
Summary
Two Turning Points: Polish Art A+er 1955 and 1989 

Two turning points in post-war Polish art are related to political rather 
than artistic events: the (rst (1955) relates to the political thaw a²er Stalin’s 
death, the second (1989) is associated with the fall of Communism. ¯e aim 
of this book is to show that these two turning points  were linked  with a dif-
ferent character of changes in the (eld of art, the (rst was connected with 
a univocal consensus, and the second – a pluralistic agonism. ¯e agonism 
was of course by no means the invention of artists making their debuts 
a²er the fall of Communism. In stark contrast to the immediate post-war 
years, a²er the period of Socialist realism (1949–1955) the free {ow of ideas 
on the art scene was obstructed and exchanged for consensus. Universal 
palinody and the removal of any shameful trace of cultural Sovietization 
a²er Socialist realism in Poland imperceptibly became a kind of moral 
blackmail: mentioning any artist as involved in previous art practices meant 
to discredit him. ¯e past was not a laughing matter and self-mockery was 
ruled out by a sense of honor. Such an attitude towards history as universal 
amnesia did not encourage any discussions but enabled art to began again 
from the mythical point zero. ¯e trauma caused by Socialist realism meant 
that the style of high modernism during the thaw became – obviously con-
trary to the intention of artists – paradoxically both a camou{age for the 
regime operating in velvet gloves and a symptom of Colonialism. Wojciech 
Włodarczyk convincingly states, while interpreting the situation around 
1955, that by then an October syndrome had been formed, i.e. a system of 
values in which agreement was arrived at to follow the new goverment and 
its rules. Such unanimity did not, of course, exist immediately a²er the war, 
when one could clearly distinguish between the creators and the opponents 
of the new political system.

A²er 1955 the government was interested in presenting its legitimacy 
through the visual arts. ̄ e widespread agreement between the political and 
cultural worlds, and the decision to choose the informel abstraction as the 
new Polish formula of modernity,  appealed to many artists a²er the trauma 
of socialist realism, enabling them – by mediating between di\erent ways of 
conceiving modernity – to express generational, historical experience and 
recreate a “true” Polish vernacular while also voicing the aspirations of the 
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regime. ¯erefore modernism in Poland was not dismantled as occurred in 
the late 50s in the USA and Western Europe. Its natural erosion, which could 
be observed at the end of the 1940s, was contained and it was modernism 
which became a refreshed showcase of power in Poland. ¯us, modernity 
took over the tradition of the avant-garde but did so in a watered-down 
fashion; although it continued ideas of a civilizational and social mission, 
it strengthened the political neutrality of an art work. Persuading Polish 
artists to paint images inspired by French tachist art (metaphorically 
speaking – “speaking French”) and thus expressing joy that Stalin had died, 
actually turned out to be extremely e\ective, but an incredibly perverse way 
to build generational identity.  

A²er 1989 agonism became a real challenge, because it taught us all 
how to use a language in which di\erence is a value not to be ignored. It was 
only a²er dismantling the old system that it began to be possible to distin-
guish numerous meritorious strategies in the (eld of art in the oÂcial space. 
It was a great achievement of the democratic changes in Poland to learn that 
there is no free art without questioning norms, scandal and provocation, 
instability or surprise. Recognizing the process of dismantling the system as 
a long one, the period around 1989 is agreed to de(nitely have a symbolic 
character, and changes followed quickly, starting with universal enthusiasm 
in 1980, when the Independent Self-Governing Trade Union “Solidarity” 
was formed. So, although 1989 must be regarded as symbolic, it is hard 
to agree with the views which assume that a²er regaining independence 
nothing changed in Polish art. 

