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Abstract 

 

This thesis explores post-war photographic representations of Africans 

in the Polish People’s Republic (1955 - 1989). It focuses on the state-

controlled press photography (although is not limited to it). It brings attention 

to a historical discourse, which is highly relevant in the light of current 

questions of integration and inclusion. It contributes to debates on the 

representation of Africans in Europe and is the first to exclusively raise issues 

of photographic representations of Africans (and People of African Descent - 

PAD) in communist Poland.   

 The thesis is divided into four main chapters, in which I have discussed 

five principal discourse themes that emerged from the collated data. 

 ‘Delegates’ concentrates on images taken during the 5th Festival of 

Students and Youth that took place in Warsaw in 1955 and was the first 

occasion for the Polish society to engage on a larger scale with Africans and 

People of African Descent. It explores the theme of ‘exoticism’ in 1950s 

Poland.   

 ‘Revolutionaries and Comrades’ focuses mainly on photographs taken 

at two rallies of support of Patrice Lumumba that took place in Warsaw at the 

turn of 1960-1961 and photographs of African presidents visiting the PRL in 

the years following the year of Africa (1960).  

 ‘Students’ focuses on images relating to ‘educational migrants.’ It 

opens the discussion to vernacular and semi vernacular photography.  

 ‘Citizens’ concentrates of images published in ‘The Polish Journal’ a 

Polish produced propaganda magazine designated for distribution in various 
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countries of the African continent. It discusses representations produced by 

the press and compares them with representations produced by foreign 

students in order to bring a better understanding of the social realities of the 

time.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

11 

List of Abbreviations 

 

CAF – Centralna Agencja Fotograficzna – The Central Photographic Agency 

CPSU – The Communist Party of the Soviet Union 
 
GUKPPiW – Główny Urząd Kontroli Prasy, Publikacji i Widowisk – the Chief 

Control Bureau for Press, Publications and Performances 

IUS – the International Union of Students 

MO – Milicja Obywatelska – Civic Militia 

NAC – Narodowe Archiwum Cyfrowe – The National Digital Archives 

PAD – People of African Descent 

PAP – Polska Agencja Prasowa – The Polish Press Agency 

PPR – Polska Partia Robotnicza – The Polish Worker’s Party 

PPS – Polska Partia Socjalistyczna – The Polish Socialist Party 

PRL – Polska Republika Ludowa – The Polish People’s Republic 

PZPR – Polska Zjecnoczona Partia Robotnicza –  

RSW “Prasa” – Robotnicza Spółdzielnia Wydawnicza “Prasa” - the Workers' 

Publishing Cooperative “Press” 

Studium 

TPPA – Towarzystwo Przyjaźni Polsko-Afrykańskiej – The Polish African 

Frienship Society 

TPR – The Polish Review 

WAF – Wojskowa Agencja Fotograficzna – The Military Photographic Agency 

WFDY – the World Federation of Democratic Youth  

ZSL – Zjednoczone Stronnictwo Ludowe – The United People’s Party  

 



 

 

12 

1.0 Introduction and background 

 

1.1 Representations of Africa(ns) and ‘Race’ in Poland 

 

There have been a few attempts to investigate representations of 

Africa(ns) in Poland. Some were based on particular examples from Polish 

literature and music (see Moskalewicz 2005; Piróg 2010, Kalin 2013), others 

focused on representations of Africa(ns) in the media (see Zarzycka, 2005, 

2006, 2008, 2012; Średziński, 20161). The most ambitious (in scope) to date 

is Błażej Popławski’s PhD thesis: ‘Percepcja Afryki Subsaharyjskiej w Polsce 

1945 – 1989’ (‘2011)2, in which he explores representations of Africa(ns) in 

Polish literature (briefly mentioning comics) and the press (not focusing on 

photography). He also discusses the perceptions of Africa through the eyes of 

Polish Diplomacy, basing his research on data collated from diplomatic 

documents, such as telegrams sent from and to African leaders, as well as 

various deals signed between the countries in question. 

Photography was never the focus of the investigations, although in a 

couple of cases it was briefly analysed (see Zarzycka, 2006 and Ząbek, 

2007). 3  The work conducted by Marta Przybyło 4  and the Archeology of 

                                            

 

1	Translated	to	English	in	2017.	

2	‘Perception	of	the	Sub	Saharan	African	in	Poland	1945	–	1989.’	

3		They	 focus	 on	 images	 produced	 in	 the	 post-communist	 era	 of	 Polish	 history.	 Ząbek	
gives	a	mention	to	photo	books,	which	display	the	beauty	of	‘wild	Africa’	(2007,	pp.	198-
99)	and	use	Adam	Leszczyński’s	photo	reportage	to	illustrate	his	analysis	of	the	popular	
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Photography Foundation has to be mentioned here. Przybyło’s research 

focuses on photography in The Polish Review, a monthly produced in Poland 

for distribution in various African countries (see Chapter 4), but her research 

focuses mostly on industrial photography. A part of the ‘Początek Przyszłości’ 

(‘Beginning of the Future’) exhibition and its catalogue (2019), however, was 

designated for representation of Polish internationalism and images of 

Africans were exhibited (and printed in the catalogue) as a part of it. 

In Maciej Ząbek’s ethnographic account of the attitudes of Poles 

towards Africans (‘Biali i Czarni. Postawy Polaków wobec Afryki I Afrykanów,’ 

20075); representations of Africa(ns) were researched in a historical context. 

This research was conducted in order to find the roots of stereotypes, which, 

as he argues, influence human behaviour towards the ‘Other’ (2007, p.12-13). 

His investigation begins with a study of medieval Europe and Poland’s 

adoption of Christianity. According to the author, the first known 

representations of black people in Poland are associated with the 

Christianisation of the country and the introduction of the Bible. In the Old 

                                                                                                                             

 

perception	of	a	‘diligent	African	woman’	(2007,	pp.	143-146).	Zarzycka	mentions	press	
images	depicting	African	students	in	Łódź,	which	I	discuss	in	Chapter	3.	

4	Marta	 Przybyło	 and	 Marta	 Przybyło	 Ibudallajev	 are	 the	 same	 person.	 Some	 of	 her	
articles	and	books	are	credited	as	Przybyło	Ibudallajev,	but	recently	she	is	using	only	the	
first	component	of	her	surname.	She	is	the	researcher	who	turned	my	attention	towards	
The	Polish	Journal.	I	led	a	public	conversation	with	her	during	the	‘Afro	PRL’	exhibition	
(2018).	Przybyło’s	main	interest	so	far	was	on	industrial	photography,	but	her	research	
of	the	beginnings	of	the	magazine	and	function	of	photography	in	it	(2014,	2017,	2019)	
is	crucial	for	research	presented	in	Chapter	4	of	this	thesis.	

5	‘Whites	and	Blacks.	Attitudes	of	Poles	towards	Africa	and	Africans’	
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Testament, black people are believed to be descendants of Ham, one of 

Noah’s three sons. Ham’s skin was burned ‘dark’ by the sun as a punishment 

for misbehaviour towards his drunken father (2007, p.44). As Ząbek observes, 

it was an explanation of Ham’s lower social condition. Further, the review 

follows through subsequent historical periods to come to the conclusion that, 

Africans were ‘on one hand demonised, and idealised on the other’ and these 

opposites coexisted with each other (2007, p.91). Ząbek admits that changes 

in representations of both Africa and Africans were indeed occurring, but they 

were changes of the form, not of the content: 

 

Ideas of civilising and colonising are replaced by the idea of 

humanitarian intervention by the international community. The 

concepts of the "Negro – an adult child" or the "Negro - exploited 

slave" are being replaced by the image of the ignorant African, 

exhausted by hunger, disease, and wars, who "can’t handle it 

without our aid” (2007, p.91). 

 

Ząbek’s moves away from the approach applied by his predecessors to 

research the attitudes of Poles towards Africans outside of the wider 

European context. This approach was based on the idea of ‘clean 

conscience’, according to which a lack of ownership of a colony in Africa, is a 

good enough argument to distance Poland from Western colonial 

experiences. Promoters of this opinion (which is popular outside of 
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academia), such as Ryszard Kapuściński6, seemed to overlook the fact that 

the historical lack of ownership of a colony wasn’t caused by the absence of 

interest in having them, but by different political conditions, which made 

‘Poland’s dream of colonies’ just a dream7. Unsuccessful attempts to claim 

foreign lands were underpinned by the 

widely accepted Western ideology of 

‘race’ and the status of black and white 

men within it. This ideology, as Homi K. 

Bhabha puts it, aimed ‘to construe the 

colonised as a population of degenerate 

types on the basis of racial origin, in 

order to justify conquest and to establish 

systems of administration and 

instruction’ (Bhabha, 1999, p.371). 

Photography was one of the most efficient mechanisms used in the 

production of the ‘evidence’ to support this ideology (Ryan, 1997, p.33; Height 

and Sampson, 2004, p.3).  

An affirmation of these practices, which followed Western standards of 

representation of Africa(ns), can be found not only in Polish literature (books 

                                            

 

6	‘Busz	po	polsku’	(‘Bush	the	Polish	way’),	a	short	story	printed	 in	 the	book	under	this	
same	title,	is	an	example	of	a	text	promoting	this	view	(Kapuściński,	2007,	pp.125-131).		

7	Marek	 Arpad	 Kowalski’s	 book	 ‘Kolonie	 Rzeczypospolitej’	 (‘Colonies	 of	 the	 Republic’)	
(2014)	is	a	good	introduction	to	this	subject	matter	(even	if	his	book	fails	to	present	the	
references	to	the	source	materials	he	used).		

Fig 1. Stanisław Wilhelm August Lilpop 
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by Henryk Sienkiewicz or Joseph Conrad8), but also in photography. Imitation 

of visual anthropology, for example, is visible in a series of images from East 

Africa taken by a Polish aristocrat and amateur photographer, Stanisław 

Wilhelm August Lilpop (Fig 1) at the turn of 1910-11.9 

These few but not separate examples confirm the competency of 

Ząbek’s approach, however as this research argues, there was a time in the 

history of Poland when the production of diminishing representations of 

Africa(ns) was confronted. In fact, press photography in the Polish People’s 

Republic (PRL) brought a ‘u-turn’ in these practices in regards to Africans and 

People of African Descent (PAD) living in Poland. The tendency was to 

portray ‘them’ as equals, comrades, and intellectuals. Naturally, this is not to 

say, that ‘traditional’ views disappeared miraculously, and this thesis will take 

them into account. As Stuart Hall points out, there is no such thing as ‘a 

unified (…) conception of the world’ (1995, p.20), and ‘if critics of the media 

subscribe to too simple or reductive a view of their operations, this inevitably 

lacks credibility and weakens the case they are making because the theories 

and critiques don't square with reality’ (1995, p.20). 

                                            

 

8	Born	Józef	Teodor	Konrad	Korzeniowski,	Conrad	was	a	Polish	immigrant	in	England.	

9 	Photographs	 by	 Lilpop	 were	 published	 in	 ‘Portret	 dżentelmena’	 (‘Portrait	 of	 a	
gentleman’)(1998),	 a	 book	 written	 by	 his	 granddaughter	 Maria	 Iwaszkiewicz.	 The	
photographs	 are	 not	 analysed	 in	 the	 text,	 they	 are	 used	 to	 illustrate	 Iwaszkiewicz’s	
memories	of	her	grandfather.	Original	plates	are	available	 to	study	at	 the	Muzeum	im.	
Anny	 i	 Jarosława	 Iwaszkiewiczów	 in	 Stawisko,	 Poland.	 Lilpop’s	 African	 photographs	
were	on	display	at	 the	History	Meeting	House	 in	2013.	 In	 the	book	accompanying	 the	
exhibition	 there	 are	 images	 showcasing	 Polish	 travellers	 as	 being	 part	 of	 a	 wider	
European	presence	in	Africa	(See	image	entitled	‘Doctor	Zaborowski	at	the	head	of	the	
caravan,’	2013,	p.	109)	
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In the case of communist Poland, one could propose an argument for 

the existence of the ‘ideological struggle’ of representations in which socialist 

anti-racist rhetoric had to engage against the capitalist racist point of view. 

However, it would be a simplification to argue that the struggle was reserved 

for a conflict between the blocs of separate states. In the PRL it occurred 

under the umbrella of one dominant structure, the ruling party organs of which 

produced and distributed representations carrying both ‘socialist’ and 

‘capitalist’ ideologies of ‘race’.  

 

 

1.2 Theoretical background 

 

1.2.1 Culture and Representation 

 

Culture is an involved theoretical concept and there are several ways it 

can be understood. My use of the term acknowledges the approach 

introduced by the ‘cultural turn’ movement, according to which ‘culture’ is not 

as much a ‘collection’ of things (such as paintings, literature and so on), but a 

process or a set of practices (see Hall, 1997; Evans and Hall, 1999; Rose, 

2012).  As Hall observes, ‘culture is concerned with the production and 

exchange of meanings (…) between the members of a society or group’ 

(1997, p.2). He follows this by pointing out that the ‘meaning is produced 

within language, in and through various representational systems which, for 

convenience, we call languages. Meaning is produced by the practice, the 

‘work’ of representation’ (1997, p.28). Rose admits that meanings can be 
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‘explicit or implicit, conscious or unconscious, they may be felt as truth or as 

fantasy’ (2012, p.2); they can be conveyed by dreams, movies, complex 

rhetoric, everyday speech (one could add - photography), etc. She points out 

that although different factions in society may understand them differently, 

representations (or meanings) shape the behaviour of people in everyday life 

(2012, p.2).  

Stephen Spencer follows these observations by pointing out the ‘circuit 

of culture’ (a schema introduced by Stuart Hall) as an important development, 

useful in the research of the representation of ‘race’, as its ‘holistic view of the 

practices involved in production of culture’ (2006, p.2) places representation in 

a matrix with other processes (such as identity, production, consumption, and 

regulation), to show that meanings may have material consequences (2006, 

p.2). Hall explains:  

 

The question of meaning arises in relation to all the different 

moments or practices in our ‘cultural circuit’ – in the construction of 

identity and marking of difference, in production and consumption, 

as well as in the regulation of social conduct. (1997, p.4). 
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1.2.2 Photography and culture 

 

From its invention, photography was considered as a medium able to 

manufacture ‘truthful’ representations of natural objects (Edwards, 1992, p.4; 

p.18; Ryan 1997, p.17). This ‘reproduction’ capability allowed photography to 

gain the status of ‘evidence’, to become a ‘window to the world’ (Burgin, 1982, 

p.2). One could argue, the ‘truthfulness’ of photography is commonly 

accepted because, if we follow Barthes, the photograph is inevitably linked 

with its pre-photographic referent, it cannot be detached from it, as if ‘they are 

glued together, limb by limb’ (Barthes, 1982, p.5-6). ‘Nothing could be more 

natural than a newspaper photo, or a man pulling a snapshot from his wallet 

and saying, ‘This is my dog.’ (Sekula, 1982, p.86). For Barthes, the 

photograph remains invisible. It is not the photograph itself, but the referent 

that we see (Barthes, 1982, p.6). The meaning of the photograph seems to be 

fixed, universal, ‘it is what it is’; but to be able to say: ‘this is a house’, one has 

to be capable of reading the photograph. But if, as Allan Sekula 

demonstrates, photographic ‘literacy’ is something one has to learn (which is 

itself a culturally informed process), how can one justify the universality of 

photographic meaning? As Sekula puts it: ‘if we accept the fundamental 

premise that information is the outcome of a culturally determined 

relationship, then we can no longer ascribe an intrinsic or universal meaning 

to the photographic image (Sekula, 1982, p.86).  

Naturally, the involvement of culture in the regulation of photographic 

meaning doesn’t start with the abilities of the spectator. The very act of 

photographing is culturally involved, as is what comes before and after it 
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(Tagg, 1993, p.3). The chain of relations and interrelations is rather extensive. 

For example, a CAF (Central Photography Agency) photographer was sent by 

the editor to photograph a National Day of Rebirth of Poland parade, an 

annual event celebrating Polish ‘independence' achieved through the 

‘liberation’ of Poland from Nazi occupation, by combined Soviet and Polish 

forces. Each step of this ‘chain’ (which can be dismantled even further) is 

culturally, historically and politically loaded. All of the above, as one can 

observe, takes place before the attempt (composition, aperture, and so on) to 

take a photograph is even made, not to mention what follows after the shutter 

is finally released.    

John Tagg takes his critique of Bathes to the extreme, by suggesting 

that the referent has nothing to offer in terms of meaning (1993, p. 3). Further, 

in some cases, he argues, the existence of a photograph doesn’t warrant the 

existence of its pre-photographic referent (as it is with a collage for example, 

which may have two or more, sometimes far removed from each other 

referents). Therefore, the meaning of the photograph can be understood only 

within discourse: 

 

What Barthes calls 'evidential force' is a complex historical outcome 

and is exercised by photographs only within certain institutional 

practices and within particular historical relations, the investigation 

of which will take us far from aesthetic and phenomenological 

context (1993, p.3). 
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In this research I recognise the importance of the pre-photographic (as I 

rarely mention abstracts, such as collage and, additionally, the physical 

presence of Africans in Poland plays an important part here); I accept, 

however, that the referent by itself is incapable of providing a fuller 

understanding of the image.10 

Some critics are skeptical of this component of Tagg’s thought (Ryan, 

1997, p.18-19). If everything exists within discourse, they ask, where is the 

space for ‘newness’ (Bate, 2009, p. 21)? One could argue that it is Tagg’s 

approach to a continuity of discourse that sets him in opposition to what 

Michel Foucault thought and may provide an answer. According to Stuart Hall, 

Foucault believed that:  

 

in each period, discourse produced forms of knowledge, objects, 

subjects, and practices of knowledge, which differed radically from 

period to period, with no necessary continuity between them (1997, 

p.46).  

 

Hall continues:  

 

                                            

 

10	See	Chapter	3	for	discussion	of	images	from	the	Harbi	sisters	archive.	In	this	instance,	
the	referent	that	the	Harbi	sisters	are,	provides	a	fuller	understanding	of	a	photograph.	
However,	it	does	it	through	the	interview,	which	wasn’t	part	of	the	discourse	at	the	time	
of	the	image	production.		
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Far from accepting the trans-historical continuities of which 

historians are so fond, Foucault believed that more significant were 

the radical breaks, ruptures and discontinuities between one period 

and another, between one discursive formation and another (1997, 

p.47). 

 

One could argue, however, that Foucault’s approach is lacking. As John 

Tagg observes ‘chronology of change (…) cannot be taken to point to a single 

and final reversal of the political axis of representation or to mark a definite 

periodicity’ (Tagg, 1993, p.7). It is true, that the communist ideology 

introduced a novel approach to representations of Africa(ns) in Poland, but 

this ‘newness’ cannot be separated from the impact which ‘pre-communist’ 

representations had on the society. Especially if they were still actively 

(re)produced by this same ‘progressive’ power structure.  

 Although it might feel like an exaggeration, in Foucault’s terms of ‘no 

continuity’, one could feel the urgency to suggest the existence of two 

separate discursive formations (of this same subject) taking place within the 

same space and time. Tagg’s approach, therefore, is much more reliable. If 

the ‘old’, didn’t cease to exist, at the time when the ‘new’ appeared, they are 

both involved in the creation of meaning ‘now’, a thought which corresponds 

with Stuart Hall’s ‘circuit of culture’. 

More recent research on photography brings attention to its physicality. 

Elizabeth Edwards acknowledges the importance of its content but observes 

that  ‘thinking materially about photography encompasses processes of 

intention, making distributing, consuming, using, discarding and recycling 
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(Attfield 2000:3), all of which impact on how photographs are understood 

(2004, p. 1).’ As this research will show, it is through the physicality of the 

photographic negative that the works of censorship in the press (Chapter 2), 

or status of a foreigner in the PRL (Chapter 3) can be uncovered. The 

photograph, as an object is a part of the discourse as much as the 

photographic referent is.  

Tina M. Campt takes the physicality of photography even further. As 

the following chapters will showcase, her understanding of ‘haptic images’ 

influenced me while conducting this research and therefore I must quote it 

extensively before I move on to discuss methodological framework:  

 

‘Haptic images’ are objects whose effects are structured by a 

tripartite sense of touch – an indexical touch, a physical touch, and 

an affective touch. It is a touch that suffuses both the composition of 

the image and our responses or relation to it. They are images 

touched by the subjects they capture, touched by those who view or 

encounter them, yet objects also that touch those who view them as 

well. They are objects that ‘move’ us both through our physical 

contact with them and through the affective investments with which 

we imbue them’ (Campt, 2012, p. 43)  
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1.3 Methodological framework  

 

1.3.1 Discourse 

 

The above emphasis on the discursive character of photographic 

meaning leads to a logical choice of methodology for the execution of this 

study, which is discourse analysis. Before introducing my approach, however, 

a brief examination of discourse itself is required. 

For Alan Sekula discourse is ‘the context of the utterance, the 

conditions that constrain and support its meaning, that determine its semantic 

target’ (1982, p.85). However, as Jørgensen and Phillips observe, there is no 

overall agreement on what discourses are and how to analyse them. In fact, 

different definitions have been made and different approaches have been 

deployed in the analysis of it (2002, p.1). Although in their book, Michel 

Foucault’s ‘founding’ approach is omitted (most probably in order to give 

space to other, less ‘popular’ versions of DA), this paper will draw on his 

influences. In Foucaultian tradition, therefore, discourse is  

 

a group of statements which provide a language for talking about – 

a way of representing knowledge about – a particular topic in at a 

particular historical moment. … Discourse is about the production of 

knowledge through language (Hall, 1992, cited in Hall, 1997, p.44).  

 

In addition, discourse is not purely a linguistic concept, but it is 

concerned with ‘language and practice’. It determines and creates objects of 



 

 

25 

knowledge. It administers the way ‘a topic can be meaningfully talked about 

and reasoned about’ (Hall, 1997, p.44). Also, subjects (and objects), as 

Foucault argued, are created in discourse (Rose, 2012, p.190). In the case of 

this study, an African student, a photographer, or an editor are examples of it. 

Like with the pre-photographic referent (but naturally not in Tagg’s terms), the 

discourse doesn’t deny the existence of things in reality, it emphasises, 

however, that their meaning is created by and within discourse (Hall, 1997, 

p.45). Furthermore, discourse has real life implications. Just like in Hall’s 

‘circuit of culture’, it ‘disciplines subjects into certain ways of thinking and 

acting’ (Rose, 2012, p.192). It is, therefore, directly linked to the way in which 

power is applied in society (Tekin, 2010, p.15).  

 

 

1.3.2 Discourse, power, knowledge and regimes of truth 

 

For Foucault, power is not something enforced ‘from the top of society 

down onto its oppressed bottom layers’ (Rose, 2012, p.192). Power is 

everywhere, as ‘where there is power, there is resistance’ (Foucault, 1979 

quoted in Rose, 2012, p.192). Naturally, Foucault doesn’t deny the fact that 

some discourses are more powerful than others and it is often that they are 

connected with socially powerful institutions (Rose, 2012, p.193). 

Moreover, Foucault argued that knowledge is a form of power, ‘but 

power is implicated in the questions whether and in what circumstances 

knowledge is applied or not’ (Hall, 1997, p.48). Images of protests in the PRL 

could be used as practical examples of this notion, as not all protests (and 
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certainly not all images of protests) were allowed in the press, and different 

apparatuses of the state were responsible for the control of their appearances 

in order to create a certain (official) vision of reality. As Rose observes, ‘the 

most powerful discourses, in terms of the productiveness of their social 

effects, depend on assumptions and claims that their knowledge is true’ 

(2012, p.193), a notion, which Foucault called, a ‘regime of truth.’  

 

 

1.3.3 Discourse analytical approach 

 

 Rose (2012) introduces two versions of discourse analysis. Although 

they are both based on the examination of similar data, they produce two 

different kinds of research (2012, p.227). The first concentrates on the site of 

the image itself, as ‘it is most concerned with discourse, discursive formations 

and their productivity’ (2012, p.195). The second focuses on the site of 

production and audience, and tend to be ‘more explicitly focused with issues 

of power, regimes of truth, institutions and technologies’ (2012, p.195). 

Questions I aim to answer in this thesis lead me to take inspiration from both 

of her approaches. Mixing them with my own practice (the ‘Afro PRL’ 

exhibition), as well as methods proposed by other scholars, I came up with 

the methodology I describe below.   
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1.3.4 Intertextuality 

 

The importance of intertextuality for the interpretative power of 

discourse analysis cannot be underestimated (Rose, 2012, p.209) and this 

research is a perfect example of it. Although I focus on press photography, I 

analyse other visual (comics, cartoons, films) and written (books, articles, 

memoirs, chronicles) sources, which are crucial in bringing better 

understanding of photographic representations of Africans and PAD in the 

PRL, as well as mechanisms and processes responsible for the official 

production of said representations.  

