victory of progressive forms 

of social organization, introducing the era of great construction of life. 

I believe contemporary Polish sculptures are only surrogates which are busily pro-

moted, pushed and peddled… It appears that the “promoters’” intention is the 

destruction of all living creation and its replacement with dumb ersatz.36

Kobro’s assessment of Polish art created to promote the state was 

uncompromising; she called it “academic official-bureaucratic” and “heavy 

like a modern bureaucrat’s mind”. 

Ibid. Sztafeta was the organ of Obóz Narodowo-Radykalny (ONR), a far-right political 
group with fascist leanings, established in 1926 and officially registered by the youth activists of Obóz 
Wielkiej Polski (OWP) in 1934. After only three months it was delegalised, but continued to function 
in conspiracy.

Władysław Strzemiński, „Surogaty sztuki”, in: Budowa 1, 1936, pp. 3–6.
Ibid.
Katarzyna Kobro, [untitled], in: Głos Plastyków 1–7, 1937, pp. 42–43, as translated by 

Jerzy Jarniewicz, in: Katarzyna Kobro 1898–1951: Exhibition catalogue, Henry Moore Institute, 
Leeds, Muzeum Sztuki, Łódź, 1999, p. 163. See also Janina Ładnowska, Katarzyna Kobro – An Out-
line of Her Life and Work, in: Katarzyna Kobro 1898–1951, p. 67.
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In addition, Kobro revealed the ongoing decline of Polish sculp-

ture, asking pointedly: 

Shall I talk about “national” sculpture as represented by the works of [Jan] Sz-

czepkowski and [Stanisław] Szukalski? About pieces whose “national” character 

brings to mind contemporary Nazi sculpture? […] The national art of all countries 

is surprisingly similar. Its common feature is the rejection of the achievements of 

modern art, a stabilization at a level [dating] from decades ago, and the elimination 

of all flights of creativity. […] Szukalski’s impudence found a well-prepared ground 

in the childish thoughtlessness of ONR.37 But what is its artistic value?

She also showed that Polish “national” art had borrowed heavily 

from the Secession movement of southern Germany (Vienna and Munich), 

and concluded: “Contemporary Polish sculpture…? […] Nowadays we have 

bureaucratic sculpture and the wild scream of ‘national art’”.38

Other avant-garde groups were no less energetically involved in 

the affairs of the state. In the same questionnaire in Głos Plastyków, two 

more avant-garde sculptors of the young generation, Maria Jarema and 

Henryk Wiciński, both from Grupa Krakowska (the Cracow Group),39 pub-

lished similarly critical assessments of Polish art.40 Jarema answered the 

question on national art with a curt statement: “[…] highlanders, women in 

Cracow, regional costumes, uhlans, charges, cannons. Literature and cheap 

propaganda, that is, everything but serious art”.41 Wiciński said: “We have 

entered an age of the pathos of life. […] I renounce historical pathos, but not 

the pathos of history”.42

ONR: see note 10.
“Ankieta rzeźby”, in: Głos Plastyków 1–7, 1937, p. 43. In English: Katarzyna Kobro, [unti-

tled], in: Katarzyna Kobro 1898–1951, p. 163.
The Cracow Group (Grupa Krakowska 1931–1937) consisted of Aleksander “Sasza” 

Blonder (ps. André Blondel), Blima (Berta) Grünberg, Maria Jarema, Franciszek Jaźwiecki, Leopold 
Lewicki, Adam Marczyński, Stanisław Osostowicz, Szymon Piasecki, Mojżesz Schwanenfeld, Bolesław 
Stawiński, Jonasz Stern, Henryk Wiciński and Aleksander Winnicki.

“Ankieta rzeźby”, pp. 33–46.
Ibid.
Ibid.
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The avant-garde in the service of the state
It must be stressed here that the avant-garde artists’ aversion to 

the “national” style, and critical stance towards official art that presented 

the image of the state concerned the condition of this art, not its needful-

ness. These attitudes sprang from their involved, civic approach to the is-

sues of the Polish state and society; all that differed from the official stance 

were their political sympathies and visions of patriotism. 