While in the (rst part concerning the thaw questions were asked about 
the reasons for exclusion, which art was marginalized, which antagonistic 
tensions were pushed aside, then in the second  part, associated with the 
art a²er independence, the focus was on the return of repressed artists 
in a free Poland, on breaking the existing hegemony and on pluralism as 
alternative visions of art. ¯is pluralism is o²en associated with a concep-
tual breakthrough in Poland which took place in the 1970s, but then had 
to remain on the sidelines of oÂcial artistic life. It may seem funny and 
ironic, but ostentatious bad taste and kitsch could arise in the mainstream 
only a²er 1989: because this is also the price of freedom. While camp ap-
peared in Western art at the beginning of the 1960s through such people as 
Robert Rauschenberg, who joined the mainstream in the aura of novelty, 
at that time in Marxist Poland – most probably under the in{uence of the 
Frankfurt School – camp was a synonym for unambitious mediocre art. And 
therefore, when at the turn of the 1950s and 1960s the masterly style was 
undermined in the West, along with Robert Rauschenberg’s art gay identity 
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themes and camp art were introduced into the mainstream, transcendence 
replaced immanence, “proper” interpretations imposed by cold-war cultural 
policy supersede  so called misreading which did not follow establishment’s 
expectations, so in the bombastic and pretentious “libertarian” modernist 
discourse, which was slow to die out in Poland, the subject remained the 
heterosexual artist-hero, who lived in an enigmatic outer world, inacces-
sible to the profane. In the West banal elements of the external world were 
included in art because the artist did not suggest that his imagination was 
composed of something else, “higher” and therefore used the kit, a combina-
tion of common objects, in Poland the artist remained a priest surrounded 
by a mystical aura. ¯e resoluteness with which the West said goodbye to 
modernism, was replaced in Poland by the opposite e\ect: sanctioning the 
cult of the modernist artist-genius, who knows where the society should be 
going, seeks a clear hierarchy and has strictly delineated targets, since he 
must be consistent (play and chance even if they appear in the vocabulary of 
artists of that time, had to be under supervision). In a communist country 
instead of irony, images provided viewers with a portion of metaphysics and 
with a master code arousing awe, holding them at bay. 

While on the othere side of the Iron Curtain transcendent and spir-
itual values were negated in progressive art and various types of heroic 
play dismissed as serving to legitimize an ideological position, in Poland 
during the thaw all of this was considered an art. In the West there was an 
aversion to heroic scale, decisions taken in su\ering, historical narration, 
valuable artifacts, “intelligent” structures, and an interesting visual experi-
ence as purely aesthetic was rejected. ¯e authors distanced themselves 
from authoritarianism, “li²ing” the viewer, popular culture and kitsch were 
not assumed as threats; the artists were also reluctant to induce feelings of 
believers; Robert Rauschenberg’s assertion that meaning belongs to the 
viewer was not acceptable in a country where one authority (an establish-
ment imposing Soviet-type Socialist realism) was opposed to another one 
(neo-colonial modernism from Paris) but neither allowed free expression. 
In this particular aspect, modernism with its conservative and reactionary 
face supported the regime and the artist’s authority – similarly to political 
leaders authority – needed to be worshipped rather than undermined. Let 
us recall the words of the artist Grzegorz Kowalski on modernism – “It was 
a double alibi – for power and for artists.” Although they represented op-
posed hierarchies, the mechanism remained similar: it was the mechanism 
of obedience.

In the postwar history of Polish art there were hardly any women art-
ists at (rst. Dramatic evidence of the exclusion of women from the (eld of 
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art may be the debates  of the professors of the Academy of Fine Arts in 
Cracow at their (rst meeting a²er the war in 1945. When faced with the 
candidacy of Hanna Rudzka-Cybis, even considering huge war losses and 
the departures of many artists, the panel deliberated whether it was worth 
introducing a woman into the all-male collective. 

¯e (rst part of this book begins with questions about cultural patterns 
and in{uences raised in the chapter Why not Dubu'et and Bataille, Jorn and 
Debord ...? One can wonder why Polish artists chose to trust science and 
culture, and not recognize that the Second World War had (nally broken 
faith in the so-called great cultural achievement, which had not spared the 
world from the worst of crimes. Obviously this “humanism” may be related 
to the cultural hunger in the country whose capital had been bombed and 
destroyed by the Nazis and was sentenced to nonexistence. But this diagno-
sis of the cultural de(cit in Poland should be supplemented with questions 
– what caused post-war Polish art to become closed to cultural diversity, to 
jokes, to suspicion of authority, why was the centre of authority so important, 
and with it the preference for ready made solutions. Dubu\et’s omission is 
obvious: not only did he participate with his art in urgent social debates 
(e.g. on collaboration), but he also had no sense of superiority, or contempt, 
or – the stone heart of the victim.  Jorn’s omission is also evident: he was 
convinced of the educational character of the absurd and irrationalism, and 
was far from perceiving art as an activity appeasing ambitions and prestige.