As Hall observes, discourse is never composed of one utterance, one 

statement, one source, or one action. This same discourse will appear in a 

range of texts, images, actions, etc. ‘on different institutional sites within 

society’ (1997, p.44). Whenever they apply to this same topic, they belong in 

the words of Foucault, to the same ‘discursive formation’ (Hall, 1997, p.44). 

 

 

1.3.5 Institutional location, complexities and contradictions of discourse 

 

Despite his approach to the ubiquitous nature of power, Foucault, 

acknowledged that some discourses are more powerful than others. It is an 

important statement in terms of methodology, as the social production of 

discourse, has to be acknowledged. A claim to truth, which discourse 

produces, has to be read in the context of the social site from which it is 

made, ‘and to position the speaker of a statement in terms of their social 
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authority’ (Rose, 2012, p. 220 after Foucault, 1972), as it will have 

implementations in form of the social effects it creates.  

. This research includes intertextual analysis of institutional 

apparatuses (such as the structure of press and photo agencies) and 

institutional technologies (such as censorship and propaganda) used in the 

creation of a ‘regime of truth’ performed by the PZPR. It pays attention to 

complexity and contradiction of the discourse known as ‘discursive formation’ 

(in Rose, 2012, p.213-14). An example of it is an image taken during the 5th 

World Festival of Youth and Students in Warsaw (1955), which was printed 6 

years later (26.02.1961) on the last page of illustrated supplement for Zielony 

Sztandar and Dziennik Ludowy (this same supplement was attached to two 

different titles). The photograph of smiling Senegalese woman is captioned: 

‘Typ Murzynki’, which translates to ‘Female Negro Type’. It is not an isolated, 

but rare example of how Western ‘scientific’ representation of blackness was 

mixed up with the ‘new socialistic approach’ to the photographic 

representation of race in Poland.  

Rose follows Potter (1996) using ‘interpretative repertoire’ as a term to 

describe this notion of complexity (2012, pp.217-18).  

 

 

1.3.6 Invisibility 

 

Discourse analysis depends on examining with a great attention to 

detail. Except for the reasons I’ve mentioned previously, it allows discovery of 

what remains invisible. In discourse invisibility might be as powerful as 
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visibility (Rose, 2012, p.219). An image of an ‘African student’ in the press 

discourse of ‘race’ for example, becomes complex as soon as the state 

control apparatuses of residency permits for Africans (somewhat invisible in 

press propaganda) come to play.  

 

 

1.3.7 Preferred meaning, coding, the ‘Afro PRL’ exhibition and compositional 

interpretation. 

 

Norman Fairclough argues that ‘detailed textual analysis will always 

strengthen discourse analysis’ (1999, p.183). He believes that closer attention 

to text may support conclusions to which discourse analysis may arrive 

without it, and in some cases influence their modification, or even change 

them completely. Although Fairclough is a linguist, his approach to textual 

analysis, within the analysis of discourse is also of use when researching 

photography. Compositional interpretation and the coding of data are an 

integrated way of arriving at conclusions deprived from preconceptions about 

the sources a researcher works with (Rose, 2012, p.210).  

In this study, the coding process came after the application of the idea 

introduced by Stuart Hall in The Spectacle of ‘Other’, which analyse 

photographic representation of black athletes in western media. Based on the 

Barthes concept of ‘myth’, Hall observes:  

 

there is literal, denotative level of meaning (…) then there is more 

connotative or thematic meaning. And within that, there is the sub-



 

 

30 

theme of ‘race’ and ‘difference’. Already, this tells us something 

important about how ‘myth’ works. The image is a very powerful 

one, as visual images often are. But its meaning is highly 

ambiguous. It can carry more than one meaning (1997, p.228).  

 

He suggests that each spectator brings his own understanding of a 

photograph. However, if an image is looked at in the context of caption and/or 

text, its reading becomes dependant, constructed; it becomes the preferred 

meaning. What it means to the methodology of this study is that an image 

printed in the press, and a text along which a picture is printed, are treated as 

an integral statement and coded as a whole11 (naturally some of the themes 

attached to a statement will correspond only with one of its sites, visual or 

linguistic). Some of the key themes, which emerged from the statements 

analysed in this study, are ‘clothing’, ‘interaction’, ‘protest/parade/event’, 

‘official visit’, ‘students’, ‘location’ and ‘expression of intellectual abilities 

(studying/lecturing).’ It has to be noted here, why codes, such as ‘race’, or 

‘blackness’ are not situated between them. It is because I used these as 

basic, pre-analytical themes of image selection in archives.  

Once coding was completed, I began to think of connections between 

the key statements. For example, data analysed in chapter 2, suggests the 

emergence in the press of a ‘new’ image of an ‘African student,’ who was 

                                            

 

11	Not	 all	 images	 analysed	 in	 this	 paper	were	 printed	 in	 newspapers.	 This	 is	 the	 case	
withcontact	sheets,	 for	example,	which	may	have,	but	don’t	necessarily	have	 to	have	a	
caption	assigned	to	them.	



 

 

31 

represented as an intelligent ‘revolutionary,’ an equal ‘comrade’, a ‘brother in 

arms’ in the struggle against imperialism.  

‘Delegates,’ ‘Revolutionaries,’ ‘Comrades,’ ‘Students’ and ‘Citizens’ are 

the five main themes that emerged from data at the time of curating the ‘Afro 

PRL’ exhibition. I will explain in a separate section the thoughts behind 

producing the show, as it was an integrated part of this study’s methodology. 

Here I only mention it to keep the chronology of the methodological process 

clear for the purpose of this segment, as within these five major pools of 

material I was able to investigate the images closer. 

This is where compositional interpretation becomes a crucial 

methodological tool. I analyse particular photographs in depth, by describing 

them to the last detail. It is a detective’s work. I observe pre photographic 

referent and sometimes, where contact sheets are available I follow its 

movements and the movements of the photographer. I peel back one layer 

after another to get into the bottom of the information a photograph contains. 

As I do that I begin to see the links between analysed photographs and other 

images, texts, illustrations, comics in the discourse. Such a detailed analysis, 

as I will showcase in the following chapters, can lead to interesting 

discoveries. It shines a light not only on how an event or a person was 

represented, but also at the successes and failures of the mechanisms 

creating such representations.  
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1.4 Archival method                                                                                                                                                          

 

 My thesis is based on data collated in two steps. During the first step, I 

used the content analysis method for gathering data. I have examined every 

available issue12 (published within 1955 – 1989 time frame) of the following 

publications: ‘Trybuna Ludu’ – the official newspaper of the Polish United 

Workers Party (PZPR), ‘Sztandar Młodych’ – the official newspaper of The 

Polish Socialist Youth Union, ‘Zielony Sztandar’ – the official newspaper of the 

United People’s Party 

(ZSL), which was in fact 

an agrarian, satellite 

party of the PZPR 13 , 

‘Świat Młodych’ a 

newspaper designated 

for young children and 

scout readership, two 

major local newspapers 

‘Życie Warszawy’ from Warsaw and ‘Dziennik Łódzki’ from Łódź, and finally 

‘Dookoła Świata’ a travel weekly  

                                            

 

12	Most	of	the	data	I	collected	at	The	Raczyńskis	Library	in	Poznań.	Apart	from	it	I	also	
worked	 in	 the	 National	 Library	 in	Warsaw,	 the	 Bydgoszcz	 Provincial	 and	 City	 Public	
Library	and	the	Library	of	the	University	of	Łódź.		
	
13	Affiliations	of	the	newspapers	were	imprinted	in	their	mastheads.	

Fig 2. Photograph of a monitor at the National Library in Warsaw projecting 
a fragment of a page of ‘Trybuna Ludu’ (15.02.1961). 
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magazine.14 Later on, I’ve added ‘The Polish Review’15 (a magazine created 

in Poland for distribution in the various countries from the African continent) to 

this list. This method allowed a systematic collection of all photographic data 

available in these publications within the selected timeframe.16  

The second step I performed in order to find archival prints of published 

photographs, as well as negatives (or contact sheets), to which they 

belonged. I conceived this search in order to locate better copies of 

photographs in question, which could be used for analysis, for example, to 

make possible, a comparison between what was and what wasn’t printed in 

the newspapers (the latter helped in understanding the influence of 

propaganda and censorship on the representations of Africans in Poland). I 

found the images in the Central Photographic Agency’s (CAF) archive, which 

is located in the National Digital Archive (NAC) headquarters in Warsaw.  
                                            

 

14	The	 first	 subject	 I	 concentrated	 on	 during	 data	 collection	 was	 the	 Congo	 crisis	
(chapter	2).	During	my	first	excursion	to	Poland,	focusing	on	the	Congo	crisis	(Chapter	
2),	 I	 have	 examined	 every	 issue,	 published	 within	 the	 first	 quarter	 of	 1961,	 of	 20	
different	newspaper	and	magazine	 titles.	Except	 the	 titles	 I	mention	 in	 the	main	 text	 I	
examined:	 ‘Kobieta	 i	Życie’,	 ‘Kurier	Polski’,	 ‘Magazyn	Polski’,	 ‘Nowa	Kultura’,	 ‘Tygodnik	
Kulturalny	–	Orka’,	 ‘Polityka’,	 ‘Prawo	i	Życie’,	Przyjaźń	–	Tygodnik	Ilustrowany’,	 ‘Walka	
Młodych’,	 ‘Współczesność’	 and	 ‘Zwierciadło.’	 Additionally,	 digitally	 I	 examined	 ‘Głos	
Robotniczy’.	I	became	aware	of	time	limitations	that	led	me	to	select	the	core	list	of	titles	
I	 would	 collate	 the	 data	 from	 (selection	 was	 based	 on	 the	 amount	 and	 sometimes	
uniqueness,	of	photographs	depicting	Africans	in	Poland	printed	in	a	title).	In	Chapter	2,	
while	discussing	the	‘Lumumba	protests’	I	used	some	of	the	data	collated	from	the	titles	
listed	here.	

15	While	collecting	data	from	‘The	Polish	Review’,	I	have	also	examined	all	issues	of	the	
Polish	language	version	of	‘Poland’	–	‘Polska.’	For	more	details	about	different	language	
versions	of		‘Poland’	see	Chapter	4.	

16	The	collection	of	data	was	a	daunting	process,	which	begun	with	the	initial	excitement	
of	 actually	 finding	 some	 material	 turning	 to	 physically	 hard	 work	 by	 the	 time	 I	 had	
reached	the	mid	1960s…	
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As I have indicated earlier content analysis wasn’t used in order to 

analyse the data collected, it was, however, of unprecedented importance in 

bringing understanding of what is available for analysis. 

 

Fig 3. Collection of negatives from the Festival held at the NAC headquarters in Warsaw 
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Fig 4. The NAC headquarters in Warsaw. 

 

 

Fig 5. The NAC. A negative holder with one of the negatives exposed depicting the protest at the front of the Belgian 
Embassy (1961).  
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Fig 6 and 7. The NAC. A negative with images depicting the protest and projection of the image used by ‘Trybuna 
Ludu.’ 
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1.5 ‘Afro PRL’ - exhibition as methodology 

 

After the initial analysis of newspaper content, I faced the scale of the 

PRL press production of relevant images. I left behind my preliminary idea of 

photographing Afro Poles and decided to curate an exhibition instead. The 

‘Afro PRL’ exhibition organised in collaboration with the History Meeting 

House (21.04.2018 – 29.05.2018) was a practical element of my research. It 

has had a relatively strong impact, with articles being written about it in the 

press (both online and print), podcasts and radio interviews made, and a 10 

minutes long TV programme on national television (TVP Kultura). 

I designed the exhibition as a platform for meeting, interviewing, and 

accessing the personal archives of Africans, who arrived in the PRL and 

stayed in Poland to the present day. Vernacular photography and interviews 

meant to become a second ‘narrative’ in the research allowing me to explore 

a societal ‘response’ to the hegemonic voice of the communist press.  

Although the recruitment of the participants proved to be problematic, I 

still consider it a success. I’ve managed to involve two people17 and having in 

mind that vernacular photography (although important) isn’t the main focus of 

the study18; these two individual archives (with addition of the Chronicle of 

                                            

 

17	Dr	Mamadou	Diouf	(whose	images	were	exhibited	as	part	of	the	 ’Afro	PRL’)	and	Mrs	
Nadia	 Harbi	 Grabowska	 (who	 contacted	 me	 after	 seeing	 the	 show).	 Additionally,	 I	
interviewed	Jan	Morek,	a	staff	photographer	of	The	Polish	Review.	During	the	opening	
night,	I	led	a	public	conversation	with	Diouf	and	Morek	and	a	day	after	also	with	Marta	
Przybyło.		

18	I	consider	it	as	the	focus	of	my	next	research	project.	
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Language School for Foreigners in Łódź – see Chapter 3) are enough to 

include an analysis of examples of alternative representations.  

It is important to point out that although I never intended to analyse the 

exhibition it became a crucial element of the methodological process. Apart 

from being a platform for the above, ‘Afro PRL’ informed the structure of my 

PhD thesis.  

The most important questions at the beginning of the curating process 

were: how can I do justice to the data? How can I present such a broad 

subject in a concise, meaningful way within a limited gallery space? I cannot 

physically include every photograph in the archive, so therefore how can I 

successfully showcase the essence of the subject? 

One way of doing it would be in chronological manner but that idea was 

put aside quickly. A gallery is not a book. Yes, a capable curator is able to 

lead a viewer through the space with his or her image, size, text selection and 

their location, but the truth is that not every visitor will follow the path chosen 

by the curator. They can follow the set path, or they are free to wander around 

the space as they see fit. In this sense a gallery can be a fairly democratic 

space (see pages 227-230 for an example of a very personal viewing of the 

‘Afro PRL’ exhibition). What I needed to do was to make sure the exhibition 

could be enjoyed and understood no matter where viewers chose to start their 

experience.  

The coding of data was crucial at this stage, as the main subject areas 

began to emerge from the process, the choice to divide the show to 5 parts 

that could be absorbed individually, in no particular order but at the same time 
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correspond with each other was obvious to me. These five sections became 

with one exception19 the titles of the main chapters of this thesis:  

 

- ‘Delegates’ – focusing on images from the 5th Festival of 

Youth and Students’ (Chapter 1) 

- ‘Revolutionaries’ – (Chapter 2) focusing on images of protest.  

- ‘Comrades’ (Chapter 2) focusing on photographs of foreign 

delegations visiting the PRL. 

-  ‘Students’ – (Chapter 3) – this section contained press, 

vernacular and semi-vernacular images.20 

-  ‘Citizens’ – focusing on images produced for ‘The Polish 

Journal’ 

 

A visualisation of the outcome of the process in the gallery can be found in 

Appendix 2 ‘Documentation of the Afro PRL Exhibition’ (see page 273).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            

 

19	I	merged	the	sections	‘Revolutionatries’	and	‘Comrades’	into	one	chapter.		
20	See	Chapter	3	for	more	details	about	my	understanding	of	‘semi-vernacular.’	



 

 

40 

1.6 Historical background 

 

1.6.1 The Polish People’s Republic and the Soviet Union 

 

As a result of World War 2, Poland became a satellite country of the 

Soviet Union. As early as 1944, with the Red Army advancing towards Berlin, 

Stalin implanted local communists as leaders of the ‘resurrecting’ Poland 

(Davies, 2001, p.2). During the early post-war years, they stabilised their rule 

through the brutal elimination of the political opposition. By 1952, when the 

new constitution of the Polish People’s Republic had been signed, the power 

was already centralised in the hands of one party – the Polish United 

Workers’ Party (PZPR) and any form of criticism against it was forbidden. As a 

historian Norman Davies observes:  

 

Poland’s special association with the USSR in the final years of the 

Stalin era left lasting marks on the Polish People’s Republic (…) 

The adoption of Marxism-Leninism as the sole ideology; the 

establishment of an extravagantly large conscript army; the 

Command Economy based on central planning; the mania for 

heavy industry; the constitution of 1952; and, above all, the 

monopoly of power of Polish United Workers Party were never 

successfully challenged. Communist Poland like the rest of the 

Camp to which it belonged, was essentially a Stalinist creation 

(Davies, 2001, p.6).    
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1.6.2 The Polish People’s Republic and Africa 

 

Important political decisions had to complement the course dictated by 

the Soviet Union, and the PRL’s support for the anti-colonial movement is a 

perfect example of this dependence. As Jerzy Prokopczuk highlighted in 

1964, the government’s African policy was  

 

part of the overall activity of Poland on the international forum and 

due to the general principles of the foreign policy of a socialist state. 

These principles were formed by the historical development of the 

Polish People's Republic in the framework of the community of 

socialist states, on grounds of proletarian internationalism and 

brotherhood of the peoples fighting for national and social liberation. 

Poland gave and is giving political, moral and economic support to 

newly formed African countries (1964, p.141).  

 

Jacek Knopek points out four routes taken by the PRL in supporting 

decolonisation in Africa. The first, in the international forum, where through 

organisations such as the UN, Polish politicians supported in their speeches 

the struggle of the national liberation movements. The second and already 

mentioned route was the ideological collaboration with other countries of 

Social Democracy, ‘where the deciding word belonged usually to the 

representative of the Soviet Union (2013, p. 123).’ The third, with which this 

research is concerned the most, ‘strengthened the idea of decolonization in 

the Polish nation and made it the basic premise in the development of 
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international relations. At the same time, they prepared the ground for the 

acceptance by society of the costs incurred and sacrifices for black people 

(2013, p. 123).’ The fourth was through direct support of the groups and 

movements fighting for national liberation (2013, p. 123).  

Błażej Popławski observes that Poland’s position was related to the 

need to highlighting its own meaning in international politics (2011, p. 87). It 

‘was characterized by considerable pragmatism, because for the most part, it 

was about promoting trade rather than promoting "socialism" (Gasztold Seń, 

2014, p. 1, following Tebinka, 2010).’ In comparison with other countries of 

Social Democracy, Polish support was somewhat vague (Gasztold Seń, 2014, 

p. 1), declarative rather than realistic (Knopek, 2013, p. 137).  

In 1960, a year known as ‘the year of Africa’, seventeen African 

countries claimed their independence from colonial rule. By 1965 that number 

had grown to 30 (Knopek, 2013, p. 121). The Polish People’s Republic didn’t 

hesitate to recognise the autonomy of the newly formed countries, but as 

Błażej Popławski observes, the authorities were cautious in making diplomatic 

commitments (2011, p. 95). A universal way to showcase its support of 

movements fighting colonisation, and the newly resurrected countries was by 

granting stipends, which were often the only support offered by the PRL 

authorities (Gasztold-Seń, 2014, p. 4). It allowed for the first time on a larger 



 

 

43 

scale, the influx of Africans into Poland’s territory21. Poland was, at least in 

theory, equipped for this arrival. 

The constitution of 1952 granted equality to all residents of Poland. 

Article 69 of the constitution reads as follows: 

1. Citizens of the Polish People's Republic, regardless of 

nationality, race and religion, have equal rights in all fields of public, 

political, economic, social and cultural life. Violation of this rule by 

any direct or indirect privileges or restrictions of rights on grounds of 

nationality, race or religion is punishable. 

2. The spreading of hatred or contempt, the provocation of 

discord or humiliation of man because of differences in nationality, 

race or religion is prohibited (1952, p.365). 

 

Yet again, Poland’s anti-racist rhetoric had its archetype in Moscow. As 

ethnomusicologist Adriana N. Helbig highlights  

 

                                            

 

21	Although	 the	 first	 documentation	 of	 the	 presence	 of	 black	 people	 in	 Poland	 can	 be	
traced	back	 to	 the	17th	 century	 (Ząbek,	 2007,	p.38),	 it	wasn’t	 until	 the	 late	1950s	 and	
early	1960s	when	‘their’	number	increased	significantly.		
In	his	book,	Mokpokpo	Dravi	historia	prawdziwa	(Mokpokpo	Dravi	the	Real	Story)	(2015)	
Paweł	Średziński	quotes	M.	Dravi,	a	student	and	an	actor	from	Togo,	who	knew	only	of	
four	Africans	living	in	Warsaw	in	1957.		Four	years	later,	Sztandar	Młodych	(22.02.1961)	
notes	that	about	fifty	Africans	studying	in	Poland.	
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(…) racial discourse, framed by the Soviet Union's fraught 

relationship with the capitalist West, is evident in Stalin's 

constitutional amendments of 1936: Neither language nor color of 

skin...can justify national and race inequality (2014, p.46). 

  

However, Helbig is not satisfied and demonstrates the complexity of the 

issue by pointing out that such discourse was filled with hypocrisy and 

propaganda. Describing the situation in the Soviet Union, she observes that 

on one hand, African students were protected by socialistic rhetoric of 

friendship between peoples, but on the other, they were not allowed to gain 

citizenship (2014, p.19). In Poland, as Maciej Ząbek observes, most Africans 

were forced by the administrative authorities to leave the country soon after 

their graduation. Some managed to remain, by marrying Polish citizens, or by 

continuing to study on postgraduate courses, or in the case of doctors, by 

undergoing professional training, which had the ability to prolong their stay for 

years (2007, p.40).  

 

 

1.6.3 The Press in the Polish People’s Republic  

 

The Polish press market was based on the Soviet model (Słomkowska, 

1987, p.28; Kozieł, 1987, pp. 45-46; Mazur, 2003, p.27), but the taking control 

of the press by the communists was a gradual phenomenon. During the early 
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post-war period a ‘pluralistic model of the multiparty press (Słomkowska, 

1987, p. 19)’ was established due to the political opposition still present in the 

country. However, as Andrzej Kozieł observes that pluralism was limited. The 

PPR (Polish Worker’s Party) has already been controlling the content of the 

press through censorship (since 1944; Pawlicki, 2001, p. 30) and the 

distribution of printing paper through the Ministry of Information and 

Propaganda (MIiP) (1987, p.45). In 1946 the Chief Control Bureau for Press, 

Publications and Performances (GUKPPiW) was created under the control of 

the Prime Minister’s Office (Mielczarek, 2010, p.32). In theory, it was subject 

to the Prime Minister (Edward Osóbka-Morawski) control, but it was Jakub 

Berman (the head of the oppressive Ministry of Public Security) who 

supervised it in practice (Pawlicki, 2001, pp. 30-31). It was ‘a move, which 

stabilised his position as the main person controlling information, propaganda 

and press matters in Poland (Słomkowska, 1987, pp. 21-22).’  The process of 

the centralisation of the press was nearing its conclusion and was related to 

the final stage of centralisation of power by the communists, the unification, or 

as Łukasz Kamiński would have it, the absorption in 1948 of the PPS (Polish 

Socialist Party) by the PPR (2004, p. 10) and the resulting emergence of the 

PZPR.  
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In 1948, changes in the press were (among others things) ‘an answer 

to the aggressive propaganda from the English speaking countries (Kozieł, 

1987, p. 51).’ During that time, as Kozieł observes, the sources of information 

from Western countries were limited and a change in the proportion of 

information amounting to the benefit of socialist countries occurred. A 

monopoly of foreign information for PAP (Polish Press Agency) was 

established. The right to use foreign photo services was limited. The 

communists forced changes of staff in editorial offices, a process that 

intensified after the third PZPR plenum (11-13.09.1949), when ‘dogmatic 

analysis of reality highlighted the concepts of the enemy of class and ideology 

(1987, p. 53).’ This slogan, as Kozieł observes, ‘was used not only to tighten 

the party ranks, but it was also a signal to eliminate opponents of the current 

leadership from all areas of life (1987, p. 53).’ The intensity of this control 

varied during the 40 years of communist rule, but once installed, the main 

rules of the press system remained unchanged (Słomkowska, 1987, p. 18).  
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Owned by the state-controlled corporations, such as RSW “Prasa”22, 

the press became, therefore, a powerful tool in the hands of the PZPR.23 

Propaganda and censorship were ubiquitous. The party controlled what could 

be seen by the public, as well as when and how, both in the national press 

and in the state publicity materials.  

According to the data collected in 1966 (quoted by Mazur, 2003, p.27), 

55% of the population aged 15 and above declared ‘relative continuous 

readership’ of the press, and were therefore on the receiving end of the 

messages formulated by the state. Newspapers such as ‘Trybuna Ludu’ or 

‘Sztandar Młodych’ were officially named as organs of specific communist 

organisations (their affiliations were embedded in the front page mastheads) 

and carefully selected members of these organisations ran them (Pepliński, 

2004, p. 18).  