After his arrival in Poland in 1922, Strzemiński never ceased to 

educate the Polish society in the matters of art. He advocated the introduc-

tion of art history as a subject in secondary-level education (gymnasiums 

and vocational schools). He strongly emphasised the need for a grounding 

in art history, pinning much faith upon this subject and thoroughly revo-

lutionising the system of teaching it, not merely to artists. Similarly to his 

wife, Katarzyna Kobro, he stressed the importance of the artistic shaping 

of the entire human environment. In secondary schools in which he taught, 

Strzemiński tried to develop an entirely new model of multifaceted artistic 

10. 
Wojciech Jastrzębowski, Powszechna 
Wystawa Krajowa, poster, 1929, 
private collection, Warsaw

Wojciech Jastrzębowski, Visuotinės 
Lenkijos parodos plakatas, 1929
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education, which was more modern than Bauhaus. By establishing an acad-

emy of modern art, he intended to make up for the backwardness of art 

teaching in Poland. 

The avant-garde’s involvement in actions to the benefit of the Pol-

ish state and society reached its peak around the year 1929 [ill. 10]. The Gen-

eral Polish Exhibition in Poznań in 1929 seems to be of special importance in 

the context of a modern vision of Poland as promoted by avant-garde art. It 

made the government appreciate the worth of avant-garde actions under-

11, 12. 
The Praesens Group, 
Interiors of the 
Spirits Monopoly 
Department of the 
Ministry of Treasury, 
The General Polish 
Exhibition in Poznań 
in 1929, Architektura 
i Budownictwo 11/12, 
1929, pp. 50–51

Grupė „Praesens“, 
Finansų ministerijos 
Alkoholinių gėrimų 
monopolio skyriaus 
interjerai, Visuotinė 
Lenkijos paroda, 
Poznanė, 1929
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taken in the service of the state. Architects and artists from the Praesens 

group (established in 1927 after the demise of the Blok group) were invited 

to design and furnish several pavilions at this prestigious exhibition, includ-

ing the exhibitions of key government agencies, the Ministry of Finance 

and the State Monopolies [ill. 11, 12]. Designs were made, among others, by 

Maria Nicz-Borowiakowa, Katarzyna Kobro, Karol Kryński, Andrzej Pro-

naszko, Henryk Stażewski and Władysław Strzemiński [ill. 13]. 

The Society for the Promotion of Polish Art among Foreigners 

(the SPPAAF; Polish: Towarzystwo Szerzenia Sztuki Polskiej wśród Ob-

cych, TOSSPO) was established in 1926 as an agency of the Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs.43 Its task was to promote Polish art abroad, to develop Po-

land’s image through art, and to embed these actions in the current foreign 

policy. Initially, the SPPAAF also attempted to promote modern art, which 

reflected the processes of modernisation in culture. Its director, Mieczysław 

Treter, invited Aleksander Rafałowski, a young painter associated with the 

13. 
Karol Kryński, Ostrożnie! Strzeż 
oczy (Caution! Keep your eyes 
closed), poster, at the exhibition 
of the Health Department of the 
Ministry of Labour and Social 
Welfare, the General Polish 
Exhibition in Poznań 1929, the 
author’s archive

Karol Kryński, Atsargiai! Užmerkite 
akis, plakatas, Visuotinė Lenkijos 
paroda, Poznanė, 1929

More in: Joanna Pollakówna, “Towarzystwo Szerzenia Sztuki Polskiej wśród Obcych”, in: 
Polskie życie artystyczne w latach 1915–1939, Eds. Wojciechowski Aleksander, Wrocław-Warszawa-
Kraków-Gdańsk: Ossolineum, 1974, pp. 550–556; Katarzyna Nowakowska-Sito, “TOSSPO – 
propaganda sztuki polskiej za granicą w dwudziestoleciu międzywojennym”, in: Sztuka i władza, 
Eds. Dariusz Konstantynów, Robert Pasieczny, Piotr Paszkiewicz, materials from a conference 
organised by the Art Institute of the Polish Academy of Sciences in Warsaw, 30 Nov. – 2 Dec. 1998, 
Warsaw: Institute of Art of the Polish Academy of Sciences, 2001, pp. 143–155.