In the chapter Post-Yaw Consensus and Negotiations of Criteria of the 
Artist’s Greatness the author asks why Jadwiga Maziarska (1913–2003) is 
not a famous Polish artist today, and why the work of Andrzej Wróblewski 
(1927–1957) was completely neglected during the period of thaw. In the 
(rst case, the criteria of “thaw” criticism made it impossible to notice an art-
ist who used photographs, withdrew from the production of unique forms 
unconnected with external reality, did not paint, or at least treated painting 
with ambivalence, and used despised female techniques (application), and 
did not look for a cohesive style – a master signature, and in addition, who 
was a woman. In the second case the marginalization stemmed from the 
belief that art was not a way to compensate for Poland’s civilizational back-
wardness. In addition, Wróblewski stubbornly spoke about the experience 
of war trauma and blunt miserable reality. He did not participate in this 
universal  amnesia (a palinode), in which what existed previously should be 
regarded as null and as unworthy. 

¯e chapter Nothing Is Quite What It Seems To Be is an analysis of the 
works of Jadwiga Maziarska in the context of the painterly experiments of 
Gerhard Richter, nineteen years her junior. ¯e chapter Wojciech Weiss’ 
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Readmission to the Academy concerns the battles of one of the eminent 
Polish artists – Wojciech Weiss (1875–1950) – to gain reinstatement at the 
Academy of Fine Arts. ¯e authority used the criterion of age to make the 
artist redundant, and he used the criterion of his workshop to prove that he 
could masterfully paint a Socialist-realist picture. Although Weiss (nally 
returned to work at the Academy not only in recognition of his artistic 
achievements (unfortunately he could not enjoy it, because he died soon 
a²er); he was restored rather for his ability to act in accord with the prevail-
ing standards. And communicative emptiness was a characteristic feature 
of the times in which Weiss lived. Orphic Transcriptions of the Border. On 
the Late Gouaches by Andrzej Wróblewski (1927–1957) analyses a recurring 
theme of Wróblewski’s art: cutting a body (beheading, cutting a body into 
parts), describing the situation of a multilingual artist, who uses the idiom 
of Socialist-realism, in both its Soviet form and its Mexican redaction and 
modernism. 

¯e chapter Ye Aura of the “Homemade” and a Sense of Alienation. 
Paradoxes of Marek Piasecki’s works shows how, in the works of Piasecki 
from the 1950s and 1960s, the post-thaw process began. It was a process of 
“the disappearance of an author”, his reluctance to think in terms of medium 
and replacing it with site-speci(c experience in a long temporal narrative, 
which was not favourable to a “moment of grace” and metaphysical leap, 
and – thus – the process of destroying modernism began.

Abakanowicz and “Informel Once Again” is a re{ection on the language 
of high modernism, which the artist was equipped with in Poland, so 
di\erent from the American reception – living, fun, non-academic. ¯is 
high-{own elite language of Polish criticism was ultimately the reason why, 
a²er a period of Communism, Abakanowicz’s art became a synonym for 
academicism in Poland. ̄ e chapter Ye Women Artists of the Cracow Group 
discusses, from the perspective of its few female members, a collective of 
artists, which, a²er 1957, became an exclusive club and informal academy 
of modern art. Women artists could be associated with the Cracow Group 
mainly in two ways: as members of an old pre-war group – so by continuing 
the tradition of Avant-Garde veterans – or as present day wives of  male 
members of the Group.