                                            

 

22	Created	 in	1947	 to	centralise	scattered	press	publications	of	 the	PPR	(Kwaśniewski,	
1992,	 p.	 225),	 in	 1948	 it	 became	 the	 biggest	 press	 publisher	 in	 Poland	 (Słomkowska,	
1987,	p.	24)	

23	Even	in	situations	of	internal	power	struggle,	such	as	those	that	occurred	after	Stalin’s	
death,	fighting	camps	found	compromise	in	order	to	keep	press	under	the	PZPR	control:	
‘Disputes	 over	 the	 shape	 of	 the	press	 come	 alive	 considerably	 after	 the	Third	Plenum	
(11-14	January	1955),	when	the	party	undertakes	a	self-critical	assessment	of	methods	
of	action	and	management.	There	are	visible	divisions	in	the	(press	–	BN)	environment;	
a	 large	 group	 of	 journalists	 is	 confused.	 The	 official	 position	 of	 the	 (Press	 –	 BN)	
Association	 in	 these	 conditions	 was	 a	 classic	 compromise	 -	 an	 attempt	 to	 reconcile	
dogmatic	 tendencies	 with	 full	 democratization.	 They	 can	 be	 reduced	 to	 three	 issues:	
combating	distortions,	 strengthening	 the	 ideological	 front	 and	 recognizing	 the	 current	
press	policy	as	correct.	The	compromise	formula	was	based	on	the	balance	of	power	in	
party	leadership.	None	of	the	fighting	factions	took	over	control	of	the	press,	and	leaving	
complete	 freedom	 to	 journalists	 could	 lead	 to	 unpredictable	 political	 consequences	
(Kozieł,	1987,	p.	56)	
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As Adam Mazur observes, the power structure ‘forming on the ashes of 

the Second Republic’ (2009, p.221) could not afford to lose control over 

photography. Propaganda, which was heavily based on the use of 

photographs ‘was essential to maintaining power, especially during the first, 

"pre-TV" period of the PRL’ (2009, p.221). The production of photographs for 

official purposes was monopolized.  

 

 

1.6.4 Propaganda, Censorship and Press Photography  

 

Following Jerzy Bralczyk, Marcin Czyżniewski observes that 

propaganda is an inseparable element of power in various political systems 

(totalitarian, as well as democratic). It serves their interests, which are not 

necessarily compatible with, and sometimes even against the interests of the 

society (2005, p. 29). Propaganda is the  

 

(…) natural system of communication between the rulers and the 

ruled. It is a set of measures that serves the authorities not only to 

subjugate society, but also to provide information on its activities 

and assessments of these activities. Any information coming from 

the authorities and its representatives is part of the propaganda 

system (2005, p. 30). 
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When such a system becomes centralised in the hands of one political 

party, with no voice of opposition allowed to be heard, we could observe the 

emergence of a totalitarian system of propaganda.  

In the PRL the development of the press was inevitably linked to the 

development and gradual improvement of the propaganda system. Early on, 

the communists began the struggle to win over the minds of the population:  

 

We are facing a very serious issue today of the transformation of 

the psyche of people brought up under the influence of foreign and 

hostile factors. The profound systemic and political changes that 

have taken place in Poland create material premises for these 

psychological ventures. The poison that has been inculcated into 

the nation for hundreds of years must be ventilated today (‘Biuletyn 

Informacyjny Wydziału Propagandy KW PPR w Szczecinie’ quoted 

in Czyżniewski, 2005, p.8). 

 

Photography, as I have already mentioned was an important tool in the 

service of propaganda. In 1951 the Central Photography Agency (CAF) was 

created through merging Foto AR, Foto API and Film Polski (Szymanowicz, 

2017, p. 395).24 It became the only civil photo agency in the PRL (the Military 

                                            

 

24	The	CAF	was	the	main	player	in	the	production	and	distribution	of	photography	in	the	
press,	but	the	newspapers	hired	their	own	staff	photographers	as	well.	Arkadiusz	Gola	
observes	 that	 two	major	 newspapers	 in	 Silesia	 –	 ‘Trybuna	 Robotnicza’	 and	 ‘Dziennik	
Zachodni’	hired	between	three	to	four	photographers	at	a	time	(Gola,	2015,	p.	30).		
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Photo Agency – WAF – was not absorbed and focused on military subjects). 

As an organ of the RSW “Prasa” the agency covered the majority of thematic 

areas and as Maciej Szymanowicz observes, it became ‘one of the elements 

creating an official representation of the state and its socio-political life (2017, 

p. 395).’ This is how a staff member of the CAF - Irena Pawełkowa 

characterised the role of photography in the press: 

 

The photo is thorough political material, equivalent in terms of 

information and propaganda with the article, reportage or report. 

(...) As a part of the newspaper, the photo informs, teaches, shapes 

the worldview, makes aware and convinces with the most vivid and 

pictorial method. It illustrates all the manifestations of life. As a 

propaganda tool, it gives a picture of reality, shows development 

prospects, and reveals the goals for which one is fighting. 

Therefore, the photo must be full of political content. (...) The form 

must, therefore, be subordinated to content, taking full account of 

the importance of composition, artistic values, and technical 

development. The photo must be understood for the broadest 

masses (Pawełkowa, 1953 quoted in Szymanowicz 2017, p. 396).25 

                                            

 

25	Szymanowicz	 cites	 this	 quote	 in	 order	 to	 point	 at	 the	 reason	 for	 which	 ZPAF	
(Association	 of	 Polish	 Art	 Photographers	 -	 the	 organisation	 which	 centralised	 and	
regulated	production	of	art	photography	in	the	PRL)	disregarded	press	photography	as	
not	worth	being	discussed	as	art	(2017,	394-397).	The	‘radical	division’	between	art	and	
non-art	photography	that	occurred	in	Polish	photography	of	the	20th	century	(Ziębińska-
Lewandowska,	 2014,	 p.12)	 is	 not	 a	 focus	 of	 this	 research,	 but	 has	 to	 be	mentioned	 at	
least.	It	is	important	to	note	that	members	of	ZPAF	saw	a	difference	between	(worthy)	
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Pawłowska informs that  

 

the main subject of (our – BN) photographs is man, his work and 

life, the results of his efforts, his surroundings. A photograph 

showing a man must depict his creative work, a conscious effort, 

participation in performing plans, concern for improving production, 

an opportunity for promotion and social development; participation 

in political and social life, participation in changes in the workplace, 

city, in the countryside. It must highlight patriotic moments; speak 

about matters related to the struggle for peace and consolidation of 

independence. A photograph of a workingman should by dynamic, 

show creative effort. Man is not an addition to the machine, even 

the most spectacular (...) A photo of production has an impact not 

only on the reader, above all it finds a vivid resonance among the 
                                                                                                                             

 

photo	 reportage	 and	 (limited	 by	 subject	 absolutisation)	 press	 photography	
(Szymanowicz,	2017,	p.	394;	Ziebińska-Lewandowska,	2014,	p.	145).		

So	 far	 the	 ‘conflict’	 between	press	 and	art	photography	has	been	 researched	 from	 the	
perspective	of	art	photographers,	but	a	trace	of	a	photojournalist	attitude	towards	it	can	
be	found	in	the	Łukasz	Modelski	interview	with	Jan	Morek.	Morek,	who	worked	as	a	staff	
photographer	 at	The	Polish	Review	 (see	Chapter	4)	became	a	member	of	 ZPAF	 in	 the	
1960s	because	institutions	‘had	no	right	to	hire	a	private	person	for	anything,	they	were	
not	able	to	pay	(Morek	in	Modelski,	2013,	p.	66).’	He	joined	the	organisation	for	practical	
reasons.	Although	he	notices	that	there	have	been	a	few	members	of	the	association	who	
could	 be	 recognised	 as	 ‘real	 art	 photographers’,	 the	majority	 of	 them	were	 ‘postcard	
makers’	 (2013,	 pp.	 66-67).’	 Morek	 finishes	 his	 argument	 strongly	 ‘we	 treated	 it	 with	
contempt	because	we	were	photojournalists	(2013,	p.	67).’	And	in	this	sentence,	the	hint	
of	photojournalists’	 opinion	about	 the	majority	of	photography	produced	by	 the	ZPAF	
members’	lays.	
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workers employed in a given factory or branch of production. A 

photograph in the newspaper is, therefore, a factor that mobilizes 

the crew, affects the employees of other factories, stimulates 

ambition, and arouses interest. (...) The insightful and reliable 

choice of the people we photograph is the first condition for 

photojournalistic work. (...) A photo is not only a registration of 

reality. Photographs can and should be organised - but it is not 

allowed to stage what does not exist at all, such as placing workers 

on machines that they never work on, etc. (Pawełkowa, 1953 

quoted in Szymanowicz, 2017, p. 396). 

 

I follow Szymanowski in quoting this lengthy fragment of the Pawełkowa 

presentation26 because he is right when pointing at its importance (it certainly 

is important for this research) as an (uncommon) attempt of theorising the role 

of photography in the press undertaken in the PRL (2017, p. 395). Pawełkowa 

points without hesitation to what was the main subject of photography made 

by the CAF, and probably more importantly she showcases a framework 

within which the subject was photographed or even ‘produced.’ It clarifies, 

from the perspective of the producer, how photography was used in the 

                                            

 

26 	According	 to	 Szymanowski,	 fragments	 of	 the	 Pawełkowa	 presentation	 At	
Stowarzyszenie	 Dziennikarzy	 Polskich	 were	 first	 printed	 in	 an	 article	 written	 by	 J.	
Gembicki	 ‘Fotografia	 w	 gazecie’	 published	 in	 issue	 1/1953	 of	 ‘Prasa	 Polska	 (2017,	 p.	
396).’		
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creation of state propaganda and how it should affect its reader. The reader 

who becomes a subject of a photograph printed in the press.  

 

Focused on eradicating all forms of criticism and preserving a self-

created image (Woźniak-Łabieniec, 2017, 61-62), censorship was a principal 

tool of propaganda. In the PRL it wasn’t enough to instruct the editors telling 

them what to write about and how they should write about it,27 the authorities 

had to be certain that their instructions were followed as required.28 In the 

early post-war years, the Central Office for Control of the Press, Publications 

and Entertainment (GUKPPiW – an institution often referred to simply as 

‘censorship’) was structurally linked with ‘the apparatus of terror, i.e. the 

Ministry of Public safety (Łęcicki, 2016, p. 153) and was influenced by Soviet 

advisers (Łęcicki ,2016, p 151). 

Preventive censorship was the main type of control of the press content 

in the Polish People’s Republic. It ‘requires submission of any content (an 

issue of a journal, a radio text) to be accepted by the censorship body 

appointed for this purpose. It aimed to limit and prevent the dissemination of 

publications contrary to the interests of the state (Dombska, 2011, p. 79). But 
                                            

 

27	Andrzej	Kozieł	points	at	 the	 consultations	of	 the	editors-in-chief	of	party	publishing	
houses	as	the	basic	form	of	press	 ‘inspiration’.	 ‘Their	course	and	decisions	are	another	
examples	of	the	instrumental	treatment	of	the	press.	At	one	of	the	meetings	(March	21,	
1949),	 J.	Berman	ordered	the	commencement	of	mass	propaganda	against	 the	Church.	
Journalists	were	ordered	to	exaggerate	the	characteristic	 facts	of	 the	clergy's	activities	
(…)	(1987,	p.	53).’		

28	Grzegorz	 Łęcicki	 observes	 that	 the	 media	 politics	 of	 the	 PRL	 were	 also	 based	 on	
educating	 new	 generations	 of	 journalists	 at	 Warsaw	 University	 and	 Jagiellonian	
University	in	Kraków	(2016,	p.	154).		
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as Jakub Dąbrowski points out, censorship wasn’t ‘a case-based preventive 

control of the flow of ideas (2017, p. 213),’ as popular belief would have it, but 

‘a complex and continuous system of relations which shaped desired social 

actions (2017, p. 213).’  An officer working in the Central Office of Control 

wasn’t known as a ‘censor’ – such a name didn’t exist in the official language 

at the time (Gola, 2015, pp. 37-38). S/he was known as the ‘councillor (Gola, 

2015, pp. 37-38; Dąbrowski, 2017, p 214).’  

Following Marta Fik, Aleksander Pawlicki describes the different roles an 

officer working for GUKPPiW took on while fulfilling his responsibilities 

towards the party: 

 

An KPPiW official can be an ordinary supervisor, but he willingly 

turns into an advisor. It is not too difficult for him because he still 

has the prosecutor's toga in his closet. While accusing he is also 

the judge in dispute because he knows the truth, and therefore he 

is also a validator. In the end, the censor does not stop at the 

author's control - he becomes a co-author who shapes everything: 

from the substantive content of the text, through the vocabulary 

used in it, to punctuation. His role is therefore of primary importance 

but played extremely discreetly, almost like the director's role in the 

theatre (2001, p. 24). 

 

The invisibility of the censor was important for the communists. Yes, 

there was an awareness of the existence of the Office in the society, but as 

Wiktor Popeliński observes, ‘efforts were made for censorship records and 
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interventions to be fully discretionary (2004, p. 16).’ In line with the guidelines, 

the interventions of censors were meant to be as rare as possible (Dąbrowski, 

2017, p. 214). It was crucial to suggest to a reader that the author of press 

material creates according to what s/he believes in (Pawlicki, 2001, p. 24; 

Popleiński, 2004, p. 17) and at the same time it was expected from the author 

that s/he will follow ‘a narrow spectrum’ of beliefs accepted by the party, that 

s/he will employ these norms as her/his own (Pawlicki, 2001, pp. 26-27). The 

censorship duties were delegated to the creators and the publishers. The 

cooperation, between them, was ‘amplified by the widely promoted system of 

rewards, (with – BN) the system of repression lurking in the background29, 

and (only as a final stage) verification of the results (Dąbrowski, 2017, pp. 

216-217).’  In other words, it was the censorship that first introduced the 

norms, which it was set to regulate later. ‘It is the control of a control (Pawlicki, 

2001, p. 27, following Urbański, 1992).' 30 

The structure of the Central Photography Agency (CAF) is a great 

example of the censorship ladder system. 31 In his book ‘Fotografia w prasie i 

                                            

 

29	For	the	producer	of	the	content	it	could	result,	for	example,	in	losing	the	job.		Romuald	
Broniarek	tells	a	story	of	a	CAF	photographer	Zygmunt	Wdowiński	(winner	of	the	World	
Press	Photo	singles	category	in	1957),	who	outside	of	his	work	schedule	made	portraits	
of	cardinal	Stefan	Wyszyński	(just	released	political	prisoner).	He	agreed	with	the	CAF	
darkroom	 supervisor	 that	 he	 would	 work	 on	 these	 images	 in	 the	 night.	 Someone	
informed	 the	 CAF	 head	 office	 and	 Wdowiński	 was	 fired	 for	 the	 propagation	 of	 such	
‘uncomfortable	subjects	(in	Modelski,	2013,	pp.	113-115).’	

30	It	 has	 to	 be	 mentioned	 that	 censors	 were	 also	 controlled	 and	 their	 performance	
analysed.	A	process	of	control	of	published	material	is	known	as	the	secondary	control	
(Łęcicki,	2016,	p.	154).’	

31	Joanna	Wojdon	breaks	 this	 system	down	on	an	example	of	 the	 school	 textbook.	 She	
points	 out	 five	 steps	 of	 ‘the	 ladder	 of	 power’:	 1.	 Authors,	 2.	 The	 Publishing	 House,	 3.	
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książce’ Roman Burzyński provides a very detailed, practical description of 

the CAF structure and its functions (1958, pp. 27-31).  

The CAF was an organ of the RSW “Prasa”. The editorial staff consisted 

of chief editor, deputy editor, secretary, editors of particular sections and 

finally the photographers. As well as creating the images, photographers were 

responsible for making notes of what they photographed. They were required 

to deliver exposed rolls of film to the laboratory, and this is where their 

responsibilities ended.32 Developed negatives in the form of contact sheets 

were forwarded to section editors, who then selected the best images and 

wrote captions, which were approved (or not) by the chief editor. According to 

Burzyński, the CAF prepared sets of eight to ten photographs daily, which 

were sent off in a form of subscription.33  

Unsurprisingly, in his descriptions, Burzyński mentioned neither 

propaganda nor censorship (although he uses the word ‘control’ while writing 

about responsibilities of the chief editor). An attentive reader, however, could 

                                                                                                                             

 

Ministry	 of	 Education,	 4.	 Censorship	 Office,	 5.	 The	 Polish	 United	Workers’	 Party.	 For	
more	 details	 see	 ‘The	 system	 of	 textbook	 approval	 in	 Poland	 under	 communist	 rule	
(1944–1989)	as	a	tool	of	power	of	the	regime’	(2015,	pp.	181-196).’	
	
32	This	 information	 is	 confirmed	 by	Wojciech	 Plewiński	 (quoted	 in	Modelski,	 2013,	 p.	
33).	

33	There	were	five	different	mutations	of	 it	(versions	 ‘A’,	 ’B’,	 ’C’,	 ’D’,	 ’E’	and	additionally	
thematic	mutations,	such	as	‘S’	–	sport	or	‘R’	–	agriculture).	The	‘A’,	was	usually	sent	to	
‘Trybuna	 Ludu’,	 military	 newspapers,	 as	 well	 as	 Polish	 diplomatic	 posts	 in	 foreign	
countries.	The	party	journals	and	some	newspapers	in	Warsaw	received	the	‘B’.	The	‘C’	
was	 delivered	 to	 the	 remaining	newspapers	 in	 the	 capital.	 The	 ‘D’	was	 designated	 for	
weekly	journals	and	finally,	the	‘E’	was	produced	for	the	provincial	press	(1958,	p.	27).	
Additionally,	 Burzynski	 lists	 the	 following	 sections	 in	 the	 structure	 of	 CAF:	 industrial,	
agricultural,	terrain,	political	and	social,	commercial,	urban,	cultural,	educational,	sports	
and	foreign	(1958,	p.	28). 



 

 

57 

spot today, a multi-layered system of censorship present within the CAF 

structure.  

It begins with the self-censorship performed by the photographer. Many 

photojournalists who worked during the PRL period mention it in interviews. 

Their approach to the issue was very practical. A photographer would often 

decide against taking a photograph of a certain scene, aware ‘it would not go’ 

into print. Aleksander Jabłoński recalls he would never deliver images, which 

he knew editorial censorship would not accept to print (cited by Modelski, 

2013 p.221). Romuald Broniarek does not pick his camera up to photograph 

in 1956 the protesters entering the Poznań International Fair.34 A group of 

workers from the Cegielski Factory carrying signs that said ‘We want bread’ 

that he saw did not ‘arouse his interest (quoted in Modelski, 2013, p. 116).’ He 

continued taking photographs of the fair and after he had shot enough (and 

the trouble began), he thought to himself: ‘I have the photos, its time to go 

home (quoted in Modelski, 2013, p. 116).’ 35 

Section editors performed the second level of censorship and the chief 

editor was responsible for the third. It was almost impossible for an unwanted 

image to appear in the press. ‘The intention was to make sure that 

                                            

 

34	For	more	info	about	the	events	in	Poznań	see	Chapter	2.	

35	Of	 course	 there	 are	 examples	 of	 photographs	 that	 should	 not	 be	 taken	 and	 yet,	 the	
photographer	 hit	 the	 shutter.	 At	 times,	 being	 aware	 that	 a	 photograph	 would	 be	
confiscated	 by	 the	 censors,	 a	 photographer	would	 print	 a	 photograph	 at	 home	before	
delivering	the	negative	to	the	editorial	office.	In	this	manner,	Jan	Morek	saved	one	of	his	
most	popular	photographs	today	of	Gierek	and	Breżniev	kissing	at	the	Warsaw	Central	
rail	station.	
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counsellors (at the GUKPPiW – BN) received only material which did not 

require any corrections (Dąbrowski, 2017, p. 2014).’  

It is in this context that images of People of African Descent were 

created in the Peoples’ Republic of Poland.  
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2.0 Fascination with the exotic.  

 

2.1 Opening Frame 

 

The picture is printed in colour. Although it depicts a crowd, attention is 

drawn to four fashionable figures in the foreground, especially to a smiling 

couple at the bottom of the frame. They are a woman and a man, he is black 

and she is white. Their bodies connect. They seem joyful, happy even, just 

like the black woman in sunglasses on the right side of the frame. Farther in to 

the background, still fairly in focus, there is another black man in a hat with a 

cigarette in his hand. Behind him, a blurred drum and a crowd of (white) 

onlookers suggest that we are looking at an image of an event. The four main 

characters appear to be comfortable around each other. The couple is posing 

for the photographer, looking into the camera lens. All those depicted are 

aware of the photographer’s presence. Judging by its composition and the 

moment of the shutter release, the image was taken by a professional 

photographer, or at least by a very keen visually educated amateur. It 

possesses many of the characteristics of the sort of image we would keep in a 

family photo album in order to remember ‘good times’36.   

                                            

 

36 	Dave	 Kenyon	 lists	 the	 following	 as	 ‘personal	 criteria	 by	 which	 we	 want	 our	
photographs	to	be,	‘happy’,	‘fun’,	‘not	boring’	and	to	‘bring	back	memories’	(1992,	p.	23)	
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Despite the photograph’s many possible meanings, I’d argue that on a 

denotative level, a motif of ‘interracial’ coexistence dominates them. 

Furthermore, this coexistence seems nothing but ordinary37.  

The photograph was published on the 7th of August 1955, on the front 

cover of ‘Dookoła Świata’ (‘Around the World’), a weekly travelling and culture 

magazine published in Warsaw (Fig 8). The publication was timed to coincide 

with the V World Festival of Youth and Students, which took place in Warsaw 

between 31.07.1955 and 14.08.195538. The festival was organised by the 

World Federation of Youth and International Students Union, as a 

manifestation of the struggle for peace and equality between peoples. More 

than 140 thousand delegates representing 6 continents participated in this 

event. As Paulina Codogini observes, it was the first opportunity for Poles to 

interact with black people on a mass scale (2010, p. 131).  

The caption confirms that the photograph was taken at the beginning of 

the festival: 

                                            

 

37	I	 acknowledge	 that	 these	multiple	meanings	may	 stimulate	many,	 often	 contrasting	
emotions,	 which	 depend	 not	 only	 on	 the	 individual	 but	 also	 on	 historical	 and	
geographical	factors.		

38	The	date	printed	on	the	front	page	is	the	7th	of	August	and	the	date	of	the	stamp	on	the	
copy	 held	 at	 Raczynskis	 Library	 in	 Poznan	 is	 11th	 of	 August	 1955.	 People	 in	 various	
Polish	cities	were	able	to	see	this	cover/image,	while	the	festival	was	still	taking	place. 
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             Fig 8. ‘Dookoła Świata’ (07.08.1955).  

 

Exotic instruments, dark faces, foreign words ... Brazil? A 

settlement on the Amazon? No. It’s Marshal Street in August. 

Photo: J. NAPIÓRKOWSKI (1955) 
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Whilst quite straightforward after the first read, the caption is actually 

much more complex. It contrasts with the initial reading of the photograph. 

The word exotic is quite important here. The sensational undertone of the text 

suggests that such a sight; such a photograph (and therefore its referent), 

were not as common, as we would be made to believe while engaging with a 

‘natural’ aspect of the image. The black people depicted here, are described 

as, seen as, and recognised as “exotic” by the photographer, the crowd, and 

the thousands of white Polish spectators of the image, who would have seen 

it in the magazine in 1955.  

But what exactly did the term ‘exotic’ mean in the 1950s Poland and 

what was the social reaction towards exoticism? How did the press 

(photography) handle this phenomenon? Is exoticism the only aspect of 

photographic representations of Africans in the press? How did the official 

political and ideological trajectory of the PZPR influence these 

representations? Could the archives of photo agencies shed a light on issues 

that never got past the editors, and until today have never been discussed or 

shown outside of the editor’s room? This chapter aims to answer these 

questions. 

 

2.2 The Exotic 

 

The term ‘exotic’ has multiple meanings but the ‘difference’ and 

‘otherness’ is always at the heart of it. For the purpose of this chapter, I will 

take a look at two sets of meanings, which relate to particular aspects of the 

Polish post-war society’s relation towards Africans and ‘people of colour’ in 
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general, as well as photographic representations produced by the press, 

which intended to influence change in these relations. 

The age of European imperialism saw the creation of cultural 

representations of the ‘other’ projecting an idea of white superiority over the 

rest of the world. Representational practices, which gave birth to the 

uncivilised, underdeveloped, ahistorical and savage peoples, ‘forced’ 

Europeans to ‘accept’ responsibility of enlightening the other and taking on 

‘the white man’s burden’. ‘European culture gained in strength and identity by 

setting itself against the Orient (Said, 2003, p. 3).’ Within the mass production 

of negative imagery it implied there was also a space for (a racialised) 

‘appreciation’ of the ‘other’, expressed through the practices of exoticism.  

Tzevan Todorov evokes nationalism to explain the basic meaning of 

the ‘exotic’. What is valorised in both cases, he argues, ‘is not a stable content 

but a country and a culture defined exclusively by their relation to observer’ 

(1993, p. 264). Nationalists declare that the values of their country as superior 

to other states. Exoticists suggest that superior values are in a country that is 

not their own. At the same time, ‘it is less a valorisation of the other than an 

act of self-criticism, less the description of a reality than the formulation of an 

ideal’ (1993, p. 264). The best candidates to play the part of such ideal, are 

the most distant of cultures and peoples. Following Todorov, Simon Faulkner 

emphasises a link between the lack of knowledge and the idealisation of the 

exotic: 

 

 Just as the construction of racist stereotypes (…) the idealisations 

of exoticism also required a distancing from knowledge and the 
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misinterpretation of those people being exoticised (…) Ignorance is 

the shield that allows for the practices of abstraction fundamental to 

exoticism to be pursued. Exoticism involves the fetishisation of 

particular attributes belonging to those represented through exotic 

discourse, constructing the exotic by making these attributes stand 

in for an entire people or society. This aspect is made into a fetish 

for the European need to define the other as different and better 

(2006, p. 73). 