43
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Praesens group, to cooperate with him. As noted by Rafałowski in his mem-

oirs, Treter also bought out half of the circulation of the magazine under the 

same title with the aim of promoting Polish contemporary art abroad.44 But 

modern architects were more readily accepted by the SPPAAF manage-

ment than artists. Władysław Strzemiński and Henryk Stażewski, for exam-

ple, seemed too radical. The Polish section at the “L’Art vivant” exhibition, 

held in Brussels in 1931, was prepared by the SPPAAF in cooperation with 

Praesens. Works displayed there included pieces by such innovative artists 

14. 
Opening of the Polish 
Art Exhibition in the 
Tretyakov State Gallery 
in Moscow, November 
1933, the author’s 
archive

Lenkijos meno parodos 
atidarymas Valstybinėje 
Tretjakovo galerijoje, 
Maskva, 1933 m. 
lapkritis

15. 
Opening of the Polish 
Art Exhibition at the 
Prussian Academy of 
Fine Arts in Berlin, 
March 1935, unidentified 
German press clipping

Lenkijos meno parodos 
atidarymas Prūsijos 
dailės akademijoje, 
Berlynas, 1935 m. kovas

Aleksander Rafałowski, …I spoza palety: wspomnienia, Warszawa: Państwowy Instytut 
Wydawniczy, 1970, pp. 45 and 47.

44
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as Tytus Czyżewski, Stanisław Grabowski, Konstanty Mackiewicz, Andrzej 

Pronaszko, Aleksander Rafałowski and Romuald Kamil Witkowski,45 but 

these artists represented moderately modern trends, not avant-garde ones. 

In the 1930s, avant-garde artists were not invited to participate in exhibi-

tions of Polish art in totalitarian countries: the USSR and the Third Reich, 

where avant-garde art was considered degenerate [ill. 14, 15]. However, 

avant-garde art in Poland and its most important artists were included in 

the catalogues of both exhibitions.

Avant-garde artists used an attractive and effective language to 

promote the state not only in their exhibitions, but also in applied art. In 

1929–1930, a holiday residence was built for Ignacy Mościcki (President of 

Poland in 1926–1939) in Wisła, a mountain resort in Upper Silesia. The cas-

tle-like residence was officially a gift from Silesia – a pars pro toto of the 

Polish western borderlands – and the Silesian people to the head of state, 

reaffirming the inseparable ties of the region with the Second Republic 

[ill. 16]. The building itself, designed by the renowned Cracowian architect 

Adolf Szyszko-Bohusz, is in the Romantic Revival style, thus its modern, 

functional interior, designed by the avant-garde painter and stage designer 

Andrzej Pronaszko, is somewhat surprising. The artists not only designed 

the interior arrangement, but also produced professional blueprints for 

furniture and other elements of the décor, as needed for their industrial 

Cf. Katarzyna Nowakowska-Sito, op. cit., p. 147.45

16. 
Residency of the Polish 
President – Zamek w 
Wiśle, c. 1929–1930, 
postcard, private 
collection, Warsaw

Lenkijos Respublikos 
prezidento rezidencija 
prie Vyslos upės, atvi-
rukas, apie 1929–1930
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production, and contacted the manufacturer, Konrad Jarnuszkiewicz’s fur-

niture factory. Thus, these artists did not move solely in the sphere of ar-

tistic ideas or utopian theories; instead, they undertook concrete tasks in 

design and production, and oversaw their completion [ill. 17]. The furniture, 

set against the background of colourful walls, geometric patterns on the 

ceilings and navy-blue window frames, is very light and modern, made of 

chrome-plated steel frames, glass and sycamore plywood with pear-wood 

veneer, upholstered in grey antelope leather or grey fabric. This is one of 

the earliest and most outstanding examples of avant-garde interior decora-

tion in a European residence.46

The fact that a ceremonial residence of the head of state had a 

radically modern décor was unique on the European scale and, as such, had 

many artistic, social and political undertones. 