¯e second part of the book Ye Invasion of the Agonistic Artists begins 
with a chapter A Short  History or How It Was When It Was Not Known 
How It Would Be and is devoted to the language of daily newspapers a²er 
the ending of censorship. ¯e author assumes that ordinary language does 
not camou{age political opposites so much as the academic. ¯e break with 
academic  language, however, is short-lived, because although the tumult 
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and agonism of the 1990s – the so called “new disorder” – is evoked, it 
introduces an element of glaring inconsistency into the narrative, and above 
all, it surrounds colloquial language with a romantic aura which creates 
even more traps. ¯e change that occurred a²er 1989 perfectly captures not 
only the complicated learned language, but also a popular joke about how 
the various Polish communist leaders behaved in crisis situations: when the 
train stopped and the locomotive engineer refused to drive further Bolesław 
Bierut ordered for the driver to be shot and replaced. Władyslaw Gomułka 
tried to negotiate with the train driver. And Edward Gierek gave the com-
mand: “let’s draw the curtains and pretend that we’re moving”. In the second 
part of the book there is the story of what happened when we stopped 
pretending. Or about the art which emerged from the ivory tower.

¯e chapter Outburst of Abjection A{er the Decline of Communism 
in Poland; Kristeva’s Abjection As a Tool For Examining Art deals with 
the reasons for the popularity of strategies using abjection in art a²er the 
dismantling of the old system in the works of Przemysław Kwiek, Barbara 
Konopka, Tomasz Mróz, Ryszard Grzyb, Grzegorz Truszkowski, Oskar 
Dawicki and others. In the chapter Ye Reading of Derrida, Viewing Images 
and Pro<ting from History the possibility of using Jacques Derrida’s  concepts 
for the analysis of various works of art is considered, including three pho-
tomontages – With the Mother, With the Devil and With the Angels – from 
Relieving Oneself (1995) by Alicja Żebrowska and the installation entitled 
Interval by Paulina Orłowska and Mathilde Rosier (2003). 

¯e chapter Terrible Invectives. Critical Language, “Raster” and the 
Potential for Changes discusses a new kind of language, characterized by 
its bluntness, how it was introduced in the (eld of Polish art on the pages 
of the irregularly-published artzine “Raster”, which was founded in 1995 by 
history of art students from the University of Warsaw – Łukasz Gorczyca, 
a novelist and Michał Kaczynski, a poet. An undoubted merit of “Raster” 
was its shake-up of the rigid hierarchy of artists based upon state owned 
institutions; the language of “Raster” was no longer a subject to censor-
ship and it also did try e\ectively to reject self-censorship. In Poland, the 
unfettered ability of the powerless to abuse the authorities turned out to be 
a completely new and liberating experience, changing the balance of forces 
in the art scene. 

¯e chapter A Disappearing Figure focuses on the work of Oskar 
Dawicki (b. 1971) and Zbigniew Libera (b. 1959), showing the reasons for 
the disappearance of a strong  role for the artist. While Dawicki decides that 
the language used by modernist artists has been exhausted, Libera argues 
that the hetero-normative male subject has to die humiliated and ridiculed 
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as the manufacturer of death and lies. Battle Scenes a Posteriori refers to the 
works of two artists – Jerzy Kosałka (b. 1955) and Zbigniew Libera, who are 
particularly keen on visualizing  the suppression  of the older generation 
and its legacy of fear and shame. Kosałka and Libera in their revisions of 
history make former concealments visible as components of the contem-
porary discourse of identity. Stereotyped World: Sur<ng, Scanning, Sampling 
focuses on the analysis of the Zombie (Equestrian Portrait of Andy Warhol) 
by Marek Kijewski (1955–2007), to show the shi² of the visual paradigm 
and the duality of the linguistic code of the art work: on the one hand 
opening outwards onto the Western commercial world, the acceptance of 
visual mass media and its overproduction of images, which – on the other 
hand – stores the memories of the old world with its tales and myths, which 
seemed to be true because we believed in them. 

¯e chapter A Canon and Di'erence: Artists Ask Questions About Public 
Collections poses a question about the condition of the Polish institutional 
critique and the role played in it by so-called artists-as-ethnographers. ¯e 
conclusions are not very encouraging: there was no tendency in Polish 
museum interventions to unmask museum manipulations, which hid and 
naturalised the middle class intelectual. Polish museums did not produce 
critical publicity which would question the promotional items in the insti-
tution. ¯e fondest dream is “a hit list” rather than creating a critical viewer. 
Civil rights, feminism, multiculturalism, queer politics, the unmasking of 
corporate investment, the problem of the maintanaince of traditional art 
forms through collections and their narratives are absent from museum 
discourse. Probably the lack of strong cultural institutions in Poland results 
in a serious lack of institutional critique.