 

Europeans expressed their fascination in various forms of modernist 

representations, (Said, 2003, p. 51) because, as Faulkner observes, they 

needed it. The exotic is ‘an idealised opposite to (European - BN) modernity’. 

Freed from modern sociality and capitalism, it is capable of ‘authentic 

experiences denied by the artificial conditions of the modern’ (Faulkner, 2006, 

p. 72).  

Sex was seen as one of these experiences. Bound in a web of social, 

economic, and political obligations of 19th century Europe, a ‘free sex’ was an 

abstraction (Said 2003, p. 190). The exotic ‘other’, which was regarded as 

more explicitly sexual, with more direct, animalistic, or in other words - ‘lower’, 

sexuality (Andreassen 2015, p. 115) was an alternative to the restricting 

societal norms of the metropolis. Sexualisation of the Orient (and the exotic in 

general), with its ‘harems, princesses, princes, slaves, veils, dancing girls and 

boys, sherbets, ointments, and so on (Said 2003, p. 190)’ was omnipresent in 

the products of European cultures. ‘Oriental’ sex became ‘a standard 

commodity’ to the point that ‘the readers and writers could have it ‘without 
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going to the Orient (Said 2003, p. 190).’ Rikke Andreassen’s research (2015) 

of Dutch colonial exhibitions brings attention to sex as an important aspect of 

the promotion and popularity of the ‘human zoo’s’. 39  Although colonial 

exhibitions couldn’t be further removed ideologically from the festival of youth 

(the object of this chapter), a fascination with the exotic and sexual attraction 

to the other expressed by mass audiences participating in both of these 

events is something they have in common.  

In his ‘Essay on Exoticism: An Aesthetics of Diversity’ Victor Segalen 

distanced his practice from the narrow view of the exotic as everything that is 

‘tropical’ (in Todorov, 1993, p. 324) and in relation to the colonial. Tropical is 

exotic, he argued, but  

 

‘by no means alone in their foreignness [...] To spatial exoticism, in 

fact, we must add temporal exoticism: every past era is exotic for 

us, and why not? - every era to come [...] A further step leads us to 

consider the exoticism that we human beings experience in 

confronting nature all around us: the mineral, vegetable, and animal 

worlds. To this can be added a sensory exoticism: visual 

experiences are profoundly foreign to those of hearing, which 

remain impermeable to those of smell, and so forth [...] Finally, 

within a given art form itself, the use of unaccustomed style can 

                                            

 

39	Andreassen,	 R.	 (2015)	Human	 Exhibitions:	 Race,	 Gender	 and	 Sexuality	 in	 Ethnic	
Displays.	Farnham:	Ashgate.	
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produce the same effect of exoticism and defamiliarisation: this is 

"transference achieved by form" (1993, p. 324).  

 

Exoticism was at the centre of the 5th Festival of youth and Students in 

Warsaw in 1955. It was expressed through the behaviour of the population 

towards people of different cultures and ‘races’. It was also at the centre of the 

press discourse of the period. The above mentioned meanings of the ‘exotic’ 

correspond with two aspects of the Polish society in 1955. The first, 

represents the general consciousness of the society, which until the beginning 

of the Second World War was exposed to the western ideology of race and 

which had popularly supported the aspirations of Liga Morska i Kolonialna 

(The Maritime and Colonial League) which were to gain colonies on foreign 

land. 40  A second, broader meaning, relates to a new political ideology 

imposed on society as a result of the Second World War. Both meanings 

‘wrestled’ for their space in the newspaper and magazine coverage of the 

festival. 

                                            

 

40	Despite	 the	 mass	 population	 movements,	 and	 polarisation	 of	 the	 society	 in	 the	
aftermath	of	WW2,	Poland	was	still	a	country,	which	to	the	last	days	before	the	outbreak	
of	the	war	dreamt	of	a	colony	of	its	own.	Possession	of	distant	territories	was	seen	as	a	
crucial	 element	 in	 a	 larger	 task	of	 raising	Poland’s	 importance	on	 the	political	map	of	
Europe.	The	 fact	of	being	a	 colony	of	other	 (imperial)	nations	 for	many	decades	prior	
didn’t	stop	the	Poles	from	a	willingness	to	claim	a	colony	for	themselves.	It	is	crucial	to	
recognise	 what	 this	 means.	 Poland,	 as	 any	 other	 European	 country	 at	 the	 time,	
embraced	 (or	 rather	 accepted	 as	 a	 norm)	 the	 scientific	 racism,	 which	 made	 Poland,	
through	 the	 whiteness	 of	 its	 population,	 a	 country	 blind	 to	 the	 rights	 of	 indigenous	
peoples.	Africa and	other	continents	were	seen	as	spaces	for	Europeans	to	take,	govern	
and	represent.  
	

	



 

 

67 

2.3 Historical Background  

 

The dust of destruction had not yet fallen after the conclusion of World 

War 2 when life in the ruins of Europe began to thrive anew. Nations initiated 

a slow process of reconstruction and citizens started to group themselves into 

various organisations. Two of these were the World Federation of Democratic 

Youth (WFDY) and the International Union of Students (IUS).  

WFDY was founded through the unification of numerous existing youth 

organisations represented at the World Youth Conference in London on 10 

November 1945. The spirit in which it was created, and the work it aimed to 

complete, is outlined in the oath taken by the participants of the conference:  

 

(…) We pledge ourselves to build the unity of youth of the world all 

races, all colors, all nationalities, all beliefs. To eliminate all traces 

of fascism from the earth. To build a deep and sincere international 

friendship among the peoples of the world. To keep a just lasting 

peace (…) (World Youth, 2015, p. 6). 

 

The federation consisted of entities with different political views, but with 

the beginning of the Cold War, it experienced an exodus of Western 

organizations (Krzywicki 2009, p.24). By the 1950s the federation found itself 

under the unquestionable influence of the Soviet Union (Kotek, 2003, p. 169).41 

                                            

 

41 	Trace	 of	 this	 influence	 can	 be	 found	 in	 Polish	 Film	 Chronicle	 number	 32/55,	
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Created almost a year later, the IUS was envisioned for academic 

circles. Just like the WFDY, it identified itself as apolitical. Although 

recognised as independent, the IUS was a part of the WFDY structure.42 

Between these two organisations the World Festival of Youth and Students 

concept emerged (Krzywicki, 2009, p. 28).  

The festival was intended to be a recurring event. Each time it would 

take place in a different capital and the local population would help to 

organise it (Krzywicki, 2009, p.28). It would become a celebration of the world 

youth’s work towards the completion of their shared goals (as in oath quoted 

above). For the communists, it would become a great channel for broadening 

the spectrum of their propaganda. As evidenced by the involvement of the 

CIA in left-wing youth movements, the ideological significance of such 

festivals was recognised by the West43. 

 

 

 

 
                                                                                                                             

 

concentrating	 on	 the	 festival	 in	 Warsaw.	 In	 a	 fragment	 of	 footage	 where	 Russian	
delegates	are	 filmed	while	 talking	with	Chinese	delegate	the	 lector	 introduces	them	as	
hosts,	what	additionally	showcase	the	political	context	in	which	the	festival	took	place:	
‘The	Soviet	hosts	greet	the	quests	from	far	away	China’	(Polska	Kronika	Filmowa,	1955,	
32/55,	https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7eoNEmX6qWI,	access	27.07.2018).		
 

42	A	more	detailed	description	of	both	organisations	is	available	in	Andrzej	Krzywicki’s	
book:	‘Poststalinowski	Karnawał	Młodości…’	

43	More	 about	 it	 in	 Kotek,	 J.	 Youth	 Organisations	 as	 a	 Battlefield	 in	 the	 Cold	 War,	
Inteligence	and	National	Security,	18:2,	168-191	
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2.3.1 The Year Nineteen Fifty-Five 

 

The Festival in the capital of Poland followed those organised in 

Prague (1947), Budapest (1949), Berlin (1951) and Bucharest (1953). As 

Hubert Kozłowski observes, each of them was formed by international politics 

(1985, quoted in Krzywicki, 2019, p. 34) and Warsaw was no different. From 

the perspective of this research, the conference in Bandung and the Geneva 

Summit were the most influential. 

 The Bandung Conference in Indonesia generated the appearance of a 

third power in the Cold War – the nonaligned movement. On 18 April 1955 

(the conference lasted until 24 April), 29 governments of African and Asian 

countries gathered independently to discuss the issues that they were 

concerned with. The unprecedented importance of this event was recognised 

by both East and West. Each side, however, observed it from a different 

perspective. On the 19th of April, without any attempt to hide their excitement, 

editors of Trybuna Ludu launched their offensive:   

 

‘…delegates of countries with different societal systems meet 

without imperialists and colonizers, contrariwise - against the will of 

imperialist capitals. The problems that will be on the agenda of the 

conference are an accusation of colonialism, an accusation of 

reaction forces and violence. (...) 

The immense power of the Asian and African nations, a power 

enlivened by the growing national awareness of hundreds of 

millions, puts colonizers in horror. The imperialist circles of the 
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West, in particular, the American monopolists are afraid of the 

conference itself, are afraid that the conference in Bandung will take 

a clear anti-colonial character and will take a step forward in joint 

struggle between Asia and Africa against the rule of colonisers 

(Trybuna Ludu, edition ‘H’, 19.04.1955) 

 

‘Trybuna’ points out that for the first time in modern history, ‘Africa’ 

became the subject and not just an object of international politics.44 A few 

months later, African delegates to the 5th Festival of Students and Youth 

arrived in Warsaw with increased confidence45. 

                                            

 

44	The	 article	 follows	 teachings	 of	 Vladimir	 Lenin	 who	 in	 1919	 spoke	 similarly	 about	
people	 of	 Asia,	 ‘who	 were	 rising	 „as	 independent	 actors”,	 as	 „builders	 of	 a	 new	 life”,	
whereas	previously	they	had	been	„objects	of	international	imperialist	policy,	and	which	
for	 capitalist	 culture	 and	 civilisation	 existed	 only	 as	manure”	 (Lenin,	 1919,	 quoted	 in	
Woddis,	1970,	p.	105).’	

45	The	Office	of	the	Historian	(an	office	of	the	United	States	Department	of	State	within	
the	Bureau	of	Public	Affairs)	 confirms	 the	caution	with	which	 the	government	 treated	
the	conference	at	the	time:	‘the	United	States	Government	initially	viewed	the	Bandung	
Conference,	 and	 the	 nonaligned	 movement	 that	 emerged	 from	 it,	 with	 caution.	
Observers	 in	 the	 United	 States	 expressed	 concern	 that	 the	 meeting	 was	 a	 sign	 of	 a	
leftward	shift	in	the	ideological	leanings	of	the	newly	independent	nations	of	Africa	and	
Asia.	Moreover,	 the	 conference	 revealed	 two	 contradictions	 in	U.S.	 foreign	policy	with	
regard	 to	 decolonization	 in	 the	 Third	 World.	 Firstly,	 the	 United	 States	 Government	
found	itself	caught	between	its	desire	to	support	decolonization	and	self-determination	
in	Southeast	Asia	and	Africa	and	its	reliance	on	the	colonial	powers	of	Western	Europe	
as	allies	against	the	communist	Eastern	Bloc.	Cooperation	with	Britain,	France	and	the	
Netherlands	was	vital	to	U.S.	policy	in	Europe,	but	supporting	decolonization	would	be	
tantamount	 to	 opposing	 those	 allies.	 Secondly,	 the	 conference	 coincided	 with	 a	
fundamental	 shift	 in	 U.S.	 race	 relations.	 The	 1954	Brown	 v.	 the	 Board	 of	
Education	decision	had	declared	school	segregation	unconstitutional,	but	the	process	of	
ending	the	Jim	Crow	laws	in	the	American	South	was	long	and	difficult.	Many	countries	
around	the	world,	particularly	newly	independent	nations,	followed	the	U.S.	civil	rights	
movement	with	interest	and	questioned	the	extent	to	which	U.S.	rhetoric	of	equality	and	
self-determination	matched	 the	 status	 of	 civil	 rights	 in	 the	 United	 States.	 U.S.	 leaders	
worried	that	the	anti-colonialism	of	Bandung	and	the	discussion	of	global	racial	politics	
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The Geneva Summit (18 July 1955) was a meeting between the United 

States of America, the United Kingdom, France, and the Soviet Union, which 

sought to bring an end to the cold war. Issues discussed included the 

unification of Germany, demilitarization (with great focus on nuclear weapons) 

and the improvement of economic relations between the attendees 

(Encyclopedia Brittanica https://www.britannica.com/event/Geneva-Summit-

1955 access 08.12.2017). Although no agreement was signed, the summit 

was seen as an improvement in relations and a possible first step for further 

development of the thaw. As Andrzej Krzywicki observes, one of the most 

visible effects of the conference during the festival, was the decision to 

remove communist banners from the streets of Warsaw and to publicly fly the 

flags of all participating countries (2009, p. 37), including the USA and the 

British Union Jack. Quite evident was the change of language in newspapers, 

which continued to support the anticolonial movement, but were far from 

uncompromised articulations accompanying the Bandung Conference. 

 

2.3.2 The 5th Festival of Students and Youth in Warsaw 1955 

 

For two weeks there will be a great manifestation of friendship 

between young people of different races, religions, political views, 

                                                                                                                             

 

taking	place	there	could	turn	anti-American	or	anti-Western.’	The	Office	of	the	Historian	
Milestones	1953-1960:	Bandung	Conference	(Asian	African	Conference),	1955.		
Available	from:	https://history.state.gov/milestones/1953-1960/bandung-conf	(date	of	
entry	-	25.10.2017).	
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united by the desire for peace, love of freedom, imbued with a 

feeling of brotherhood (...) Welcome together on our land, in our city 

(Sztandar Młodych, edition ‘A’, 30.07.1955). 

  

The 5th World Festival of Youth and Students for Peace and Friendship in 

Warsaw was the biggest post-war mass event organised in Poland. It is 

estimated that 140 thousand Polish youths took part in the festival. More than 

26 thousand foreign delegates arrived from 114 countries, out of which 911 

were from Africa 46  (Krzywicki, 2009, pp. 303 – 310). Paulina Codogini 

observes that the Festival was an unprecedented opportunity for Poles to 

interact with Black people on a ‘mass scale (2010, p. 131).’ Similarly, it was a 

chance for Polish (press) photographers to take photographs of black people 

in the Polish People’s Republic in numbers previously unimaginable, and 

indeed, never achievable after.  

 

2.4 The Festival Opening Ceremony 

 

A key part of the official Festival opening was an international parade 

of youth (31.07.1955), which lead from the Joseph Stalin Palace of Culture 

and Science to the 10th Anniversary Stadium, a route that takes an hour to 

                                            

 

46	Naturally	 not	 all	 African	 delegates	 were	 black,	 and	 equally,	 not	 all	 black	 delegates	
came	from	Africa.	
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complete on foot.47 With tens of thousands of delegates walking, the event 

lasted for a few hours. It was a feast for the photographers. In fact, the 

majority of images of black people taken during the festival were taken at the 

parade. The nature of the event can be compared to an opening ceremony of 

the Olympic games. According to different newspaper reports, representations 

of particular nations walked in alphabetical order. Additionally, delegates from 

Africa were grouped into a larger crowd. Walking behind the banners of their 

respective countries, where together, they represented the awakening 

continent 48 . This decision to consolidate African delegates made their 

presence even more visible.  

                                            

 

47	The	 choice	of	 the	 route	had	 ideological	 importance.	Both	buildings	were	 erected	on	
time	for	the	festival	(they	were	officially	opened	only	a	few	days	earlier).	The	palace	was	
‘a	 gift	 from	 the	 Soviets	 to	 the	 Polish	 nation.’	 It	 stood	 above	 the	 landscape	 of	Warsaw	
(still)	 damaged	by	war.	 It	was	 a	monument	 to	 a	 new	age.	 The	 stadium	was	named	 to	
honour	the	10th	Anniversary	of	the	Polish	Peoples	Republic.	

48	On	one	image	we	can	also	see	a	banner	called	West	Indies,	which	may	suggest	that	the	
islands	of	America,	were	also	grouped	together.	
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         Fig 9. Jan Tymiński (CAF – 51330 - fragment)  

 

Images from contact sheet number 51330 (Fig 9) by Jan Tymiński 

(CAF) show the parade from distance. The pre-photographic referent plays an 

important role here. Photographs number 3 and 4 help to visualise the scale 
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of the event, and the proportion of black people to the rest of the crowd 

participating in the festival. There are about 60 Africans visible in these 

images with thousands of onlookers, in what seems to be a quarter of the 

stadium tribunes captured in the background. Contact on a ‘mass scale’, 

seems to take a slightly different meaning here. Africans are dressed in 

traditional clothes. Some of them dance, some of them cheer, and some of 

them laugh during the parade. Others walk proudly holding banners displaying 

the names of their respective countries. They carry the banners even though 

all of the states whose names are depicted on the photographs: ‘Niger’,  

‘Dahomey’, ‘Sudan Franc.’, ‘Senegal’, ‘Kamerun’, ‘Mozambik’, were still under 

colonial rule at the time. Other images of the group (Fig 10) allow further 

reconstruction of this section of the parade. The group described above was 

much bigger from what Tymiński’s images have us believe. Delegates from 

Gambia, Nigeria and Złote Wybrzeże (Gold Cost), walked in the front of 

Africans holding the large banner of the West African Students Union, and 

only then, guests from the countries listed earlier followed. Images by 

Tymiński and Wdowiński represent the spirit, in which Africa arrived in 

Warsaw. Joy, happiness (the majority of images from the opening section 

feature smiling Africans), the determination to secure independence, and 

different nations unified in order to achieve their shared goal, are all visible 

there, as well as the ideological support the PRL has to offer to the 

colonised49. 

                                            

 

49	A	support	proclaimed	by	prime	minister	–	Józef	Cyrankiewicz	in	his	opening	speech,	
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Fig 10. Stanisław Wdowiński (CAF – 51378 - fragment)  

 

None of the images discussed here were printed in the press, but a text 

description of the group appeared in an essay entitled ‘Usmiech Murzyna’ (‘A 

smile of a Negro’). Kazimierz Koźniewski wrote: 

 

  ‘And at every festival, I see the same picture: during the parade, 

just behind the "Nigeria" plaque (the day before yesterday, the 

banners of Nigeria, Gambia, Sierra Leone and Gold Coast were 

                                                                                                                             

 

which	was	printed	 on	 the	 first	 page	 of	 Trybuna	Ludu	on	2nd	 of	August:	 'You,	 in	many	
countries,	have	come	up	against	similar	experiences	of	aggressive	invasions,	wars	-	and	
at	the	same	time	many	of	you	are	experiencing	colonial	oppression	and	slavery,	but	all	
off	you	carry	in	your	hearts	dreams	of	a	better	future	and	a	hard	will	to	fight	for	such	a	
future	-	the	will	to	fight	for	peace!	
You	 can	 always	 count	 on	 the	 full	 understanding	 and	 solidarity	 of	 the	 Polish	 nation	 in	
your	fight	for	the	independence	of	your	peoples,	in	your	fight	for	peace.’		
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carried together) walks a tall, well-built Negro – he is smiling, he is 

happy, he is content. His face - like the faces of all participants of 

the parade - is glowing. But the smile of a black inhabitant of Africa 

is different than, for example, a Frenchman or a Swede. It is the 

smile of the restored humanity. 

In Warsaw, people greet black boys enthusiastically. It is not the 

Negroes they welcome - they are entertained by the exotic - 

someone (in the crowd – BN.) shrugged sceptically. A pinch - but 

only a pinch of it - is the truth. The streets of Warsaw welcomed all 

delegations enthusiastically (during the parade march). But at our 

festival, the Negroes are welcomed not only by the Varsovians but 

also by the French, by the English. For the second time, the young 

Englishmen have raised funds for the young delegates of Kenya 

and Malays, but it’s the other British people, who made sure they 

didn’t come (‘Sztandar Młodych’, edition ‘A’, 02.08.1955). 

 

This text is interesting for numerous reasons. Firstly, it confirms what the 

analysis of the images has already told us, highlighting the official PRL 

approach towards Africa. Secondly, it evokes the term ‘exotic’ as a theme of 

the festival. Thirdly, it shows out an ideological emphasis on the collaboration 

between the youth of colonised and colonising countries (to which I will return 

later in this chapter). 

Koźmiński uses a quote to bring up the issue of exoticism. ‘They are 

not happy to see Negroes an unrecognised voice from the crowd proclaims, 

‘they are entertained by the exotic’. Koźmiński uses a dialog in order to 
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educate the public on the matter. He disagrees with the voice: the fascination 

with the exotic is only a minor element of the crowd reaction towards Black 

people. He emphasises the ideological importance of the African presence in 

Warsaw and points out, that it is not only Poles but also delegates from other 

countries, who greeted them. Not only Poles were excited. By choosing to 

negate the scale of the phenomenon, the columnist loses his credibility. This 

is visible especially in the comparison of his text to other materials produced 

during the festival.  

 

2.5 The exotic Brasilian dancers  

 

In his seminal work, ‘Orientalism’, Edward W. Said describes a 19th 

century fever for all things exotic, observable in the literary works of 

professional and amateur Orientalists (2003, p. 51). In the summer of 1955, 

residents of Warsaw (and thanks to the media coverage, a large part of the 

Polish society) displayed the symptoms of similar fascination. Just like 

Orientalists, they were fascinated with the delegates not necessarily as their 

contemporaries, but rather as the ‘other’ created in relation to the European 

past (Popławski, 2013, pp. 62-63).  

Images of Brasilian folklore dancers are a perfect example of this 

fantasy. Hardly dressed, and with bows and arrows in their hands, they 
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stimulated a popular idea of black as exotic and primitive50. The dancers, one 

male, and two females were members of a larger theatrical troupe, with most 

of its members wearing ‘modern’ outfits. Brasilian dancers were a sensation 

on the streets of Warsaw, and the editor of ‘Sztandar Młodych’ was under 

their spell too. 

‘Sztandar’ uses an image of a female dancer to illustrate the front-page 

of the coverage of the opening ceremony (Sztandar Młodych, edition ‘A’, 

01.08.1955). It is the only photograph of a black person printed in that issue 

(Fig 11). The quality of print makes it difficult to read (no details on the face for 

example), but the visible features: the dancer’s unmistakably black body, a 

dress made of feathers covering it, a bonnet on her head and a thicket of 

bead necklaces on her neck, were enough to wake a contemporary reader’s 

imagination. As Simon Faulkner observes: 

 

exoticism involves the fetishisation of particular attributes belonging 

to those represented through exotic discourse, constructing the 

exotic by making these attributes stand in for entire people or 

society (2006, p. 73)  

                                            

 

50	An	 example	 of	 such	 can	 be	 found	 in	 Andreassen,	 R.	 (2003)	 The	 `Exotic'	 as	 Mass	
Entertainment:	Denmark	1878—1909.	Race	&	Class,	45	(2),	p.	24.	
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             Fig 11. Sztandar Młodych (edition ‘A’, 01.08.1955) 

 

The unintended facelessness of the delegate legitimises the use of her image 

as a fitting representation of Black delegates in general and at the same time 

promotes the exoticism that the festival has to offer to the local population.  
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Throughout my description, I refer to the dancer as a female, even if 

the caption under the image refers to her as a male. This is due to the 

analysis of other photographs of Brazilians from the archives held at the NAC, 

which verify her biological sex. This seemingly innocent mistake further 

confirms the exoticisation of the delegate, regardless of whom from the 

newspaper staff was responsible for it. Apart from the ‘mistake’, the caption 

states that the delegate’s dance was not only a great showcase of folk art but 

also an impulse for a new manifestation of friendship (between peoples – BN). 

The preferred meaning of the image, as expressed in the caption (and article 

it illustrates) aims to change the reading of the photograph. It creates a 

specific bridge between the old and newly introduced perceptions of black 

people in Poland. 

Although Brazilians, the dancers especially, were popular with CAF 

and WAF photographers (many of their images have been preserved in the 

archives), press editors from other titles displayed a higher level of resistance 

to such imagery. ‘Sztandar’ was the only daily newspaper51, which ran an 

image of the dancers in their coverage of the ceremony.  

The ‘Dookoła Świata’ (07.08.1955) weekly, which printed a different 

image of a female dancer (Fig 12), uses it similarly to ‘Sztandar Młodych’, but 

it’s approach is easier to read. The photograph was printed near to a picture 

of Polish folklore artists. Both images are placed close to each other (on the 

                                            

 

51	Of	the	ones	I	have	researched,	of	course.	
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top half of the page) in order to showcase a visual difference of folklore from 

both countries52.		