In 1923, Strzemiński created an ultramodern project of a large, 

minimalist railway station for Gdynia – a newly emerging, modern port city 

on the Baltic Sea. The model of the monument was reproduced by the artist 

in a book he wrote together with his wife Katarzyna Kobro, entitled Com-

position of Space. Calculations of Space-Time Rhythm.

David Crowley, National Style and Nation-State: Design in Poland from the Vernacular 
Revival to the International Style, Manchester, New York: St. Martin‘s Press, 1992, pp. 107–109, 
ill. 33, Jonathan M. Woodham, Twentieth-Century Design, Oxford, New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1997, pp. 62–63, Figs. 35–36. More in: Stanisław Świerz-Zalewski, “Zameczek w Wiśle”, in: 
Architektura i Budownictwo 5–6, 1931, pp. 165–179, [online], [cited 30/04/2018], http://bcpw.bg.pw.edu.
pl/dlibra/docmetadata?id=1348&from=&dirids=1&ver_id=&lp=7&QI=954901BBD2B0C5EA0A
A5505C789C750F-3.

46

17. 
Castle-like residence 
of the Polish President, 
Wisła, the Dining Room,
reproduced in: Architek-
tura i Budownictwo 5–6, 
1931, p. 175

Lenkijos prezidento 
rezidencijos-rūmų 
valgomasis
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In 1924, Strzemiński praised the American model of industrial de-

velopment. In his text “B=2”, which aimed to encompass the universe, he 

pointed to Henry Ford’s car factory as a model system of work organization: 

Because of the economy of movements, produced by the strictest division, simpli-

fication and mechanization of labor, the rate of production is the greatest possible. 

The task of engineers controlling the sections, into which the workflow is divided, is 

to be inventive, to simplify the movements of each individual worker: to replace se-

veral operations by one (by an appropriate change=improvement of the machines). 

The result: a continuous creative effort. Creation can be supported in a pre-existing 

system, but for that reason it is continuously directed towards modification (=im-

provement).47

In 1927, the creators of Praesens, Strzemiński, Stażewski and Syrk-

us, represented Poland at the Machine Age exhibition in New York, showing 

architectural projects.48 In the first issue of the artists’ and architects’ maga-

zine Praesens of 1927, the avant-garde expressed its concern for the economic 

development of the state. Architect Szymon Syrkus began his programmatic 

text “Preliminarz architektury” [“Estimates of Architecture”] with words: 

Arrangement of production through the standardisation of large-scale industry is 

one of the conditions for maintaining an economic battlefield.

The printed word, the telegraph, the aeroplane, and the radio had Poland appear 

as if geographically it had moved abroad, as if it had become a huge airport of the 

civilised world, as if it had full right to use the material and cultural treasures of 

both hemispheres, as if it was called upon to cooperate creatively with America 

and Europe. That is why the aspiration to apply foreign inventions in Poland, and 

the further aspiration to create in all the branches of our large-scale industry will 

not be an imitation of foreign models, but an equal share in the general progress 

of civilization and the fulfilment of the duty of creative cooperation in the fight for 

freedom from hunger and lack of space.49

Władysław Strzemiński, “B = 2”, in: Blok & Kurier Bloku 8–9, 1924, p. [16].
The Machine-Age Exposition Catalogue, New York 16–28 May 1927, New York 1927, 

s. 32: cat. No. 225, Władysław Strzemiński, Cafe; cat. No. 226–228, Władysław Strzemiński and Szy-
mon Syrkus, Fur Shop; cat. No. 229, Henryk Stażewski, Office.

Szymon Syrkus, “Preliminarz architektury”, in: Praesens 1, 1927, p. 6.
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In 1934, Strzemiński again proposed concrete measures to mod-

ernize and strengthen the state, postulating a link between “art and the sci-

entific organization of work and rest, and its basis on contemporary technol-

ogy, psychophysiology and biomechanics. [...] Art cannot be separated from 

life.”50 At the end of the 1930s, Strzemiński prepared a detailed study of the 

urban development of Łódź, which he submitted to the magistrate in 1939.