¯e chapter Artistic Manifestos of Recent Years, or How to Leave Flatland 
is a preliminary attempt to discern the issues of the manifestos written by 
post-communist Polish artists. 

At the end of the book, in Ye Epilogue, author focuses on the art 
of the 1970s in between two turning points because it shows how, in the 
“Gierek” period, there could not be any legitimisation or recognition of op-
posite positions; the opposition was simply an enemy who did not have full 
rights. During that period the authorities tried to avoid direct confrontation 
(administrative decisions such as passport con(scation, dismissal from 
work, a ban on publishing were restrictive enough). However, the so-called 
pragmatists from the 1970s (KwiekKulik, members of the Workshop of the 
Film Form, Krzysztof Wodiczko, Zbigniew Dłubak) broke this harmonious 
and seamless whole, in which artists had worked in the People’s Republic 
since the time of thaw at the cost of being locked in an ivory tower. Because 
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it was they who moved away from such values as autonomy, neutrality, es-
sentialism, making art radically less sacred, so we can say that they prepared 
the ground for events in the early 1990s. On the one hand, they introduced 
an atmosphere devoid of metaphysical assumptions to the art scene of 
the People’s Republic and on the other hand – this “anti-sublime” art was 
organized by a grassroots organization, which became apparent later in 
the 1980s and 1990s. Finally, the pragmatists’ aim was to activate and gain 
audience’s participation, social communication, which was o²en provoca-
tive. ¯e pragmatists were also involved in art which can be described 
as “engaged” – a term that, as we know, was particularly hated by the 
thaw generation as clearly associated with the nightmare of the activity of 
Socialist realism. Pragmatists of the 1970s were involved in reality, exactly 
in the same way as the artists a²er the fall of Communism.

In Ye Epilogue the focus is also on the article Pseudoawangarda [Pseudo 
Avant-Garde] by Wiesław Borowski (the head of the Foksal Gallery), which 
was published on 3 March 1975 in the weekly Kultura. As Borowski’s paper 
made public the transition from modernity to post-modernity, and did it 
from the position of being modernist, it is a good starting point to show the 
erosion of consensus of 1955 and a strong need to create agonistic space, 
which has been characteristic since 1989. Wiesław Borowski decided to (ght 
progressive artists other than those exhibiting in the Foksal Gallery in the 
pages of an oÂcial magazine of a rather dubious reputation, to preserve the 
status of the only legitimate avant-garde. It remains a paradox that a good 
number of young artists who made their debuts in the 1970s regarded this 
prominent gallery of international reputation  as having the ambivalent 
status of the oÂcial gallery. ¯e article Pseudo Avant-Garde discrediting the 
progressive fellow-artists proved to be an anachronistic attempt to resurrect 
artists’ “thaw” consensus with the government. It turned out that in the 
communist state there had been no solidarity of the artists, because some 
of them preferred to replicate the patterns of authoritarian power placing 
themselves in a priviledged and pro-monopoly position. Although the 
Foksal Gallery opposed the communist state it adopted some of its tactics 
and values. 

In summary, the (rst part of the book considers the times which were 
ruled by censorship, and therefore the use of contemporary sources had to 
be especially sensitive to what was exluded. ¯us the question arises, what 
must have been unspeakable to preserve the status quo, and what orders of 
discourse were produced so that such invisibility and unspeakability oc-
curred. Getting the answer was easier over time; a re{ection that something 
was the norm came quicker. In the second part of the book the narrator had 
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neither the comfort of distance in time nor the worry about the exclusions 
of censorship. Her concern was rather to (nd a proper language which is 
academic but at the same time  does not break with the colloquial speech 
and diveristy of art strategies, because it seems obvious that di\erent lan-
guage made visible di\erent kinds of art and life. And it was the existence 
of a mysterious elevated language (making many situations invisible) which 
was characteristic of the concept of art autonomy so important in the era of 
Communism. 