	
Fig 12. Dookoła Świata’ (07.08.1955). 

                                            

 

52	The	picture	of	Poles	(as	well	as	 the	pictures	of	Brazilian	delegates	available	at	NAC)	
showcase	differences	of	folklore	existing	within	the	borders	of	one	country.		
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They are separated by the text entitled: ‘Exotic and Exotic’ (org.: ‘Egzotyka i 

egzotyka’), which seemingly deepens, in terms of design, a metaphorical gap 

between the groups. The page layout aside, the text functions as a bridge. 

This time it isn’t temporal, but rather a spatial one, a link between 

geographically remote cultures. In contrast to Koźmiński’s column I have 

mentioned before, the article acknowledges the omnipresence of exoticism at 

the festival and through it is more convincing in its educational aim. It takes 

note of the dissimilarities between peoples, but instead of focusing on them as 

a form of division, it embraces what they have in common. After a vibrant 

description of clothing differences between the dancers, the author of the text 

continues: 

In a word – here, is quite different from there - and there, quite 

different from here. It's easy to find out about it, just taking a look at 

the pictures. It is obvious that not only Polish costumes were exotic 

for Brazilians. It is safe to say that everything was exotic for 

everyone at the Festival. A lovely and dark-skinned Brazilian 

woman from Sao Paulo - assured me that even for her the 

costumes of the Brazilian dance group were exotic... It happens! 

(‘Dookoła Świata’, 07.08.1955). 

 

The article offers a chance for a reader to look at the festival from the 

guest’s perspective. It doesn’t remove the label of ‘exotic’, but it broadens its 

range (just like Segalen). Images and text are in perfect symbiosis here. One 
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informs another. Far from being a marginalisation of the population 

behaviours offered by ‘Sztandar Młodych,’ ‘Dookoła Świata’ aimed to educate 

its readers in a potentially more honest and direct manner.  

 

 

2.6 The Re-use of the Festival images 

 

Despite the efforts of some journalists who were writing about, or using 

these images to create their meanings through the use of text; it was the 

message contained in the picture itself that outlived them. ‘Zielony Sztandar’ 

printed one photograph of a dancer on three different occasions, long after the 

image was taken. The first time, on 15.01.1961, as exotic filler during press 

coverage of the Congo crisis 53 , the second (27.03.1977) and the third 

(11.01.1981) time it illustrated articles about Brasil. Both of these articles were 

remarkably similar (with an almost identical first paragraph). They introduced 

readers to the current state of affairs in the country. They were showcasing its 

economic growth on one hand, and the increase of the gap between the rich 

and the poor on the other. The selection of images used in both articles carry 

                                            

 

53	‘Tygodnik	 Kulturalny	 Orka’	 (‘Orka	 Cultural	 Weekly’)	 published	 an	 image	 of	 the	
Brazilian	 dancer	 on	 21	 May	 1961.	 The	 caption	 used	 is	 reminiscent	 of	 those	 printed	
under	 images	printed	 in	1955.	 It	 supposed	 to	 influence	 change/educate	 readers	 (here	
influence	 parents	 about	 how	 to	 speak	 to	 children	 about	 Africans),	 but	 is	 highly	
patronising	 instead:	 ‘'Wióry',	 not	 being	 able	 to	 give	 sweets	 to	 all	 of	 its	 future	 readers	
decided	 instead	 to	 remind	 adults	 about	 the	 youngest	 by	offering	 them	a	place	 on	 this	
page	 as	 well	 as	 a	 nice	 Negro.	 Let	 adults	 no	 longer	 frighten	 children	 with	 him.’	
Interestingly,	‘Orka’	writes	about	her	in	a	male	from,	just	like	‘Sztandar	Młodych’	did	six	
years	earlier.		
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similarities as well. The photograph of the exotic dancer is the only portrait of 

a human being printed in both articles. It is surrounded by images of modern 

buildings. The dancer is not mentioned in texts (except the caption), unless, 

she was chosen to represent the poor, or (less likely) the rich side of the 

argument. I argue that it is the exotic that makes this photograph attractive for 

the editors in different contexts. Although I have had no opportunity to 

interview any of the ‘Zielony Sztandar’ editors to confirm my claim, I observed 

a similar tendency during the work I have done on the ‘Afro PRL’ exhibition. 

While selecting images for the show I decided that the images of a Brasilian 

dancer should be included in order to showcase the ambiguity of the press 

representations. In contradiction to images, which appeared in the press, I’ve 

chosen an image of the male dancer. Out of 30 images available, it became 

the first choice of the exhibition designer to use on the promotional poster. At 

the same time, it was proposed by the media team to be one of the images 

attached to the PR set that was sent out to the press. In the end, the image 

was included as an extra, intended to send to press in case a journalist 

wanted to use more images in their feature, and the poster was based on an 

entirely different photograph. Also, at the opening, one of the visitors, who is, 

in fact, a curator and an editor herself, pointed this image out as being the 

most striking of all exhibited photographs. It is remarkable that today, more 

than 60 years after it was taken (!), the image of Black dancers 

walking/dancing on the streets of Warsaw still attracts people’s imagination. 

Interestingly it functions in a similar way that it did at the time of its production, 

making Said’s statement about the ahistorical aspect of the exotic still valid 

today.    



 

 

86 

2.7 Signature hunters 

 

The educational role of newspapers in the context of exoticism and 

race cannot be underestimated. There were occasions during the festival 

when newspapers actively tried to influence a change in societal behaviour 

towards Africans.  Images of ‘signature hunters’ are example photographs 

used in the construction of such attempts. Photos of people of colour signing 

notebooks, surrounded by groups of white children and sometimes adults as 

well, were a common feature in the press, and there are many more of them 

in the archives54. They are representations of the exotic fever I mentioned 

earlier. They resemble contemporary pictures of superstars surrounded by 

their fans. However, there is one significant difference between them. Today, 

to be asked for an autograph, you have to, in most cases, be known for 

something you do. At the festival, foreigners became ‘superstars’ not because 

of what they did, but because of how they looked, where they came from and 

how they were represented in the imagination of the indigenous population.  

 Although in the beginning, signature collecting didn’t surprise 

anyone55, with time it became a ‘plague’ (‘Zielony Sztandar’ - 21.08.1955) that 

had to be dealt with. The majority of material printed during the festival offers 

a critique of the phenomenon, describing it as invasive, one that deprives 

                                            

 

54	In	 fact,	one	of	the	first	 images	of	the	festival	 I	have	seen,	was	a	picture	taken	during	
the	opening	ceremony,	of	a	black	delegate	giving	autographs	to	children.	

55 	‘Polska’	 published	 photographs	 of	 delegates	 from	 different	 continents	 sharing	
signatures	and/or	postal	addresses	between	each	other	as	well.	
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delegates of their personal space. ‘Dookoła Świata’ (07.08.1955) printed a 

photo reportage entitled ‘Careful – Signature Hunters’ (Fig 13). Each of the 4 

included photographs depicts local kids surrounding or waiting for delegates 

to sign their notebooks. Each of them portrays a ‘type of hunter’. According to 

the titles of the images, they are (clockwise): ‘embarrassed’, ‘persistent’, 

 

Fig 13. ‘Dookoła Świata’ (07.08.1955)   
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‘aggressive’ and ‘penchant’. The first is promoted as a preferred type: ‘they 

are sympathetic; maybe because of their shyness (...) they do not interrupt 

anyone and do not disturb delegates in visiting the city. Unfortunately, they 

are so few...’ and the third as the worst: 'the delegate who fell in their trap will 

not see much in Warsaw that day. He will have to sign without end.' In 

addition, the reportage is illustrated with a cartoon reminiscent of the photos, 

next to which it is located. It is the drawing of a white man on his knees 

surrounded by a forest of hands. He pleads with exclamation – ‘Compatriots! I 

swear, I'm Polish!’. Interestingly, it is the only time that a delegate plays a 

leading role in a picture. In the photographs (always depicted at the centre of 

the frame) they play a secondary role. They become a symbol. Or as Todorov 

would have it, a mirror in which white Europeans can view and assess 

themselves. Polish representations of Africans, of race, of the exotic, are 

aimed to be progressive, and a shift from the pre-war representations is 

clearly visible in them. However, the mechanics of their production is similar to 

the one responsible for racist imagery.  

There are a couple more examples of similar critiques56, but judging by 

an anecdote from Zielony Sztandar (published after the conclusion of the 

festival) they didn’t produce the intended results. A journalist compared local 

kids to a horde of wild hunters in a ‘humorous’ wordplay. Through the 

expression of a popular societal perception of the ‘exotic’ as uncivilised, the 

                                            

 

56	‘Sztandar	Młodych’	(10.08.1955),		‘Życie	Warszawy’	(01.08.1955)	
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anecdote makes a contemporary point consistent with the ideology of socialist 

internationalism.  

 

'One evening, a bunch of little boys with notebooks besieged a 

strange foreigner on Constitution Square. He wore a huge, colorful 

hat, colorful scarves on his shoulders, various foreign stamps on 

the flaps of his checkered jacket. He smiled, neighter in Polish nor 

in foreign at the confused little ones, and there were still more of 

them coming, they surrounded him with a tight circle, they were 

reaching out with their notebooks. 

The foreigner took the first notebook and quickly wrote something in 

it. When he gave back, everyone looked at it with interest and read 

the Polish sentence: 

'Remember the wild hunt in flocks’ (Zielony Sztandar, 21.08.1955).  

 

Simon Faulkner observes the transformation of meanings of the ‘exotic’, 

which can adjust to specific times and geographies (2006, p. 71), as it was 

with the press coverage of the festival. Exoticism, the exotic, its obvious 

existence, is used by the press, sometimes consciously and sometimes not, 

as a necessary phase that has to be dealt with in order to comply with the 

vision and ambition of international communism. 
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2.8 Interracial Interactions as Expression of Ideology  

  

 The promotion of internationalism and criticism of imperialist ideology 

as integrated elements of the worldwide communist revolution resulted in the  

creation of a vast number of 

images of ‘interracial’ 

interactions.57 Newspapers didn’t 

shy away from publishing such 

images. In the data sample, I 

have collected for this chapter, 

there are over fifty images of 

black people published and little 

under half of them are images of 

interactions between black and 

white people. The majority 

promoted friendship and 

comradeship between people, a 

message that was meaningful to 

all delegates, and which was ideologically important to the leadership of the 

host country.  

 

                                            

 

57 	Although	 this	 research	 of	 interactions	 focuses	 on	 images	 of	 black	 people,	 the	
interactions,	 and	 promotion	 of	 internationalism	 is	 not	 limited	 to	 them.	 People	 of	 all	
“races”	mixed	at	the	festival	and	this	is	what	newspapers	promoted.	

Fig 14. ‘Sztandar Młodych’ (edition ‘A’, 30.07.1955)   
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A picture from ‘Sztandar Młodych’ (Fig 14) published the day before 

(edition ‘A’, 30.07.1955) the festival opening is a great example of such a 

message. It is one of two images printed on the front page that day. It 

occupies approximately a quarter of the page surface and is placed near the 

middle of it. It is the first thing a reader sees while looking at the page. It 

depicts 9 people of different ‘races’ standing in line on a brick wall, holding 

flowers and raising their hands, forming a human chain. Their relaxed features 

and their smiling faces, give an impression of this ‘union of all races’ as 

natural and comfortable. Behind them, there is a huge statue of the Warsaw 

Mermaid with a shield in one hand and a sword raised, ready to deliver a 

blow, in the other.58 The mermaid is a symbol of the protection of this unity. 

On the top of the page two words, ‘peace‘ and ‘friendship’ are printed in eight 

different languages. The message of the text and the military aspect of the 

image may seem paradoxical to a contemporary reader, but speaking of 

peace in military terms was the norm at the festival (Krzywicki, 2006, pp. 55-

56).  

 Polish soil and Polish artefacts were often used to symbolise a platform 

for making friendship of the world’s proletariat possible. Furthermore, there 

are images (and accompanying text) printed in the press, representing some 

of the stages of the international communist revolution and the place of ‘race’ 

                                            

 

58	The	 mermaid	 is	 an	 official	 symbol	 of	 Warsaw.	 The	 photograph	 is	 a	 collage,	 as	 the	
mermaid	is	not	there	on	other	printed	in	press	versions	of	this	image.	The	picture	or	its	
variation	 was	 reused	 by	 ‘Sztandar	 Młodych’	 (on	 the	 front	 page	 of	 edition	 ‘A’	 from	
04.08.1955	as	well	as	edition	‘B’	from	22.03.1956).	
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within it. Beginning with the critique of imperialist ideology and the politics of 

exploitation, recognition of the unity of the world’s proletariat, without division 

of race (just like on the image described above).59 The rise of the colonised to 

levels denied to them by the coloniser. And finally, equal collaboration under 

the unified flag of communism.60     

                                            

 

59	It	was	Lenin	who	‘develop(ed	–	BN)	the	classical	Marxist	heritage	on	the	national	and	
colonial	 question	 (…)	 He	 summed	 up	 the	 tasks	 now	 facing	 socialists	 in	 the	 words,	
„Proletarians	of	all	countries	and	oppressed	people	unite!”	(White	1976,	p.	173).’	

60	‘If	the	proletariat	during	its	contest	with	the	bourgeoisie	is	compelled,	by	the	force	of	
circumstances,	to	organise	itself	as	a	class;	if,	by	means	of	a	revolution,	it	makes	itself	a	
ruling	class,	and,	as	such	sweeps	away	by	force	the	old	conditions	of	production,	then	it	
will,	 along	with	 these	 conditions,	 have	 swept	 away	 the	 conditions	 for	 the	 existence	of	
antagonisms,	and	of	classes	generally,	and	will	therby	have	abolished	its	own	supremacy	
as	a	class.	In	place	of	old	bouergeois	society,	with	its	classes	and	antagonisms,	we	shall	
have	an	association,	in	which	the	free	development	of	each	is	the	condition	for	the	free	
development	of	all	(Marx,	pp.	31	-	32).	This	quote	from	Marx	introduces	the	last	phase	of	
the	revolution,	which	in	his	works	didn’t	consider	the	colonial	world.	But	as,	Robin	D.	G.	
Kelley	observes	Marxism	has	been	Eurocentric	because	it	 ‘emerged	in	Western	Europe	
as	 a	 critique	of	 the	 industrial	 order	 in	 the	era	of	 the	birth	of	modern	nationalism	and	
imperialism	 (Kelley,	 1998).’	 Stephen	 White	 observes	 that	 Lenin	 acknowledged	 the	
above	by	pointing	out	that	it	was	‘the	task	of	the	science	of	revolution	to	adapt	itself	to	
such	changes	in	its	environment	(White,	1973,	p.	173).’	He	developed	an	idea,	according	
to	 which	 colonised	 have	 to	 find	 ‘their	 own	 distinct	 way	 to	 socialism,	 linked	 with	 the	
possibility	of	their	carrying	through	a	transition	to	socialism	without	going	through	the	
normal	phase	of	capitalist	development	(Woddis,	1970,	p.	111).’		
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There were arguably not 

many better (sic!) examples of 

oppressive, racist societies than 

the apartheid South Africa, to be 

used by the communists as a 

mirror showcasing a humane 

aspect of their ideology. In the 

last days of July 1955, ‘Sztandar 

Młodych’ (edition ‘A’, 27.07.1955) 

published a report from a meeting 

held at Dom Słowa Polskiego 

(The House of the Polish Word), 

with John Mathioheloha, a South 

African delegate with the local public. The article describes the ‘touching 

reception’ he received from Polish children on his entry to the auditorium. 

According to the article, after greetings, Mathioheloha described the 

difficulties he faced on his way to attend the festival. After he was denied a 

passport by South African authorities (no black man was allowed to legally 

leave South Africa), he hid on a ship going to London. Travelling in 

challenging conditions, without documents confirming his identity, he reached 

England and after “long and difficult troubles’ there, he finally arrived in 

Poland. A day later, also on the front page, ‘Sztandar’ published an image 

from that meeting (Fig 15). It depicts an interaction between the South African 

and a schoolgirl in a uniform. They both smile at each other. She gives him 

flowers, he picks them up and in that particular moment their hands touch. 

   Fig 15. ‘Sztandar Młodych’ (edition ‘A’, 27.07.1955)   
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Behind them, there is a crowd of interested, all-white onlookers. The caption 

reads:  

 

- Take it John - says little Polish girl - your story about the fate of 

blacks in South Africa was beautiful and touching. I can not thank 

you otherwise, I do not know your language. This is instead of 

saying thank you (‘Sztandar Młodych’, edition ‘A’, 28.07.1955)’  

 

 For Mathioheloha, the event must have been a polarising experience. 

It is obvious why imagery and text coming from countries of social democracy 

would resonate with Black cultures and populations, and at the same time, 

why governments of Western and/or Colonial countries would see the festival 

as a threat to their policies.61 

         

                                            

 

61	There	is	another	aspect	of	that	image	I	would	like	to	bring	attention	to	before	I	move	
to	discussing	the	second	phase	of	the	revolution	and	race	represented	through	images.	
While	 studying	 the	 photograph	 of	 Mathioheloha,	 I	 could	 not	 stop	 thinking	 of	
photographs	 of	 lynching	 taken	 in	 the	 USA	 and	 published	 recently	 in	 the	 ‘Without	
Sanctuary’	photobook,	especially	the	lynching	of	Rubin	Stacy	taken	July	19,	1935,	at	Fort	
Lauderdale	in	Florida.	Comparison	of	these	two	images	might	come	as	a	surprise	at	first;	
in	the	end,	one	is	a	representation	of	friendliness	and	the	second	of	a	most	horrendous	
act	of	racial	hatred	expressed	through	violence…	However,	analysis	of	these	images,	on 
a	very	basic	compositional	level,	brings	up	a	fair	number	of	similarities.	Firstly,	they	are	
both	 representations	 of	 race	 created	 by	 white	 photographers.	 At	 the	 centre	 of	 each	
frame,	 there	 is	a	Black	male	body.	Both	 images	 include	smiling	schoolgirls	 in	uniforms	
looking	at	the	Black	man,	and	lately,	there	is	a	crowd	of	white	spectators	depicted.	They	
seem	 fascinated	by	 the	events	 they	are	participating	 in.	This	 resemblance	 is	haunting,	
but	it	has	to	be	said	that	there	are	also	some	obvious	differences.	Firstly,	they	represent	
different	types	of	(race-driven)	fascination	and	secondly,	the	interaction	is	visible	on	the	
image	from	Warsaw	(and	flowers	are	the	symbol	of	it),	while	the	photograph	from	Fort	
Lauderdale	showcases	the	aftermath	of	an	interaction	(represented	by	rope).	These	two	
hauntingly	similar	 images	symbolize	 two	different	 ideologies,	which	clashed	with	each	
other	during	the	Cold	War.	Although	they	are	focusing	on	black	bodies,	they	are	at	large	
representations	of	the	societies	they	were	produced	in.	
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 An image of 

Sudanese delegates 

carried on arms of 

their white friends 

published on the front 

page of ‘Życie 

Warszawy’ (edition 

‘A’, 2.08.1955 – Fig 

16) 62  represents the 

second phase of the 

revolution – the 

process of unification 

of the international 

proletariat. The 

photograph brings 

two other (popular) images to mind. Not specific ones, but rather symbolic. 

The first is an image from the colonies, of African servants carrying their 

European masters, displaying the power relations between colonised and the 

coloniser63. The second, known from the world of sports, is an illustration of a 

                                            

 

62	There	are	7	 images	of	 the	parade	printed	on	 the	page.	 It	 is	 the	 largest	photographic	
coverage	of	the	opening	ceremony	in	the	newspapers	I	collated	data	from.		

63	I	 think	 of	 both	 photographic	 images	 and	 representations	 of	 this	 relationship	 in	
literature.	 A	 Literary	 Nobel	 Prize	 winner	 -	 Henryk	 Sienkiewicz	 in	 his	 “Letters	 from	
Africa”	describes	being	‘forced’	to	seat	on	a	‘Negro’s’	arms	when	disembarking	a	boat,	in	
order	 not	 to	 get	wet.	 He	writes	 of	 his	 fear	 of	 dirtying	 his	white	 tailcoat	 on	 the	 Black	

Fig 16. ‘Życie Warszawy’ (edition ‘A’, 02.08.1955)   
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winner carried by the crowd (or teammates), the ultimate representation of 

success. Both of these contexts are present here. Power relations shift in the 

image from ‘Życie Warszawy’, but if we follow Kazimierz Koźmiński, whose 

thinking might have been influenced by writings of Aimé Césaire, the black 

men don’t become the master here. The relationship depicted is of a more of 

an equal nature. If the act of rising black delegates begins the 'rehabilitation of 

white man who is shamed by colonialism' (‘Sztandar Młodych’, edition ‘A’, 

02.08.1955) 64, then Polish soil becomes a platform for the rehabilitation of the 

coloniser on one hand, and the rise of the colonised to the level denied them 

by the former, on the other. Through direct and representational criticism of 

imperialist culture, it becomes a healing ground for all involved and a base, on 

which the communist revolution can continue to progress. 

                                                                                                                             

 

man’s	 skin	 (Sienkiewicz,	 2001,	 p.	 101).	 The	 oldest	 edition	 of	 the	 book	 held	 at	 the	
National	Library	in	Warsaw	dates	from	1893,	it	was	published	by	‘Słowo’.	The	version	I	
used	 contains	 fragments	 of	 the	 original	 publication	 and	 is	 titled	 differently	 as	 ‘Listy	 z	
pustyni	i	z	puszczy’.	

64	Césaire	 argues	 in	 ‘Discourse	 on	 Colonialism’	 (originally	 published	 in	 1955)	 that	
colonisation	dehumanise	the	coloniser	whom	as	he	observes,	becomes	beast	alike.		
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The last step of this representational journey is carried by an image of 

equal collaboration. ‘Sztandar Młodych’ (edition ‘A’, 5.08.1955) published 

Fig 17. ‘Sztandar Młodych’ (edition ‘A’, 05.08.1955)  
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such an image (Fig 17). It was taken at the ‘Ursus’ factory and depicts black 

West African (Sabi Gayakayo) and white French (Pierre Condres) delegates 

inspecting a tractor manufactured there - the pride of Polish technology, an 

outcome highly important for the PZPR industrialisation of the country. Their 

hands are touching the machine in close proximity from each other, almost 

like they are pointing in the same direction. The photograph contains an 

important message (yes, the tractor is a platform again): there are people, in 

capitalist, colonial societies, who are willing to change the world according to 

the communist ideology. There are people, in capitalist, colonial societies, 

who are seeing the colonised as their comrades, not as slaves. This aspect 

was important for the PZPR and the press emphasised the existence of 

socialist force in the countries of Western Europe on more than one occasion 

(of course, the factual strength of the movement didn’t matter here). 

Furthermore, the communists used it as a means to prove to the society that 

the unity of the international proletariat is possible, that the outcome of the 

revolution is a real goal, and that Poland itself plays an important part in it.  
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2.9 Curious Touches  

 

 Several photographs of certain types of interactions never made it to 

the press. However, they shed the light on both representations of Black 

people in Poland, and attitudes of Poles towards people of African descent. 

Stanisław Wdowiński is the photographer responsible for a CAF 

negative number 51380, of which images 3 to 5 are captioned ‘International 

Youth at the 10th Anniversary Stadium’. The description is not even close to 

expressing the great amount of activity depicted in the photographs. Image 

number 3 (Fig 18) illustrates an interaction between a black South African (he 

holds the ‘Afryka Płdn’ banner) and a white male, whose nationality is difficult 

to guess65. With his left hand, in which he holds a cloth, the white man 

touches the black man’s face (or perhaps clearing his face of sweat). The 

African leans forward like he is agreeing to the touch (perhaps is it a result of 

living under the apartheid system in South Africa). The vigilant eyes of other 

delegates observe this brief moment of interaction. The touch represents the 

confrontation of a stereotype, with reality. In the context of colonial adverts for 

soap, or in colonial literature, and on the Polish soil, of ‘Murzynek Bambo’66, a 

poem for kids about a little African boy who runs away from a bath in fear of 

being bleached, this image has a profound meaning.  

                                            

 

65	In	his	 right	hand	he	holds	a	 flag,	but	 too	small	a	 fragment	of	 it	 is	visible	 for	 it	 to	be	
recognisable	on	a	black	and	white	picture.	

66	Written	by	 Julian	Tuwim,	 first	published	 in	1935	 in	 ‘Wiadomości	 	 Literackie’	 (Kalin,	
2013,	p.	80)	
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Fig 18. Stanisław Wdowiński (CAF - 51380)  
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 This same group of people is depicted in frame number 5. Wdowiński 

moved a few steps away from his subjects and released the shutter again. It 

seems, that the curiosity of white delegates was satisfied; everybody moved 

on and got on very well. The African speaks happily to a woman on his right 

(left side of the frame), and the smiling white man is occupied with something 

else entirely.  