As a teacher, Strzemiński pursued the mission of education 

through art, including civic education. Strzemiński, for instance, instilled 

civic and patriotic attitudes in his students, as exemplified by the fact that 

he treated them as responsible adult artists, as well as citizens of the Polish 

state. In Koluszki, he and his students designed the monument of the White 

Eagle, which was erected near the school and ceremonially unveiled in 1928 

or 1930 [ill. 18]. The white eagle is the emblem of Poland. Both dates, 1928 

and 1930, were symbolically important and had an equally strong resonance 

and context. The first one was the tenth anniversary of Poland’s regained 

independence, and the second one was the double anniversary of the cente-

nary of the November Uprising and the tenth anniversary of the victorious 

end of the Polish-Bolshevik war. Destroyed during the Second World War, 

the monument of the White Eagle was reconstructed by the local communi-

ty and now stands near the railway station. 

Władysław Strzemiński, “Sztuka nowoczesna w Polsce”, in: J. Brzękowski, L. Chwistek, 
P. Smolik, W. Strzemiński, O sztuce nowoczesnej, Łódź: Towarzystwo Bibljofilów, 1934, p. 82, 85.

50

18. 
Władysław Strzemiński, Monument 
of the White Eagle, Koluszki, 
project c. 1928–1930, the unveiling 
of the monument c. 1930–1931, 
archival photography, reproduced in: 
Sztuka 6, 1982, p. 47

Władysław Strzemiński, Paminklas 
Baltajam ereliui, Koluškos, projektas 
apie 1928–1930, atidengtas apie 
1930–1931
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Mission impossible?
The International Collection of Modern Art in Łódź
Yet, Władysław Strzemiński did not limit his endeavour to educate 

Polish society in the matters of art to his work as a teacher or to art theory 

and criticism. In order to overcome the painful “lack of art teaching and 

education”, Strzemiński, in cooperation with Katarzyna Kobro and other 

artists associated with the a.r. group, created the International Collection of 

Modern Art, which opened in Łódź in 1931; admission was free.

The a.r. group, established in 1929, promoted modernity, published 

theoretical texts and began to develop the International Collection of Mod-

ern Art. Created by avant-garde artists, Władysław Strzemiński, Henryk 

Stażewski and Katarzyna Kobro, this collection was a pioneering initiative, 

without a parallel in contemporary Europe. It presented the leading trends 

in European avant-garde art, including Polish art. In the early 1931, the col-

lection was made available to the general public at the City Museum in Łódź. 
It was the world’s second permanent museum exhibition of avant-garde art, 

19. 
International Collection of Modern Art in Łódź, 1931, 
author’s archive

Tarptautinė moderniojo meno kolekcija Lodzėje, 1931



181

after the Museum of Modern Art in New York. It was the first exhibition to 

make some artists famous in Poland; until then, their names were known 

mainly in the rather narrow circle of the international Constructivist and 

Surrealist avant-garde. The collection included works by such luminaries 

of the European avant-garde as Theo van Doesburg, Fernand Léger, Al-

bert Gleizes, Hans Arp or Max Ernst. Not only members of the a.r. group, 

but also other Polish artists, e.g. Leon Chwistek, Tytus Czyżewski, Karol 

Hiller or Zbigniew Pronaszko, were amply represented. Strzemiński did not 

ask any representative of the Soviet avant-garde for works in his collection, 

most probably for the reasons indicated in his “Notes on Russian Art”.