Another example of an image capturing the curiosity of white people 

towards Africans comes from the Military Photo Agency archive – contact 

sheet number 25284 (Fig 19). The contact sheet contains six images. Each of 

them depicts this same African man in a traditional outfit. There is no 

information available to confirm who the man is, or where these images were 

taken (apart from the fact it was during the festival and most probably in 

Warsaw). The caption, the exact date as well as the name of the 

photographer responsible for these images don’t exist in the archive.67  

                                            

 

67	I	have	received	the	following	description	of	that	 image	from	a	NAC	staff	member	via	
email:	 ‘WAF-25285-2	Party	for	the	participants	of	the	5th	Youth	and	Students	Festival,	
1955-07-31	-	1955-08-15,	no	author.’	After	asking	about	the	authorship	of	the	caption	I	
was	 informed	 that	 a	 NAC	 staff	 member	 created	 it	 recently.	 It	 is	 not	 an	 editorial	
description	created	in	1955.		
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The African doesn’t change his position during the session arranged by 

the army photographer. In each shot, he is sitting in the middle of the bench. 

What changes, however, are the people who sit around him. He poses for a 

picture holding a baby, sits between two females (there are three different 

images, each of them with a different female couple depicted – one of them 

with the baby on the man’s lap), surrounded by a group of people, set in a 

way that evoke a conventional western family portrait. The African is always at 

the centre of the frame and the subject of the photographer’s interest. He is 

Fig 19. WAF – 25283 (the NAC archive) 
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assigned to a role reassembling a tourist attraction, next to which the 

sightseers would take their picture as a souvenir of their ‘adventure’. Although 

he seems to be comfortable in this situation, for the people depicted around 

him, his image is replayed as an exotic photo opportunity.  

 This is the first image of that contact sheet, the aforementioned 

‘family’ photograph that has captured another of the curious touches (Fig 20). 

I remember exactly when I saw this image for the first time. I was amazed by 

it. Look, I thought to myself, a whole family greets the African delegate, but 

the longer I looked at this photograph and other images accompanying it, I 

begin to doubt my first reading. The group of the sitters could very well be 

strangers to each other. There is a soldier there68, an elderly man, a baby, 

five young ladies and another man sitting on the edge of the bench. The 

African, as mentioned before, sits in the middle (he is the one who holds the 

baby), with two ladies sitting closely on each side of him. A fifth one stands 

directly behind him and three men are positioned on the ‘edge’ of the group. 

There is nothing except the arrangement of the sitters that would indicate that 

the group is an actual family unless we look at it as a metaphor for the nation 

itself. Leaving that thought behind, however, I’d like to zoom in to the middle 

of the frame, on the woman who stands directly behind the African.  

                                            

 

68	The	second	soldier	is	depicted	on	a	different	image	from	this	contact	sheet.	Having	in	
mind	that	WAF	was	a	military	photo	agencythey	may	be	both	the	authors	of	images	from	
this	contact	sheet.	
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 Fig 20. WAF – 25283-2 (the NAC archive) 

 

She is the only one in the group, who doesn’t look into the camera lens 

(besides the African, whose eyes are closed). Her attention is on the man 

sitting in front of her. She touches his hair. Her touch is gentle. She uses the 

outer part of the hand and one can imagine how she strokes his hair with it. 

Her face express fascination born of a combination of two senses – sight and 

touch. It surely was her first chance to see and touch an African man. The 

touch seems to go unnoticed by the man himself. It is a very curious, 

secretive, and partly fetishised touch. If not for the camera, the touch would 

probably remain unnoticed. This touch, but also the closeness in which the 

females sits next to the African man are very intimate. As discussed in the 

example of the chapter’s opening frame, images of this kind of intimacies 

were printed in the press. And yet there was a limit to what could be allowed 

to run in the newspapers. The archives of CAF and WAF are filled with 
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images depicting intimate interactions, some of which were allowed and some 

of which were banned from the publication. The contact sheets shed a light on 

some of the editor’s choices and through them allow a glimpse at an official 

position towards interracial sexuality.  

 

 

2.10 Intimate Interactions 

 

‘The exotic is sexual, and the sexual is exotic’ Rikke Andreassen states 

bluntly in her book ‘Human Exhibitions. Race, Gender and Sexuality in Ethnic 

displays’ (2015, p. 115). Her research of Dutch colonial exhibitions emphasise 

the importance of sexualisation as means of increasing their popularity among 

local populations. By bringing attention to her research I am not trying to 

suggest there were similarities in the level of reasoning behind their 

organisation, as they were opposites of each other.69 What I am suggesting, 

however, is that the urge of white societies to see and interact with the ‘exotic’ 

and the sexual aspect of this desire is observable in both cases and in both 

cases it was recorded by photographers 70 . While colonialists promoted 

                                            

 

69 	The	 festival	 aimed	 to	 promote	 socialism	 by	 bringing	 people	 of	 all	 ‘races’	 and	
nationalities	together.	‘Human	zoos’,	on	the	other	hand,	were	commercial	events,	which	
apart	 from	 securing	profit	 for	 their	 organisers,	meant	 to	 assure	European	 societies	 of	
their	 difference	 from	 the	 exhibited	 people	 and	 through	 various	 representational	
techniques	(like	exhibiting	Black	bodies	without	or	with	a	little	clothing)	to	assure	them	
of	 their	 superiority	 over	 the	 ‘other’.	 The	 profound	 effects	 ‘Human	 zoos’	 had	 on	 the	
exhibited	people’s	lives	and	mental	wellbeing	are	easy	to	imagine.	
70	Andreassen	 quotes	 several	 articles	 (written	 in	 the	 early	 20th	 century)	 condemning	
‘European	woman	for	their	lack	of	moral	chastity	when	foreign	men	of	color	visit	their	
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sexualisation of the ‘exotic’ people, but not intimate relationships between 

white – especially female – and the colonised, the official communist press, in 

most cases, kept sexualisation under wraps, but was open to publishing some 

(not too explicit) intimacy between representatives of different ‘races’.  

In the material collated during this research, I found four photographs 

of such interaction published by the press71. Three come from one issue of 

‘Dookoła Świata’ (07.08.1955) with the cover photograph I analysed at the 

beginning of this chapter. The fourth was printed under the image of John 

Matholoeha and a schoolgirl from ‘Sztandar Młodych’ (edition ‘A’, 

28.07.1955). It captured a moment of interaction between a black female and 

two white males. One of the men seems to be pinning something to the 

female’s top (the quality of the image doesn’t allow us to analyse it in greater 

detail), at chest level, while she holds his hands (helping/controlling him?) and 

smiling at the same time. The caption informs the reader about what is 

happening in the picture: 

 

                                                                                                                             

 

city	(2013,	p.	5).	She	observes	that	typically	of	time	they	were	written	by	‘white	middle-
class;	i.e.	the	men	who	are	being	rejected	as	romantic	and	sexual	partners	(2013,	p.	6).’	
She	then	informs	that	she	was	unable	to	find	written	statements	by	local	white	women	
and	the	foreign	men	involved	with	them.	Finally,	she	concludes:	‘If	I	only	rely	on	written	
sources	in	my	research	about	interracial	intimacies	at	the	turn	of	the	twentieth	century,	
I	 will	 conclude,	 like	 the	 scholars	 before	 me,	 that	 romantic	 and	 sexual	 interracial	
encounters	 were	 morally	 prohibited,	 and	 women	 engaging	 in	 such	 relations	 were	
condemned.	However,	if	I	begin	looking	at	different	sources,	for	instance,	photographs,	I	
am	 able	 to	 draw	 a	 different	 picture	 of	 the	 past,	 and	 hence	 dig	 out	 a	 potentially	
challenging	discourse	to	the	condemnation	discourse	(2013,	p.	6).’	
71	I	 found	4	other	 images	 in	 the	press	of	 intimate	 interactions,	but	 these	didn’t	 involve	
black	people.	
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Brazilians Milica and Fernando are walking in front of the cafe in 

Muranów. Milica is black and draws universal attention with her 

beauty. Stefan breaks the red flower and hands it to the girl upon 

the applause of pedestrians. Please – this flower will look very nice 

in your hair. (‘Sztandar Młodych’, edition ‘A’, 28.07.1955). 

 

The caption recognises Milica’s beauty and connects it to her skin 

colour. This form of exoticisation breaks, consciously or not, with traditional 

European perceptions of the black females as sexually attractive, but ugly72. 

Her looks draw the attention of the crowd, which is cheering Stefan (who was 

also affected by her beauty and decided to act on it). The caption indicates 

that the general public in Warsaw accepted such contacts during the festival 

and at the same time, it is proof that there was a space in official discourse for 

such cases of affection. However, there was a limit to what was allowed in the 

press. There might have been rare cases of publishing images of young 

peoples enjoying parties (just like the photographs from the masked ball 

published by ‘Trybuna Ludu’, edition ‘H’, 8.08.1955), but the editors aimed to 

present the ideological aspect of the festival first. That is not surprising in 

                                            

 

72	Rikke	 Andreassen,	 following	 Robert	 Young	 (Colonial	 Desire,	 New	 York,	 Routledge,	
1955)	observes	that	the	‘white,	European	sexual	definition	of	(and	desire	for)	the	‘other’	
was	constituted	of	attraction	and	repulsion	(2003	p.	32).’	She	quote	a	newspaper	review	
of	Tivoli’s	Ashanti	exhibition:	‘	They	are	rather	roguish	these	girls	who	are	12-14	years	
old	but	 look	 like	 they	are	20	with	 their	ugly	 thick	 lips	 and	wool	hair,	 but	 at	 the	 same	
time	 they	 are	 strange	 and	 attractive	 because	 of	 their	 youth	 and	 their	 becoming	 coal-
black	colour’	(Koppel,	Politiken,	19.06.1898)).	
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itself, as they were most likely following a predetermined plan. In the light of 

the CAF photographs showcasing (not only) interracial intimacies and their 

omission in the official discourse, but such photographs also became the 

indicators of a bashful secret the official press aimed to hide from the world. 

The delegates, or at least some of them, were more interested in having fun 

than in the ideology which allowed their meeting in the first place. 

According to Andrzej Krzywicki, in the early days of the festival, the 

organisers encountered problems with ‘insubordinate’ youths, who didn’t like 

the boundaries imposed on them by the organisers. Young people, eager to 

party, drink, and love, were leaving official events and took it upon themselves 

to ‘arrange’ their time in Warsaw. Organisers did what they could to tame this 

disobedience, by organising official transport to and from the events, but they 

did not succeed (2009, p. 200). Furthermore the ‘disobedience’ also occurred 

also during the official events. The images of the Madagascan delegates 

visiting the Geology Institute are a great example of that.  

There are four contact sheets with images depicting the event (CAF, 

numbers 51680 to 51683).73 They evoke a form of sequential art with a 

narrative (supported by captions - just like comic books for example) and 

follow the event’s progression from a formal visit on to a full-scale party. The 

first two contact sheets depict the official segment. They show the delegates 

arriving at the institute (51680-1), where the director and a group of 

employees waited to greet them (51680-2). After introductions (51680-3 and 

                                            

 

73	Henryk	Rosiak	took	them	all.	
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51680-4) the group is taken for a tour guide led by dr. Żelichowska (51680-5 – 

51680-8 and whole contact sheet number 51681). The Africans seem 

interested, they are touching exhibits, discussing them with the institute staff. 

There is a general friendliness between the guests and the hosts who don’t 

shy from touching each other. Suddenly, the attention of locals moves from 

the exhibition to the delegates (51681-5). Razy Razakaboana is held by two 

females, one on each side of him, but he does not reciprocate the touch and 

his hands hang awkwardly (51681 - 6). As the event progresses he becomes 

more active. First signing an autograph to M. Chmielewska (51682-4) and 

later dancing with her (51683-6). After the tour, guests were invited for a meal 

(51682 – Fig 21)74, but before they were able to eat, both sides were to give 

their speeches (51682-1 and 51682-2) and of course, there was a time for the 

obligatory autographs as well (51682-4 – 51682-6).  

                                            

 

74	There	are	no	pictures	of	people	eating.	The	photographer,	who	most	probably	joined	
others	at	the	table,	skipped	photographing	that	part.	



 

 

110 

 

Fig 21. Henryk Rosiak (CAF – 51682) 

The last two mentioned photographs require more detailed attention. 

They have a similar composition. They both show a black delegate in the 

centre of the frame, sitting at the table surrounded by a group of white hosts. 
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The black delegate on image 51682-5 is a female student of literature 

Ramamonty Ratrimo and on image 51682-6, a male delegate 

Ramarintanahary Nary. Apart from the obvious fascination with the exotic 

displayed by the Poles, at the first sight, these images do not betray an 

obvious sexual context. This is revealed however, when I break down the 

composition further. Six male hosts surround Ratrimo and five females 

surrounds Nary (he appears to be uncomfortable with the attention he 

receives). This polarisation of sexes (a group of white men surrounding a 

black woman and a group of white women surrounding a black man) is 

precisely what brings the sexual aspect of depicted interactions to the fore. 

The hosts seem to be driven towards a delegate of the opposite sex and are 

not giving attention to those of the same sex at all.75 Contact sheet number 

51683, which depicts a party turning to alcoholic libation, strengthens it 

furthermore. Images 2-5 show participants playing a game called ‘choose me’, 

which according to Polska Kronika Filmowa (Polish Film Chronicle)76 was a 

very popular way of spending time during the festival. Although exact the rules 

are unknown to me, the game involved a lot of intimate physical contact 

(hugging for example). Both the film footage and the images showcasing the 

game are filled with indications of such intimacy, to take the image of a kiss 

Roman Woliński gave to happy-looking Ratrimo as an example (51683-4). 

                                            

 

75	If	we	assume	that	the	photographed	people	are	heterosexual,	of	course.	

76 	Polska	 Kronika	 Filmowa	 32	 (1955,	
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7eoNEmX6qWI,	access	27.07.2018).			
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After the game participants begin to dance with each other. We see black and 

white men dancing with white and black females and the atmosphere seems 

excellent. The last photograph of the contact sheet (Fig 22) depicts two white 

females (Malinowska and Pagaj) and one black male (Nary). The black man 

hugs the ladies with both arms and each of them is holding a glass with a 

drink (for their own) in one hand, and together with their other hands, they 

keep a third glass near Nary’s mouth, almost like they want him to drink 

more.77 Nary is not uncomfortable anymore. They are all laughing and seem 

to be tipsy. I acknowledge that their expression could be only 

 

Fig 22. Henryk Rosiak (CAF – 51683-7) 

                                            

 

77	It	 isn’t	the	only	photograph	that	shows	white	female	 ‘helping’	black	men	to	drink	up	
their	 alcohol.	 Contact	 sheet	 number	 52183	 includes	 such	 an	 image.	 Just	 like	 the	
photograph	discussed	in	the	main	text,	also	this	image	wasn’t	allowed	in	print.	N	for	‘nie’	
(‘no’)	was	written	on	it	with	a	pencil.		
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a photographic illusion, especially when there are no further images from the 

event to compare it with, but the use of ellipsis in the caption: ‘During the 

party…. Malinowska Nary Ramarintanahary i K. Pagaj,’ suggests that such 

images were received in a similar fashion by the person preparing the 

captions. Who knows what was happening after this image was taken, but it 

seems like a ‘wilder’ part of the party was about to begin.  

Andrzej Krzywicki writes about sexual interactions between Poles and 

foreigners.78 His narrative is based on a number of memoirs written by Polish 

delegates. According to Szymon Kobyliński, the local youth was obsessed 

with foreigners to the point that he spoke of the existence of ‘fetish of the 

greatest foreigner’ (Kobyliński quoted in Krzywicki, 2009, p. 284). Marcin 

Meller observes that ‘it was the peak of success for a girl, to show herself in 

the city with a coloured boy’ (quoted in Krzywicki, 2009, p. 284). Furthermore, 

he claims that it resulted in several ‘chocolate’ children born in Warsaw in 

April 1956. In another memoir, Krzywicki finds a note of gossip overheard in 

barbershops about rapes on local girls conducted by the ‘Negroes’. 79 

Krzywicki notes, however, that it was not only local females seeking sexual 

contact with the foreigners: 'we were circling [...] around the city and our only 

goal was to get some lovely girls' one of the delegates wrote, and as he 

                                            

 

78	All	quotes	in	this	paragraph	come	from	Krzywicki,	2009,	pp.	283-295.	

79	It	is	difficult	not	to	connect	it	with	widely	researched	accusations	of	black	male	raping	
white	 females	 emerging	 in	 America	 during	 many	 decades,	 centuries	 even.	 I	 am	 not	
trying	to	say	that	Poland	saw	lynching	of	black	males	as	a	result	of	such	claims,	what	I	
am	 saying	 is	 that	 this	 is	 a	 proof	 of	 that	 the racist	 idea	 of	 white	 women	 purity	 being	
violated	by	black	men	was	present	in	Polish	society	as	well.	 It	 is	another	argument	for	
my	opening	claim	about	exoticism	in	the	PRL	(compare	with	pp.	7-8).  
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continued, he used word ‘pokój’ (in the Polish language it can be translated as 

both ‘peace’, one of the main slogans of the festival, and “room”), not in 

relation to the ideology, but as to a space, in which he could consummate his 

friendship. 

That doesn’t mean, of course, that Poles were the ‘hunters’ and foreign 

delegates were reduced to the status of the ‘prey’ in this sexual endeavour. 

There are images showing black delegates initiating intimate situations as 

well. The photograph of a Brazilian female engaging with two white males in 

army uniforms (Fig 23) is a great example of that (there are in fact two images 

depicting the three, both on the contact sheet number 52449). It is captioned: 

‘Meeting of the Brazilian delegation with Polish Army officers’ and depicts a 

cheerful atmosphere of friendliness. The Brazilian sits in between the two 

officers, her back is straightened like a string pushing her breast up and her 

smile is wide ‘from ear to ear’ as she looks at the man on her right (left from 

the frame). Her hands lay on the thighs of both soldiers as she invites a more 

intimate mode of conversation.  



 

 

115 

 

Fig 23. Adam Mottl (CAF – 52449-9) 

 

 The black female depicted in the photographs is Milca Cruz, the same 

Brazilian whose image I have described earlier in this chapter (compare with 

pp. 106-107). She appears in several photographs printed in press (just in the 

titles researched in this work alone there are 5 of them) and in the 
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photographic archives held at NAC. In fact, she appears often enough that I 

began to recognise her on photographs without looking at the captions.80  

 There is another set of pictures in the CAF archive that shows her 

engaging with men. They were taken 

during the ‘Ball of hundred nations’, 

where a queen of the ball competition 

was held. According to captions at the 

back of contact sheet number 52181 

Milca was selected as the runner up for 

the Miss of the Ball. The last three 

images of that contact sheet show her 

dancing alone on the stage (Fig 24). 

She wears a one-piece, one colour 

dress covering her knees and her 

runner up crown on her head. The audience is almost entirely white and male, 

which is a change to the previous images of the same crowd.81 The men gaze 

at her Brazilian black body. Some are smiling, some seem to be hypnotised 

by the performance, but all of them seem to enjoy it. Milca, being a performer 

is confident and clearly enjoys herself.                                

          

                                            

 

80	I	used	captions	to	confirm	my	recognitions,	of	course.	

81	Images	 1	 to	 4	 show	women	 and	men	 dancing	 on	 the	 floor	 (and	 a	 few	 ‘mixed	 race’	
couples	between	them).	

Fig 24. Bolesław Miedza (CAF – 52181-7)              
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Three other images from the event (52182-1, 2 and 3 – Fig 25) show 

her (still with the crown on her head) surrounded by participants of the ball 

who are rushing to congratulate her, touch her, kiss her hand or talk to her. 

She looks overwhelmed for a moment (52182-1), but just as in the case of the 

audience’s gaze, she welcomes this physical affection with a smile. In the 

CAF archive Milca is depicted as both a ‘hunter’ and the ‘hunted’ and she is 

comfortable in both of these roles.  

These are only a few chosen examples of images depicting intimacy 

and sexuality of black and white youths from the archive filled with images of it 

(the photographs are not limited to the portrayal of ‘mixed race couples’, of 

course). Some of them register as a fascination with the exotic, often related 

to the ‘hunting’ game described by Krzywicki. Others, just like the image by 

Fig 25. Bolesław Miedza (CAF – 52182)                                           
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Tymiński (Fig 26), showcase the delegates engaging with a mutual consent, 

where a fascination with the ‘exotic’ is nowhere to be found. 

 

 

Fig 26. Jan Tymiński (CAF – 51926-8)                                        

 

However, the reasons for which the individuals decided to engage with 

each other are not as important here as an answer to the question: how did 

the photographs of such interactions informed the official representation of 

black people during the festival. All of the images I have discussed in the last 

segment of this chapter were not allowed in the press. On the back of their 

contact sheets (and sometimes directly of the photos) the editors scribbled: 

‘wszystko N’ or just the letter ‘N’, which meant ‘no to everything’, i.e. no 

photograph from the marked contact sheet should be reproduced and 

included in the CAF news service sent out to the subscribers (Fig 27). The 

CAF archive showcases an intimate, sexual dimension of the festival and the 
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way it was tamed (but not stopped) in the official press publications. What was 

the reason for such censorship?  Was it related to the prudishness of 

society?82 Was it because the editors (white male representatives of the 

authority83) were jealous, as it wasn’t ‘them’ who were chosen by white 

females 84  they had to ‘protect’ 85 ? Were they refusing to add to the 

stereotypical, colonial representation of black people as overtly sexual?86 Or 

was it because in their view, the photographs depicting the sexual aspect of 

international friendship expressed by the youth of all ‘races’87 would distract 

the masses from the ideological aspect of the festival? To me, the latter 

seems to be the most reasonable answer. 

                                            

 

82	Could	 be,	 but	 the	 Polish	 Film	 Chronicle	 footage	 of	 the	 festival	 shows	 young	 people	
kissing	in	the	front	of	a	shocked	older	woman.	The	narrator	of	the	footage	comments	as	
follows:	‘Oh,	you	can	not!	Yes,	you	can,	grandma,	yes	you	can,	as	long	as	you	are	18	years	
old	 and	 dancing	 at	 just	 the	 three	 years	 old	 MDM	 (MDM	 is	 short	 for	 Marszałkowska	
Dzielnica	Mieszkaniowa	residential	district	-	BN).	The	fragment	suggests	that	socialism	
if	 a	movement	of	youth,	which	 is	breaking	with	 the	old	ways	and	chooses	sexuality	 in	
international	(but	not	‘interracial’)	context	as	one	of	the	ways	to	showcase	it.		
	
83	The	 communist	 editors	would	 be	 a	 counterpart	 of	 the	middle	 class	white	men	 that	
Rikke	Andreasson	written	about	in	her	research	of	the	human	zoos.	

84	It	 could	 be	 the	 case	 with	 some	 images,	 but	 others	 showed	 black	 females	 choosing	
white	men	and	they	were	dropped	from	printing	as	well.	

85	Andrzej	Krzywiński	quotes	 a	daily	 report	nr	27	 (16.08.1955):	 ‘delegates	have	a	bad	
idea	about	the	attitude	of	our	girls	(...)	and	they	ask	(...)	a	number	of	questions	about	the	
state	of	morals	in	Poland	(2009,	p.	284).’		

86	This	seems	unlikely;	at	 least	 it	doesn’t	seem	like	a	conscious	decision.	Besides,	these	
images	showed	Poles	as	(sometimes	‘aggressive’)	initiators	of	these	contacts.	

87	This	was	quite	embarrassing	for	the	authorities	(Krzywicki,	2009,	p.	284).	
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Fig 27. Jerzy Baranowski (CAF – 51769-6)                                        

 

 

2.11 Closing Frame 

 

Following up on the last sentence, I can’t stop myself from asking: how 

honest, or how truthful, were communist representations of race?88 An image 

taken by Stanisław Wdowińscki helps to answer that question (Fig 28). The 

photographer shot it at the 10th Anniversary Stadium during the opening of 

the festival (31.07.1955). It is one of the thousands of other pictures not 

selected for print. The caption on the back of the contact sheet is simple: ‘the 

                                            

 

88	This	 question	was	 asked	 previously	 by	 researches	 of	 representations	 of	 Africans	 in	
the	Soviet	Union	–	see	Helbig	(2014)	and	Fisks	(quoted	in	Goff,	2016).	
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solemn opening of the Festival at the 10th Anniversary Stadium. At the 

stadium during the ceremony.’ Like many other captions from the event, it 

doesn’t provide us with many details and therefore, in order to understand it, I 

have to take its structure apart. The composition is built on and around the 

black delegate from Guatemala who was a member of the organising 

committee.89 He is the first (standing closest to the photographer) of 5 African, 

European and Asian delegates holding hands together, forming a human 

chain. They all look intelligent, well dressed, focused on a point above the 

photographer, a feature characteristic of socialist realism90.  The second row 

of delegates is less visible, and my eye skips over them moving on towards 

                                            

 

89	His	nationality,	position,	and	surname	(Thomas)	are	recorded	in	captions	for	contact	
sheets	number	51178,	51392	and	52147	from	the	CAF	archive.		