The collection eloquently promoted modernity in its artistic and 

civilizing aspects. It can also be cited as a model example of a contempo-

rary participative activity in the field of culture – an enterprise of superior 

quality completed without financial expenditure on the part of the state. As 

Jan Brzękowski, co-creator of the collection, wrote years later, “The collec-

tion, whose core is abstract painting, was several dozen years ahead of the 

public’s tastes, and was created against the opinion of the representatives 

of official art of that time. [...] People who do not remember that era cannot 

imagine how many prejudices had to be conquered [...].”51

The International Collection of Modern Art was created pro pub-

lico bono and all the works were donated by the artists free of charge. The 

estimated financial value of the first part of the collection in 1932 was over 

100,000 zlotys (ca. 20,000 US dollars) – which in itself was a huge contribution 

of the a.r. group to the culture of the Second Polish Republic – and it was con-

stantly growing with each new work acquired and because of the strength-

ening of the position of donor authors in European art history. Its artistic 

value cannot be overestimated. It should be emphasized that the Collection 

was created at a time when the economic situation for art in Poland was 

very bad. As has already been mentioned, the state almost did not purchase 

works of contemporary art, there was no patronage, and the State Fund for 

National Culture, despite its promising name, did not have any subsidies to 

create a state collection. It received about 2 million zlotys annually for all its 

activities, and at the beginning of 1930 it was deleted from the state budget.

Jan Brzękowski, “Garść wspomnień o powstaniu łódzkiej kolekcji sztuki nowoczesnej i 
grupie “a.r.”, in: Grupa “a.r.”. 40-lecie Międzynarodowej Kolekcji Sztuki Nowoczesnej w Łodzi, Łódź: 
Muzeum Sztuki w Łodzi, 1971, p. 11.
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20. 
Mieczysław Berman, 
photomontage 
Siły pod ziemią 
(Underground forces), 
in: Melchior Wańkowicz, 
Sztafeta. Książka o 
polskim pochodzie 
gospodarczym, 
Warszawa 1939

Mieczysław Berman, 
fotomontažas Požeminės 
jėgos, 1939

21. 
Mieczysław Berman, 
national loan Własnymi 
Siłami (With Our Own 
Forces), leaflets and a 
telegram blank, 1933, 
reproduced: Reklama 1, 
1935

Mieczysław Berman, 
nacionalinė paskola 
Savo jėgomis, 1933
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22. 
Mieczysław Berman, national loan Własnymi Siłami 
(With Our Own Forces), poster and leaflet, 1933, 
reproduced: Reklama 1, 1935

Mieczysław Berman, nacionalinė paskola 
Savo jėgomis, 1933
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The avant-garde in the service of state propaganda
There were also cases of avant-garde artists being involved in the 

service of state propaganda. Mieczysław Berman, for instance, received 

several prestigious commissions for such works. His poster The Bullet, de-

signed for the military industry in 1934, was awarded a gold medal at the 

International Exposition of Art and Technology in Modern Life in Paris in 

1937. He also produced propaganda materials for the Government Bond [ill. 

20–22]. His cooperation with Melchior Wańkowicz, during which he made 

use of his familiarity with the propaganda techniques, constituted the apex 

of his artistic career in the Second Republic. Wańkowicz’s book about eco-

nomic progress in Poland, suggestively titled The Relay (Sztafeta, published 

in late 1938, dated 1939) was an impressively thick volume illustrated with 

ultra-modern, attractive and visually evocative artworks by Berman. The 

artist applied the most modern techniques of photography and photomon-

23. 
Ceremony of presenting the Arts Award of the 
City of Łódź to Władysław Strzemiński, May 1932, 
unidentified press clipping

Lodzės miesto menų premijos įteikimo Władysławui 
Strzemińskiui ceremonija, 1932 m. gegužė
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tage that had been used in the Soviet Union to produce the series of propa-

ganda materials, especially those focused on the topic of industry (the con-

struction of a canal, a dam and a hydroelectric power station). Berman’s 

artwork beautifully matched Wańkowicz’s text and was in perfect harmony 

with its rhetoric. Wańkowicz’s book is a jewel of inter-war state propaganda, 

extolling the government’s achievements and its contribution to the mod-

ernisation of the state. And Berman was not the only avant-garde artist with 

leftist views to produce official or, in fact, propaganda art for the Polish state.

Conclusions
As has already been said, the relationship between the avant-garde 

and the Polish state was as intensive as it was ambiguous, and its dynamics 

was variable. The government of the Second Republic of Poland endorsed 

chiefly national art, but it also recognized the potential of avant-garde art in 

the promotion of Poland as a modern state, and from time to time used it for 

its own purposes, both in Poland and abroad. Throughout the entire period 

of the Second Republic, the avant-garde milieu was highly critical of the 

condition of Polish official art, and avant-garde artists undertook various 

actions in the hope of changing its anachronistic character. Sometimes they 

were successful, even spectacularly so. There were also other attitudes, ex-

emplified by Szczuka’s late work or Berman’s work.

Among the creators of the avant-garde in Poland, Strzemiński and 

his circle of artists were the most involved in the mission of creating modern 

art for the modern Second Polish Republic. The forms of this involvement 

were as varied as they were not obvious or even surprising. They had noth-

ing to do with the common understanding of art in the service of the state 

or with propaganda art.

Strzemiński undermined a certain myth, or stereotype, of Polish 

national art. Yet his activity was noticed and recognised. The first Art Prize 

of the City of Łódź was awarded to him in 1932 [ill. 23]. This shows that 

the situation in the artistic life of the period was ambiguous and complex, 

and demonstrates that apparently clear-cut and obvious phenomena need 

to be continuously re-interpreted and revised. It also demonstrates that the 
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issues of consolidating the state, national art and avant-garde art were in-

extricably interrelated.

Strzemiński’s above-mentioned activities testify to the artist’s 

comprehensive civic involvement in the affairs of the state and its artistic 

representation, as well as to his attitude expressing real concern about the 

direction of the state’s development and the level of civilisational develop-

ment of society. The activity and achievements of Strzemiński and the a.r. 

group prove that modernism was not a cosmopolitan utopia, but a univer-

sal project, uniting the artists of the European avant-garde for the idea of 

education through contemporary art. It was definitely the opposite of the 

totalitarian model of art and culture management.

Submitted  — — — —   31/10/2018
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Autorės tyrinėjimų pagrindinė tema – valstybės ir avangardinio 

meno santykiai Antrojoje Lenkijos Respublikoje. Straipsnyje aptariama, 

kaip avangardinis menas dalyvavo valstybės vystymesi ir modernizacijoje, 

kaip jis buvo reprezentuojamas ir panaudojamas edukaciniais tikslais. Pa-

teikiamas kompleksinis valstybės požiūris į avangardo sluoksnius.

Avangardo atstovai aktyviai dalyvavo diskusijose apie modernųjį 

meną, valstybės ir meno santykius ir kritiškai žvelgė į „tautinį stilių“. Siek-

dami įveikti skausmingai juntamą „meninio lavinimo trūkumą“, Władysła-

was Strzemińskis su Katarzyna Kobro ir kitais „a.r.“ grupės nariais įkūrė 

Tarptautinę modernaus meno kolekciją, kuri buvo atidaryta Lodzėje (1931) 

ir buvo nemokamai prieinama lankytojams. 

Avangardinio meno siūlomos modernios Lenkijos vizijos konteks-

te labai svarbi tapo 1929 m. Poznanėje surengta Lenkijos visuotinė paroda. 

Po jos vyriausybė pradėjo vertinti avangardinių veiksmų (ar dalyvavimo) 

svarbą propagandai. 

Avangardo menininkai naudojo patrauklią ir paveikią kalbą prista-

tydami valstybę ne tik parodose, bet ir taikomajame mene. Lenkijos pre-

zidento Ignacijaus Mościckio reprezentacinė rezidencija prie Vyslos ir jos 

modernus dekoras buvo unikalūs Europoje ir kėlė meninius, socialinius ir 

politinius klausimus. Antrosios Lenkijos Respublikos vyriausybė daugiau-

sia rėmė tautinį meną, tačiau taip pat pripažino avangardinio meno poten-

cialą pristatant Lenkiją kaip modernią valstybę ir retkarčiais naudojo tokį 

meną savo tikslais tiek šalyje, tiek užsienyje.

Avangardas valstybėje – avangardas 
valstybei. Antroji Lenkijos Respublika
1918–1939 metais

Iwona Luba

Santrauka

Reikšminiai žodžiai: avangardas, valdžia, moderni valstybė, nacionalinis 
menas, valstybės reprezentacija mene, vizualinė propaganda, Antroji 
Lenkijos Respublika.