90	‘(…)	 an	 ideological	 programme	 according	 to	 which	 the	 entire	 field	 of	 art	 was	 to	
become	nationalist	in	form	and	socialist	in	content	(Pietraszewski,	2016,	p.	100).	Marta	
Przybyło	 observes	 that	 a	 process	 of	 summerising	 and	 critique	 of	 social	 realism	 in	
photography	and	art,	in	general,	began	in	1954	(before	the	discussed	image	was	taken),	
following	II	zjazd	PZPR	during	an	early	thaw	period	(2019,	p.	24).	Maciej	Szymanowicz	
points	 on	 an	 article	 (‘O	 rzeczywisty	 zwrot	w	 naszej	 polityce	 kulturalnej’	 published	 in	
‘Nowa	Kultura’,	1954,	issue	17)	written	by	the	Minister	of	Culture	and	Art	(1952	–	1956)	
-	Włodzimierz	 Sokorski	 as	 a	 trigger	 initiating	 this	process:	 ‘His	basic	 thesis,	 about	 the	
occurrence	 of	 year	 and	 a	 half	 stagnation	 in	 Polish	 culture,	 had	 a	 particularly	 strong	
resonance	in	the	photographers'	environment,	who	fought	at	the	time	intensively	for	the	
art	 involved	 in	 building	 socialism	 (Szymanowicz,	 2016,	 p.	 384).’	 Szymanowicz	 quotes	
Leonard	Sympolski	to	showcase	reasons	of	the	stagnation:	‘the	alleged	ideal	of	fashion	of	
socialist	realism	was	to	create	a	naturalistic	photogram	depicting	a	worker	necessarily	
at	work,	preferably	with	a	shovel,	trowel	or	hammer.	(...)	The	simplified	recipe	claimed	
with	 all	 seriousness	 that	 a	 work	 of	 art	 should	 consist	 only	 of	 content	 and	 form,	
preferably	 in	 a	 proportion	 of	 50%	 content	 and	 50%	 form.	 Aesthetic	 and	 artistic	
components	 determining	 the	 value	 of	 the	work	were	 not	mentioned	 as	 of	 completely	
detached	and	abstract	things.	The	artist	in	the	face	of	such	clues,	not	seeing	other,	wider	
possibilities	 of	 communicating	 his	 creative	 intentions,	 fell	 into	 template	 and	
schematism,	 and	 finally	 discouragement	 (Sempoliński	 1954,	 quoted	 in	 Szymanowicz,	
2016,	 p.	 385).’	 Despite	 the	 ongoing	 discussion	 about	 the	 new	 role	 and	 forms	 of	
photography	in	promoting	socialism,	old	traces	did	not	disappear	immediately,	and	the	
discussed	photograph	 is	 an	 example	 of	 that.	 It	 seems	 important	 to	mention,	 however, 
that	 the	 discussion	did	 not	 relate	 to	 ‘press’	 but	 to	 ‘art’	 photography	 only.	 The	 debate,	
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Fig 28. Stanisław Wdowiński (CAF – 51379-11)        

   

the background. 5 other figures are overseeing the scene. These are all white 

men. They are standing on a platform and don’t hold hands. Their attention is 

not equally placed, as not all of them look in this same direction. Most of them 
                                                                                                                             

 

which	 took	 place	mainly	 in	 professional	 photography	 journals,	 did	 not	 consider	 press	
photography,	which	was	‘outside	of	the	field	of	interest	of	the	writing	participants	of	the	
discussion	(Ziębińska-Lewandowska,	2014,	p11).’		
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are members of the PZPR. On the left hand side, we see Edward Ochab, who 

will become the Chairman of the Council of State in 1964. Roman 

Zambrowski (second from the right) who at the time this image was taken was 

the Minister of State Control. And finally, Jakub Berman, who stands in the 

middle, just above Thomas. Berman was the closest advisor to Bolesław 

Bierut (Poland’s Stalinist leader) and he is seen as a dark figure of the 

Stalinist period of the history of Poland. Some scholars portray him as the 

right hand of Joseph Stalin, others argue against it (Spałek, 2010 p. 355), 

nevertheless they agree on his importance in Bierut’s decision-making. 

Berman supervised culture, education, propaganda, foreign policy, science, 

and broadly understood ideology. He also had a great influence on the 

apparatus of repression (Spałek, 2016). The last of his responsibilities is 

crucial in understanding the context of communist race ideology and 

representations. It wasn’t someone’s ‘race’, one could conclude, that sparked 

communists repression; it was his or her (often assumed) political views. In 

that sense, following the thought of Adam Mazur, photographic 

representations of ‘race’ were as honest and as truthful, as the ideology 

itself.91 Exoticism cast a constant shadow on these representations. 

 

 

 
                                            

 

91	‘In	other	words,	 if	you	believe	Witold	Dederka	and	Ryszard	Mariański	who	wrote	 in	
the	early	seventies	that	photojournalism	is	"a	truthful	reproduction	of	reality",	it	should	
be	added	that	it	is	reproduction	as	truthful	as	ideology,	which	determines	perception	of	
this	reality’	(Mazur,	2009,	pp.	221-224).  
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3.0 Revolutionaries and Comrades 

 

3.1 Murder of Patrice Lumumba and the crisis in Congo 

 

Patrice Lumumba, the Congo’s first democratically elected prime 

minister was not scheduled to speak in Leopoldville during the independence 

celebration on Thursday, 30th of June 1960 (Renton et al., 2007, p.80). But 

after a patronising speech by Belgian king Baudouin who claimed that the 

independence of Congo is the final act of Leopold’s II master plan for the 

Congolese state and people, a gift of civilisation and an act of humanism 

(Renton et al., 2007, pp.80-81); a speech that was followed by an 

acquiescing response from the President of Congo Joseph Kasavubu, 

Lumumba approached the microphone and said: 

 

For if today Congo’s independence is being announced in 

agreement with Belgium, a friendly nation with which we operate on 

an equal basis, then still no Congolese worthy of the name can ever 

forget that this independence was gained by struggle, a daily 

struggle, a fiery and idealistic struggle, a struggle in which we 

spared neither our efforts nor our hardships, neither our suffering 

nor our blood. 

That struggle, which was one of tears, fire and blood, fills every 

fibre of our being with pride, for it was a noble and a just struggle, 

an inventible struggle to end the humiliating slavery that had been 
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imposed on us by force (1960, cited by van Reybrouck, 2014 

p.272). 

 

King Baudouin left the celebration offended. In the opinion of David van 

Reybrouck this powerful and historically important speech ‘contained more of 

a look back than a look forward’ (2014, pp. 273-274), and was therefore badly 

timed, especially in the context of the events that followed it. Some have said, 

that on this day Lumumba signed his own death sentence (Death Colonial 

Style: The Execution of Patrice Lumumba, 2001). True or not, the speech 

brought his name forward on the international forum. His contemporaries, such 

as Malcolm X, saw him as the greatest African ever (1964, quoted in 1992, pp. 

35-37) and the press from the Communist Bloc reported tirelessly about his 

condemnation of imperialism (‘Trybuna Ludu’, 1960). Naturally, the majority of 

Western politicians and public opinion didn’t share this sympathy and saw him 

as a threat. 

In the days that followed the independence, which as Allesandro Iandolo 

observes were ‘far from stable’ (2014, p. 39); a steady flow of bad news began 

to come into Lumumba’s office. First, a mutiny in the Congolese army took 

place. Black troops rebelled against the entirely white Belgian officer corps, 

over pitiable pay and ‘the lack of career opportunities’ (Iandolo, 2014, p. 39). 

The main targets of the revolt were Europeans who stayed in the country, 

which gave Belgium an excuse to send more troops into Congo to protect its 

citizens (Iandolo, 2014, p. 39). A few days later, Moise Tschombé, ‘a 

Congolese puppet’ as Polish newspapers used to call him (Trybuna Ludu, 

edition ‘C’, 16.02.1961), proclaimed the independence of Katanga – a mineral-
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rich province of major importance to the Congolese economy (Renton et al., 

2007, p.87). Sensing a colonial plot against the unity of the Congo and in order 

to end the Katangan succession, Lumumba reached out to the United States 

of America for military support and when they refused, suggesting that such 

support was possible only after approval and under umbrella of the United 

Nations (Iandolo, 

2014, p. 40), he 

redirected his 

request to the UN.  

The UN troops 

arrived in the Congo 

but did nothing in 

support of 

Lumumba’s pledge 

(Death Colonial 

Style: The Execution 

of Patrice Lumumba, 

2001). Forced 

against the wall with 

the withdrawal of 

another province - South Kasai from the central government, and without 

military support, he turned for help to the Soviet Union. Despite the fact they 

were aware that the Soviets wouldn’t be capable of serious intervention on the 

Fig 29. ‘Trybuna Ludu’ (edition ‘C’, 07.12.1960)    
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ground92, the Americans saw it as a dangerous move (Death Colonial Style: 

The Execution of Patrice Lumumba, 2001). They perceived Lumumba as a 

communist, and although it was an accusation he categorically denied (1960, 

cited in Death Colonial Style: The Execution of Patrice Lumumba, 2001), after 

a green light from Hammarskjold, they decided to take Lumumba ‘out of the 

way’ (Iandolo, 2014, p. 49). His one-time friend Mobutu who had now become 

a head of state (whose government was quickly recognised by the USA) 

arrested Patrice Lumumba and the UN troops put him under the house arrest 

(Iandolo, 2014, p. 50). These events, which ostensibly were undertaken in 

order to protect the Prime Minister’s life, was, in fact, a blow to his ability to 

govern the country (Renton et al., 2007 p.98). In the last days of November 

1960, Lumumba ran away to reach Stanleyville by car93, but he was captured 

on the way, along with two of his colleagues, and transported back to 

Leopoldville (Renton et al., 2007 p.98). At the airport, he was presented to the 

western media. In the front of the cameras (and UN troops) he was beaten, 

without his glasses and with his hands tied. Images of this scene were printed 

in the press all over the world (including Poland – see Fig 9). 

On the 17th of January, Patrice Lumumba and two of his comrades were 

executed in Katanga, their bodies dismembered and burned (Renton et al., 

                                            

 

92	The	 Soviets	 provided	 30	 airplanes	 to	 transport	 Congolese	 troops	 to	 the	 areas	 of	
conflict,	but	in	comparison	with	American	support,	which	almost	doubled	this	number,	
it	 ‘reveals	 that	 the	 real	 balance	 of	 forces	 was	 still	 unfavorable	 to	 the	 USSR	 (Iandolo,	
2014,	p.	48).’		

93	As	 Renton	 et	 al.	 points	 out,	 ‘Stanleyville	 was	 the	 centrum	 of	 nationalist	 agitation’	
(2007,	p.98).	
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2007 p.100). Although there were some suspicions before the official 

confirmation, the death of Patrice Lumumba was kept in secret for almost a 

month.94 

 

 

3.2 Polish support for Congo 

 

The diplomatic support of the Polish People’s Republic for the 

Congolese government and the stabilisation of the country was firm and 

consistent. The Polish delegation was present at the Congo independence 

ceremony (Popławski, 2013, p. 89) and on numerous occasions, in Poland 

(during the PZPR conventions) and abroad (during the UN sessions) Polish 

politicians expressed their concern about the involvement of western powers 

in that newly independent country. As a result, the PRL was accused of 

sending arms to the Congo, and the Belgian navy detained one of its ships. 

The acquisition was categorically denied and detention of the ship was 

severely criticised at the 15th session of United Nations by the first secretary 

of the PZPR (and the de facto – the Polish leader) Władysław Gomułka 

(Prokopczuk, 1964, pp.141-143 and Góralski, 1981, p.99).  

                                            

 

94	On	the	11th	of	February	Trybuna	Ludu	(edition	‘A)	published	an	article	entitled:	'The	
world	concerned	about	the	fate	of	Prime	Minister	Lumumba.	Rumors	about	the	escape	
of	the	Congolese	Prime	Minister	from	prison.	Is	there	a	tragic	reality	behind	it?’	
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After the death of Lumumba, Poland acknowledged Deputy Prime 

Minister - Antoine Gizenga as the righteous leader of the Congolese 

government. Polish PM – Józef Cyrankiewicz, sent a telegram to Gizenga, in 

which he assured him that the Congo and the Congolese nation ‘can count on 

our (the government and the nation of Poland’s) full support in the fight 

against imperialism for the independence and integrity of the Congo’ (1961, 

cited in Trybuna Ludu, 1961).  

This support, as I have already mentioned, wasn’t offered independently 

and must be read in the context of Polish relations with the Soviet Union. 

Keeping in mind, however, that the Congolese conflict showcased the inability 

of the USSR to successfully support Lumumba on the ground95, Polish support 

had even less to offer in practice. Nevertheless reports from the Congo and 

the strongly expressed assurance of Polish support for Lumumba were 

omnipresent in the Polish press propaganda of the time.  

 

 

                                            

 

95	Allesandro	 Iandolo	 showcases	 that	 the	 strategy	 of	 the	 USSR	 of	 gaining	 influence	 in	
newly	independent	countries	through	economic	support	and	propaganda	didn’t	work	in	
Congo,	in	the	face	of	the	armed	conflict	playing	out	on	the	ground.	Kruschev	threatened	
armed	intervention	without	being	capable	to	do	it	due	to	the	practical	difficulties,	such	as	
transporting	 Soviet	 troops	 to	 the	 Congo	 (no	military	 bases	 outside	 of	 Eastern	 Europe	
were	a	major	factor	here).	This	‘Soviet	bluff’,	as	Iandolo	calls	it,	was	a	result	of	Kruschev’s	
belief	that	a	threat,	he	successfully	performed	during	the	Suez	crisis,	would	work	equally	
well	in	Congo.	Americans	checked	the	bluff.	The	Soviet	Union	lost	control	over	what	was	
happening	in	the	Congo.	This	defeat,	as	Iandolo	observes,	resulted	in	‘the	level	of	Soviet	
resources	destined	for	Africa	decreased	over	the	next	few	years’.	It	was	also	the	reason,	
for	the	change	of	Soviet	tactics	in	the	‘third	world’	conflicts	to	a	more	military	approach.	
(Iandolo,	2014,	p.	55).		
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3.3 Reports from the Congo and representations of Africa 

 

Poland’s position towards the Congo has been significant enough to be 

noted by the contemporary western scholars. As David Van Reybrouck 

reports: 

 

The world received the news of Lumumba's murder in total dismay. 

From Oslo to Tel Aviv, from Vienna to New Dehli people marched in 

the streets. Belgian embassies in Belgrade, Warsaw and Cairo 

were attacked (…) Gizenga's Lumumbist government was promptly 

recognised by the Soviet Union, Poland, East Germany, 

Yugoslavia, China, Ghana, and Guinea-Conakry (2014, p.309). 

 

David Renton, David Seddon, and Leo Zeilig follow this observation:  

 

In Warsaw over 2,000 demonstrators charged the Belgian embassy 

and the ambassador had to flee for his life. There followed a day 

long flow of news of the murder from the Polish press and radio 

(2007, p. 100). 

 

But public interest in the case of this newly independent country didn’t 

start with the murder of Patrice Lumumba. The importance of Congo’s 

liberation was recognised as the most important to date in the year of Africa. 

‘The largest’, as Trybuna Ludu called it due to the size of its territory and the 

mineral riches of the country: 
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Proclamation of Congo independence means a serious 

weakening of the influence of colonialism in a country that has 

endowed itself with enormous riches: the largest diamond, cobalt 

and uranium deposits in the world, huge resources of copper, tin, 

silver and gold, and vast fields and tropical forests with valuable 

tree species and an abundance of exotic animals (Trybuna Ludu, 

180 “C”, 01.07.1960). 

 

Polish newspapers reported daily about events unfolding in the Congo 

(and these were front-page news features most of the time). Photographs, 

articles and even comic strips about different aspects of life in the Congo (and 

other parts of Africa) were published and aimed to educate the public about 

what they regarded until now as the ‘dark continent’.  

 

 In an interview conducted in relation to the Thing’s Fall Apart 

exhibition, a show that explored historical relations between the Soviet Union 

and Africa, an artist and a researcher, Yevgeniy Fisk’s observes that,  

 

Soviet legacy of race is a very complex and contradictory legacy in 

which there is room for genuine internationalism, anti-racism and 

solidarity, alongside racial stereotyping and objectification. It’s by no 

means pure, by no means totally progressive and by no means a 

pure propaganda pretense (Calvert 22, 2015). 
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These words could be recalled when describing the situation in Poland. 

On one hand, books about Africa by Józef Korzeniowski (better known as 

Joseph Conrad), a Nobel prize winner Henryk Sienkiewicz – especially his 

seminal work ‘W pustyni i w puszczy’ (‘In Desert and Wilderness’); as well as 

books for children, led with the example of ‘Murzynek Bambo’ (‘Bambo the 

Negro’) - the rightly infamous in Polish-African circles poem by Julian Tuwim 

were filled with stereotypes and circulated in large numbers of copies. The 

last two examples were compulsory school readings and therefore were partly 

responsible for the influencing of the perceptions of many generations of 

Polish children. On the other hand, in comparison to the above, the state 

propaganda, including press photography, was in most cases enlightened in 

terms of the representation of race, especially in the photographic 

representation of Africans in Poland96. That doesn’t mean, however, that 

newspapers were free from stereotyping. Their message was contradictory 

within their own pages.  

Just a week before the news about Congo’s independence was 

published, ‘Trybuna Ludu’ offered its readers the following cartoon by C. 
                                            

 

96	Am	example	of	an	exception	to	the	rule	is	an	image	taken	during	the	5th	World	Festival	
of	Youth	and	Students	in	Warsaw	(1955),	which	was	printed	6	years	later	(26.02.1961)	
on	the	last	page	of	illustrated	supplement	for	Zielony	Sztandar	and	Dziennik	Ludowy	(this	
same	 supplement	 attached	 to	 two	 different	 titles).	 The	 photograph	 of	 the	 smiling	
Senegalese	 woman	 was	 captioned:	 ‘Typ	 Murzynki’,	 which	 translates	 to	 ‘Female	 Negro	
Type’.	It	is	not	an	isolated,	but	rare	example	of	how	Western	‘scientific’	representation	of	
blackness	mixed	up	with	the	‘new	socialistic	approach’	to	photographic	representation	of	
race	in	Poland.	
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Narwoński: 

 

 

The cartoon illustrates a medal ceremony of a sporting event. The first 

three places have been taken by black athletes. The figure on the third step is 

drawn with additional details (in comparison to places 1 and 2) with an aim to 

resemble a female (the hair and a baby clinging to her hair are meant to 

suggest that). This is a situation on which the joke is based on. Two female 

spectators talk to each other, commenting on the event. ‘The most handsome 

is the one on the right’ she says. The absurdity of the situation is underlined 

by the suggestion that all black people look the same, to the point that a 

female athlete cannot be distinguished from a male athlete. This racist joke 

Fig 30. ‘Narwoński – ‘The Most handsome is the one on the right' – ‘Trybuna Ludu’ (edition ‘C’, 23.06.1960). 
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showcases what editors of the newspapers found to be humorous and 

appropriate for their pages. What they, along with the artist, believed would 

make their readers laugh. The nature of this cartoon is the total opposite to 

the image of ‘the African’ that official propaganda was seeking to create, and 

yet it was featured in one of the most propagandist newspapers published in 

the PRL. It showcases how accurate Fisk’s observation is in the Polish 

context as well. Especially, when we keep in mind that it wasn’t the only 

cartoon of this type printed in press at the time.97  

 

3.4 Polish-Africans and press photography 

 

Polish involvement in the anti-colonial movement and its support for 

newly independent countries allowed for the first time on a larger scale, the 

influx of Africans (mostly students) into Poland’s territory98. Gastold-Szeń 

observes that:  

                                            

 

97	I	 must	 note,	 however,	 that	 not	 all	 cartoons	 displayed	 such	 a	 level	 of	 stereotyping.	
Cartoons	 and	 comics	 were	 also	 used	 as	 educational	 tools.	 A	 serialised	 comic	 strip	
entitled	 ‘A	 boy	 from	 the	 Congo	 River’	 (original:	 ‘Chłopiec	 z	 nad	 rzeki	 Kongo’)	 was	
published	 by	 Świat	Młodych	 at	 the	 turn	 of	 1960	 –	 1961.	 Designated	 for	 the	 youngest	
readers	 it	 was	 filled	 with	 criticism	 of	 slavery	 and	 colonialism.	 The	 main	 character,	
despite	his	young	age	was	a	 fearless	 freedom	 fighter.	Last	words	of	 the	comic	 read	as	
follows:	‘I'm	dying	Loba,	but	you'll	be	free	...	and	Africa	will	be	free	someday	too.’	

	

98	Although	 the	 first	 documentation	 of	 the	 presence	 of	 black	 people	 in	 Poland	 can	 be	
traced	back	 to	 the	17th	 century	 (Ząbek,	 2007,	p.38),	 it	wasn’t	 until	 the	 late	1950s	 and	
early	1960s	when	‘their’	number	increased	significantly.		
In	 his	 book,	Mokpokpo	 Dravi	 historia	 prawdziwa	 (2015)	 Paweł	 Średziński	 quotes	 M.	
Dravi,	 a	 student	 and	 an	 actor	 from	 Togo,	 who	 knew	 only	 of	 four	 Africans	 living	 in	
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‘the awarding of scholarships met certain political goals. On one 

hand, in this way, the Polish People's Republic presented its anti-

colonial attitude outside (of its borders – BN) and together with 

other countries of the Soviet bloc helped young African countries by 

creating conditions for the education of future state cadres 

(engineers, doctors). On the other hand, scholarships were a 

universal and sometimes the only result of support for some 

national-liberation movements  (2014, p. 4).’  

 

The increase in the number of Africans living in and visiting the Polish 

People’s Republic is reflected in the newspapers, which began to publish 

images of Africans on a scale unseen since the 1955 Festival of Youth and 

Students in Warsaw.  

The photographic evidence collated during this study suggests that 

several images of African people in Poland appeared in the press within the 

year of Africa and the conflict in Congo (1960 – 1961). The tendency was 

that the images would appear in clusters and usually in the context of official 

events that took place at a particular time.  

                                                                                                                             

 

Warsaw	in	1957	(his	account,	however,	might	me	related	to	the	number	of	black	actors	
taking	pard	in	a	casting	for	Café	Pod	Minogą,	a	film	Dravi	starred	in).		Four	years	later,	
Sztandar	Młodych	(22.02.1961)	notes	that	about	fifty	Africans	studying	in	Poland’	Most	
of	them	in	Warsaw.	
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The most illustrated was the fifteenth-anniversary conference of the 

Women’s International Democratic Federation, which took place in Warsaw at 

the beginning of December 1960. There were two types of illustrated reports 

published on this event. The first informed about the conference, about topics 

discussed and statements proclaimed (demilitarization, women’s equality, 

decolonisation). This one predominantly featured a photograph of a Guinean 

member of the official panel – Comerno Loffo, who is depicted while 

applauding speakers (‘Dziennik Polski’ 01.12.1960), sitting next to and 

interacting with the president of the organisation – Eugenia Cotton (‘Życie 

Warszawy, edition ‘AC’, 01.12.1960 and ‘Trybuna Ludu’, edition ‘A’ 

30.11.1960 – see Fig 31). The second was illustrated with portraits of different 

women, and informed about particular individuals on professional as well as a 

personal level. For example, the reader gets to know that Guinean delegate – 

Conde Vatou appreciates Polish folk products (‘Zielony Sztandar’ 18.12.1960) 

and that Nigerian – Funmi Kuli enjoys Polish halva (‘Dziennik Łódzki’, 

20.12.1960).  

In both types of these reports, African delegates are pictured wearing 

traditional clothes, which at the time of decolonisation were worn by Africans 

in Europe (and elsewhere in the world) to express pride in the history and 

traditions of African nations (Adi and Ramamurthy, 2006, p.242).99  

                                            

 

99	Hakim	Adi	 and	Anandi	 Ramamurthy	 (2006,	 p.242)	 devote	 a	 large	 fragment	 of	 their	
article	Fragments	in	the	history	of	the	visual	culture	of	anti-colonial	struggle	to	the	theme	
of	 clothing	 in	 the	 context	of	 identity	and	 representation	 in	visual	 culture.	The	authors	
point	 out	 the	 importance	 of	 exhibiting	 pride	 through	 traditional	 dress,	 a	 tendency	
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                          Fig 31. ‘Trybuna Ludu’ (edition ‘C’, 01.12.1960). 

Viewers were allowed to see for themselves, the equally powerful 

members of the organisation as well as get to know the personalities of 

individual delegates, who are not represented as types, or lesser women, or 

                                                                                                                             

 

visible	 in	the	visual	materials	produced	in	Britain	by	organisations	participating	in	the	
anti-colonial	struggle.	
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as in case of photographs from the summer of 1955 – exotic curiosities. This 

sends a powerful message of unity and equality between ‘races’ in the 

socialist Poland of the early 1960s. The complete opposite to what 

Sienkiewicz and other writers, scientists or artists, whose work was still in 

circulation at the time would suggest.  

The second occasion, which gave rise to the increased presence of 

discussed images in the press, was the Global Day of Solidarity With The 

Youth of The Colonial Countries (21.02.1961). Newspapers used it as an 

opportunity to report on African students at Polish Universities. They 

published images of Africans represented as intellectuals who are giving 

speeches, taking part in conferences, or just studying.  

 ‘Życie Warszawy’ informed about a weeklong symposium devoted to 

‘African affairs’, which took place in Rogowo, near Łódź (Fig 32). A group of 

students from different faculties listened to the lectures given by scientists, 

journalists, politicians, and, as the text of the article underscores, ‘Negro and 

Arab students shared their experiences too’ (‘Życie Warszawy, 22.02.1961). 

Two photographs illustrating the text show an African student speaking to the 

audience (he reads from the notes held in both hands) and a group of three 

black students discussing something between each other (they also look at a 

piece of paper), behind them there is a large map of Africa displayed. The 

article suggests that such events are important, as due to the situation of 

Africa, knowledge about the continent, its countries and people will be useful 

in the (near future). What corresponds with Jacek Knopek’s observation that 
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 Fig 32. ‘Życie Warszawy’ (22.02.1961). 
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the popularisation of knowledge about Africa and Africans their ‘aspirations 

and desires’ was conducted in order to ‘prepare the ground for broader social, 

cultural and scientific cooperation’ (Knopek, 2013, p. 136).’ 

‘Dziennik Łódzki (21.02.1961 – page 3 – see Fig 33) and ‘Sztandar 

Młodych’ (edition ‘B’, 22.01.1961 – page 1) printed this same photograph of 

Inyama Maboshe from South Rhodesia. The photograph depicts the African 

making notes. To the left of him, we see a white student (a showcase of the 

unity of ‘races’). They are both focused, on what looks like a session of 

practical exercises in a lab. The short text under the photograph printed in 

‘Dziennik Łódzki’ informs that there are around 50 Africans studying in Poland 

(mainly in Warsaw) at that moment. They came from various countries of 

‘Black Africa’, ‘some of which are already free and others that are still fighting 

against colonial rule’. Maboshe arrived in Poland in 1959 and after completing 

a year’s course in the Polish language at Studium Języka Polskiego dla 

Cudzoziemców in Łódź100; he became a student of medicine. Inyama told the 

journalist that he and his fellow African students are getting ‘better and better’ 

during lectures and exercises. The short text written by T.P ends with a quote 

from Maboshe:  

 

I hope (...) that I will make use of the medical knowledge, 

acquired in Poland, in my freed homeland. Northern Rhodesia is 

                                            

 

100	The	 School	 of	 Polish	Language	 for	 Foreigners	 in	Łódź	will	 become	one	of	 the	most	
frequent	elements	of	articles	related	to	representations	of	African	students	in	Poland.	
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still a part of the Central African Federation colonized by the English 

in 1953. Our increasingly powerful National Movement, 

representing around 8 million blacks is headed by K. Kaunda and 

M. Sipalo and fights for the dissolution of this Federation ruled by a 

quarter of a million white settlers. We strive for independence in 

connection with Niassa (Dziennik Łódzki, 21/02/1961, p. 3). 

 

It is impossible to judge today, how much of these words come from 

Maboshe, and how much is an invention of the journalist trying to explain the 

political situation in Rhodesia. What the text creates in close connection with 

the photograph, however, is a representation of the African as a hard-working 

person (contrasting with the popular stereotype of Africans being lazy). This is 

a person that progresses in their ‘mission’ despite the difficulties associated 

with learning in the Polish language. A person who is acquiring skills to be 

used in his homeland (this also informs the Polish reader that Maboshe’s 

presence in the PRL is only temporary). Finally, it showcases the African as a 

politically aware revolutionary, who chooses knowledge as the weapon of 

choice in the struggle for freedom.101  

                                            

 

101	Text	from	Sztandar	Młodych	is	the	same	only	shorter	for	the	quote	from	above.	
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 Fig 33. ‘Dziennik Łódzki’ (21.02.1961) 
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It is important to mention that in 1961 the Global Day of Solidarity With 

The Youth of The Colonial Countries fell just a few days after the death of 

Patrice Lumumba was made public (and the images of the protest that I will 

focus on below were published) and it is strictly linked to it. Images of African 

students in Poland were surrounded by news related to events taking place in 

Congo and the uproar they caused. They were printed alongside photographs 

of worldwide protests showing African students demonstrating in Cairo (‘Życie 

Warszawy’, 17.02.1961), New York at the UN headquarters (‘Życie 

Warszawy’, 18.02.1961), Moscow (‘Zielony Sztandar’, 22.02.1961), Accra 

(‘Dziennik Polski’, 23.02.1961) and Paris (‘Dziennik Łódzki’, 24.02.1961). 

There was no need to print images of protests in Poland, as in such 

surroundings; photographs of African intellectuals had a clear revolutionary 

character anyway. Naturally, the chance of being literal to strengthen the 

message couldn’t be missed. The newspapers reported broadly on two 

protests that took place in Warsaw in 1960 and 1961. Images of Africans 

taking part in these protests were published on the front pages of a number of 

newspapers and they are the focus of the section below.  
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3.5 Revolutionaries - images of protest 

 

Article 71 of the PRL constitution ‘provides citizens with freedom of 

speech, press, assembly and rallies, marches and demonstration’ (1952, 

p.366). In reality, however, the freedom was restricted only to supporters of 

the party. Criticism of its policies in any form, including protests, was 

forbidden, and if found to have occurred – severely punished. The events that 

took place in 1956 in Poznań, when a group of workers of the Joseph Stalin 

Metal Works staged a silent rally demanding the improvement of living and 

working conditions102, are a good example of this. This spontaneous act of 

desperation turned into an armed standoff and ended in a tragedy when as 

many as ten thousand troops and three hundred and sixty tanks were sent to 

contain the protestors. Dozens of men were killed (Łuczak, 2010-2016). The 

actions of the people were strongly condemned in aggressive press 

propaganda, but not one photograph of the happenings was allowed in print 

(Mazur, 2009, p.240). 

Comparison of the 1956 and the 1960s protests from the Polish 

perspective is without a doubt far-reaching due to their scale and outcomes 

for the society. It does, however, expose the mechanics of press propaganda 

in the PRL, which as Mariusz Mazur observes: 

 

                                            

 

102	The	demands	of	the	crowd	were	inscribed	on	banners.	
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can have a positive vector, when promoting certain ideas, content, 

values or persons in order to gain approval for them, and negative if 

it devalues, negates and tries to destroy specific people, their 

values, to depreciate their action (2003, p.19). 

 

 On Sunday 11th of December 1960, five days after the front page 

publication of a photograph depicting the detained and abused Patrice 

Lumumba (Fig 29), ‘Trybuna Ludu’ (edition ‘A’) printed a different photograph 

(Fig 34). It was an image taken at the courtyard of Warsaw University 

depicting a group of men in coats standing on what looks like a stage with a 

large white banner spread behind them. There is a slogan painted on it. It 

reads: ‘Ręce precz od Kongo’, which translates to: ‘Hands off the Congo’103. 

On the left-hand side of the painted text, there is some kind of a graphic. It is 

difficult to read, and therefore, at first glance, it doesn’t grasp the spectator’s 

attention. One of the depicted men stands closer to the viewer in front of the 

microphone. He is giving a speech (or so we are made to believe). He is white. 

Between him and another white man, there are four more human figures, but 

there is no detail to them at all. Their appearances are nothing but shadows.  

We don’t know who they are, but it looks like they are waiting for their turn to 

speak. Could they be African? The article this image illustrates suggests that 

                                            

 

103	I	acknowledge	the	fact	that	linguistics	incorporated	in	this	image	would	not	have	this	
same	impact	on	someone	who	can,	and	someone	who	cannot	read	the	Polish	Language.	
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they could be. At the same time, the text introduces the reader to what 

remains unseen on the picture: 

 

 

Fig 34. ‘Trybuna Ludu’ (edition ‘C’, 12.12.1960) 
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Several thousand students and youth of the capital took part in a 

big rally against imperialist intervention in the Congo, which took 

place on the 10th of this month in the courtyard of the University of 

Warsaw. The rally was also attended by several rectors of 

universities, academics and a large group of students of African 

countries studying in Poland (Trybuna Ludu, 1960).  

 

According to the article, one of the African students, N. D. Bomba gave a 

speech in which he stressed, among other things, that African nations would 

no longer accept the exploitation forced on them by imperialists. The journalist, 

whose name remains unknown, reports that the oration was greeted with the 

acclaim of the public. The cheer turned into a long ovation in honour of unity 

between the youth of Poland and Africa. The article includes condemnation of 

the United Nations and their secretary Dag Hammarskjöld, who instead of 

defending the legal government of Congo, something that was his 

responsibility to do, didn’t act and therefore became co-responsible for the 

crime. The condemnation was signed by a number of scholars and politicians, 

of whom the most important are listed in the article.  

In the context of the events taking place at the time, the intended 

message of the feature is straightforward – it displays solidarity between 

Polish society and the Congolese nation. It condemns organised actions 

against freedom and the integrity of the Congo and it demands the release of 

Patrice Lumumba. One could argue, that both the image and the text don’t 

need each other to be understood, there is enough information contained in 
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them to allow their reading separately. In the context of each other, however, 

they make this politically loaded message stronger. The strong language of 

the article and the projection of Congolese as a united nation are in line with 

the Soviet propaganda. 

Only one contact sheet exists with photographs depicting the event (Fig 

35). It consists of twelve, square, medium format images - a very popular 

format between the press photographers at the time104. There are five scenes 

captured on the negative. Their author, Jan Tymiński, used four frames to 

make the image printed in ‘Trybuna Ludu’ (it was the first photograph he took 

that was used), and two for the each of the remaining scenes respectively. A 

first glimpse at the contact sheet confirms some of the information given in the 

article. The event was very well attended by the public, there was a group of 

Africans present at it (but as evidenced on Fig 35, ‘large’ is not the word for it), 

and N.D. Bomba indeed took the stand to speak to the crowd105.  

The first set of images holds the strongest message. Image number one 

was selected due to its compositional superiority, but the aesthetic aspect of it 

doesn’t need to be discussed any further. What should be examined, however, 

                                            

 

104	This	 popularity	 was	 more	 a	 technical	 necessity	 than	 a	 choice.	 ‘I	 was	 amazed	 that	
Polish	professional	photographers	had	to	use	a	medium-format	camera	in	their	work	–	6	
x	 6	 cm	 was	 the	 valid	 standard.	 And	 I	 mean	 photojournalists.	 …	 Soon	 I	 realised	 why	
larger	cameras	and	 larger	 film	 formats	were	necessary	 in	Poland.	The	printing	houses	
serving	press	and	book	publishers	were	unable	to	produce	decent-quality	images	from	
35mm	 colour	 slides.	…That	 is	why	 Polish	 photoreportage	 of	 old	 is	 square.	…	 because	
most	 pictures	 were	 taken	 in	 medium	 format	 (Niedenthal,	 2013	 quoted	 in	 Przybyło-
Ibadullajev,	2014,	no	page	numeration	in	the	book).’	

105	According	to	other	data	collected	from	NAC.	Bomba	was	from	Cameroon	and	studied	
at	the	Warsaw	Medical	Academy.	
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is the message or messages the photograph holds, especially that some of 

them disappeared in the published version due to the poor printing technology 

of the time. These messages hold an argument for the justification of the 

choices made by the editors of ‘Trybuna Ludu’. The shadow figures at the 

back are indeed those of African students, but what about the graphic on the 

banner dismissed earlier due to the lack of its clarity? There is no need for an 

intensive analysis in order to notice the two hands imprinted to the left of the 

graphic. On a ‘black and white’ photograph it is impossible to discern without 

doubt, the real-life colour of the things that are depicted on it. Here, however, 

one could deduce the colour of paint used for the markings. Tonal differences 

suggest that the letters of the slogan are (most probably) painted in black and 

the brighter tones of paint used for the hands and the graphic suggests that 

the colour is (probably) red. With this assumption in mind, further reading of 

the image is possible. The graphic could represent a pair of hands stained with 

blood and the blood spill they caused (which in fact forms the shape of the 

Congo borders of the time), a metaphor for Western politics in the Congo. But 

red is not only colour of blood, of murder, or a crime; it is also the colour of 

revolution, of socialism and in this reading, it could be a metaphor for 

casualties necessary to bring the change.  



 

 

150 

 

Fig 35. Jan Tymiński (CAF - 103201) 

 

To the editors, who were respected and trusted members of the party, 

each element of this image manifested importance. The slogan: ‘Hands off the 

Congo’ and the graphic, which illustrate it, were in keeping with the message 

of the PRL politics of the time. The African representatives depicted as 
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intellectual revolutionaries (taking 

centre stage of the protest) in 

Poland were authenticating good 

relations between the Polish 

People’s Republic and newly 

independent countries of the 

continent the press was writing 

about. Their sharing the stage with 

young white Polish students was 

proof of comradeship between 

them, and the speaking student was 

voicing the will of the entire nation. 

Together, all of these elements 

combine to create a perfectly 

executed propaganda piece. 

Although the editors were 

doubtless aware that some 

elements would not be visible within 

the printed version of that image, 

they were surely confident that 

enough detail was legible in order to Fig 36. ‘Głos Robotniczy’ (12.12.1960)  Fig 36. ‘Głos Robotniczy’ (12.12.1960)  



 

 

152 

deliver its objective.106 

  ‘Głos Robotniczy’ published a photograph of Bomba addressing the 

crowd on 12.12.1960 

(Fig 36). Although the 

message of the 

photograph is not as 

strong as the image I 

discussed above and it 

needs additional text to 

deliver its preferred 

meaning, it showcases 

the Cameroonian as a 

revolutionary who stands 

against colonialism on 

the platform given to him 

by the PRL. His 

presence, and therefore 

the presence of other 

                                            

 

106 	Dziennik	 Łódzki	 and	 Dziennik	 Polski	 are	 two	 local	 newspapers	 (from	 different	
voivodships),	which	 also	 published	photographs	 from	 the	 rally.	 The	 image	 in	Dziennik	
Łodzki	 (image	 6	 from	 Fig.	 35)	 is	 completely	 unreadable	 in	 print	 and	 without	 caption	
means	 nothing.	 Dziennik	 Polski’s	 choice	 (image	 8	 from	 Fig.	 35)	 is	 much	 clearer	 as	 it	
shows	a	transparent,	which	in	translation	to	English	reads:	‘Free	Lumumba!’	Naturally,	a	
mutation	 of	 the	 CAF	 subscriptions	 send	 to	 editors	 of	 these	 papers	 could	 inform	 their	
choices.		

Fig 37. ‘Trybuna Ludu’ (edition ‘A’, 15.02.961)  
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Africans he signifies are very political indeed. The distance between the PRL 

and his homeland didn’t cloud his focus.  

On Wednesday 15th of February, the day after the murder of Patrice 

Lumumba was made public, ‘Trybuna Ludu’ (edition ‘A’) published a 

photograph taken by Stanisław Dąbrowiecki from CAF (Fig 37), of a group of 

young men shouting and waving their fists; and of a few men (some in 

uniforms and some dressed as civilians) who try to contain them. In the middle 

of the photograph, among the crowd, there is a black man. He wears a warm 

cap, a shirt, a tie and a jacket (this time of year in Poland can be very cold). 

He is shouting something along with other depicted people, his hand lies on 

the right arm of a white man in a hat and a leather jacket. The white man is 

one of those who are seemingly trying to calm the crowd. He looks at the 

African steadily (or so it seems to me) as he goes about his duty.   

It is an image of unrest, but it’s meaning is not explicit without text. The 

first two pages of ‘Trybuna Ludu’ are packed with screaming headlines of 

commotion: ‘The crime of the Congolese puppets and the colonizers triggers 

a powerful wave of the worldwide indignation’; ‘The Polish society condemns 

the perpetrators of the monstrous murder’; ‘Murderers of Lumumba – to court!’ 

Articles detailed worldwide reactions to the news, with a focus on events in 

the USRR and the PRL. Readers could get to know the demands of the 

USRR (which included application of sanctions against Belgium, withdrawal of 

the foreign troops from the Congo, and removal of Hammarskjöld from the 

post of the UN Secretary General), or read resolutions signed by Polish 

students and workers of Poland's largest steel mill ‘Baildon’ in Katowice. This 

last piece of information was accompanied by a photograph of Polish MPs 
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during a minute of silence honouring Lumumba, taken during a session of the 

parliament. Such emphasis on information about the unified front of the 

government and working people was not uncommon in the press propaganda. 

Additionally, on the front page, ‘Trybuna Ludu’ printed the story about 

two telegrams addressed to Deputy Prime Minister of the Congo - Antoine 

Gizenga, by the USSR Prime Minister - Nikita Khrushchev and by his Polish 

counterpart Józef Cyrankiewicz. The latter was printed in full: 

 

Mr. A. Gizenga 

Deputy Prime Minister of the Republic of Congo 

Stanleyville 

 

Shaken to the core by brutal murder of Prime Minister Patrice 

Lumumba, the chairman of the Senate Joseph Okito and Minister 

Maurice Mpolo, I wish on behalf of the government of Polish 

People's Republic and the Polish nation to express my sincere 

condolences to the rightful government of the Republic of the 

Congo, the Congolese people, and the families. 

For this barbaric crime committed on an unshaken fighter for 

the freedom of Congo Patrice Lumumba and his companions, in 

addition to the direct perpetrators - the agents of colonialism, the 

responsibility lays on their imperialist principals and those who 

cynically use the UN flag to screen these actions. 

The government and the Polish people strongly condemn this 

criminal act. 
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I wish to assure the Government and people of the Congo 

that they can count on our full support in the fight against 

imperialism for the independence and integrity of the Congo. 

 

    (-) JÓZEF CYRANKIEWICZ (quoted by ‘Trybuna Ludu’, 1961). 

 

Dąbrowiecki’s image was printed underneath the telegrams, and the 

article describing the protest in Warsaw. The article provides details of what 

happened that night (emphasising certain details), and what (in most parts) is 

invisible on the photograph they illustrated the text with.  

The demonstration started in the evening. Passersby were joining 

spontaneously the crowd of (Polish and African) youth picketing in the front of 

the Belgian embassy.107  They chanted angry slogans and demanded the 

Belgian ambassador to meet them in the front of the building. When this didn’t 

happen they’ve threw rocks at the building and broke some of its windows. 

Later, as the PAP reports, the demonstration turned into a manifestation of 

solidarity with liberating countries of Africa. As a proof of this sympathy, one of 

the African students was elevated on arms of his fellow protestors and 

expressed, in ‘broken Polish’, his gratitude for the support of the Polish nation 

to the struggle for independence of the African countries. The article ends with 

assurance about the near-ending of colonialism in Africa: 

                                            

 

107	It	 is	 impossible	to	judge	from	the	data	collated	in	this	research,	 if	the	protest	began	
spontaneously,	or	if	it	was	stimulated	by	the	authorities.	Separate	research	of	the	event	
is	needed	with	a	focus	on	documents	created	by	different	instances	of	the	authorities.		
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The demonstration ended with several singing the ‘Internationale’. 

Strong words were heard above the crowd: This fight will be the last 

one. They sounded like a symbol - colonialism descends from the 

arena of history. The ruthlessly oppressed and exploited nations of 

the black continent are fighting for freedom and independence. 

Many of them already decide about their fate. The day when the 

whole "Black Land will be free" is near (Trybuna Ludu, 1961). 

        

                 Fig 38. ‘Sztandar Młodych’ (edition ‘B’, 16.02.1961) 
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In such a context, there is little doubt in what the photograph is 

presented to mean. The African depicted on the published photograph is 

embodying the messages contained in the photographs of the December 

rally. The messages the authorities wanted the world to see. 

A day later, on Thursday 16th of February, Dąbrowiecki’s image was 

reprinted in ‘Sztandar Młodych’ (Fig 38), but with a significantly shortened 

version of the PAP article. ‘Życie Warszawy’ ran the news about the protest 

on the front page as well. However, instead of relying on the material 

prepared by PAP and CAF, the editor had his own staff sent to the scene (Fig 

39). Their coverage confirms what was written in ‘Trybuna Ludu’, adding to it 

some extra details. It suggests that the ‘spontaneous’ protest as Trybuna 

Ludu called it could in fact have been organised: 

 

At the Moscow cinema at ul. Puławska met in the evening of 14 

bm, numerous groups from universities. Not only Polish youth came 

to manifest their indignation and solidarity with the Congolese 

people fighting for freedom. (...) The procession formed - numbering 

over 1000 people - shouting against imperialism and colonialism 

marched on the Rakowiecka Street towards the building of the 

Belgian embassy, the country morally and factually responsible for 

the death of Lumumba (‘Życie Warszawy’, 16.02.1961). 

 

‘Życie Warszawy’, which published photographs by their own photographer 

Lucjan Fogiel, informed that people coming from the stopping by trams joined 
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the crowd, and provides the reason for which the embassy was attacked with 

rocks: 

 

           

               Fig 39. ‘Życie Warszawy’ (edition ‘AC’, 16.02.1961)  
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A crowd of demonstrators was calling loudly for the Belgian 

ambassador to address it from the window. But the answer was 

only hastily turned off lights in the windows of the building. Then 

shouts of "cowards" resounded and a hail of stones began (‘Życie 

Warszawy, 16.02.1961). 

 

The article continues informing the reader that the escalation of the 

situation was halted by the Police, who stabilised the protest but failed to 

disperse the crowd. ‘Dziennik Polski’, a local newspaper from Kraków, didn’t 

feature a photograph, but its coverage adds furthermore to the overall 

description of the protest. It informs that ‘among the glow of torched 

newspapers, (the protesters) stormed into the courtyard where they 

vandalized an embassy car’ (‘Dziennik Polski', 15.02.1961). This is significant, 

especially that there was no information published in the press about any 

arrests made by Milicja Obywatelska (Civic Militia)108.  

Although none of the seven CAF contact sheets with photographs 

depicting the event can confirm that the vandalising of the car actually 

happened109, the presence of an account describing it in the official circulation 

informs that authorities were comfortable with the situation. One could argue 

that the way authorities handled the situation was an attempt at a payback 

                                            

 

108	Milicja	Obywatelska	was	the	name	of	the	police	in	communist	Poland.	

109	Contact	 sheets	 (numbered	 104853	 -	 104859)	 are	 held	 at	 the	NAC	 headquarters	 in	
Warsaw.	
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aimed at the Belgians for the detention of the Polish ship and at the same 

time an offering proof to Congolese politicians backed by the USSR (but also 

to Africans in Poland) that Polish friendship and support for the Congo doesn’t 

end with words (Polish communists might not have the resources to support 

Congo on the ground in Africa, but they could control to some extend what is 

happening on their own soil). The images used in the newspapers were the 

backbone of this message, as they provided the visual ‘evidence’ of it. 

As in the case of the December protest, contact sheets from the February 

rally confirm some of the information contained in the articles. The crowd was 

chanting in the front of the embassy. A few windows of the embassy were 

broken. Protesters entered the embassy, but there is no record of them in the 

yard, burning newspapers or damaging the car. Finally, after the (late) arrival 

of the police, the crowd was pushed away from the building and a black 

student was held up on the arms of his fellow protesters. They also confirm 

the authorities controlled the events taking place, showing the way in which  It 

the Militia handled the crowd.  

Stanisław Dąbrowiecki is the photographer responsible for 6 out of 7 

contact sheets with the CAF images depicting the protest (104853 – 104858). 

Henryk Grzęda, who will receive the third prize in the 1962 World Press 

Photo, is the author of one of them (104859)110. Dąbrowiecki used two types 

                                            

 

110 	Grzeda	 received	 third	 prize	 in	 the	 1962	 World	 Press	 Photo	 contest	 with	 the	
photograph	 that	 can	 be	 seen	 on	 the	 WPP	 website:	
https://www.worldpressphoto.org/collection/photo/1962/36293/1/1962-Henryk-
Grzeda-GN3	His	contact	sheet	from	the	protest	doesn’t	bring	much	to	my	analysis	of	the	
event,	 except	 two	 images	 show	empty	 trams	standing	 in	 the	background	what	gives	a	
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of medium format camera, 6x6 (this is the format used by Grzęda as well) and 

6x9, and he swapped between them, often capturing different moments of this 

same situation with both of them. The numbers of the contact sheets, just as it 

was in the case of the 1955 festival, are not arranged in the sequence of 

events, but their content allows us, to recreate it to some extent from the 

perspective of a working photographer.  

                                                                                                                             

 

better	 understanding	of	 the	protests	 surroundings	 and	 could	be	used	 (if	 they	were	 of	
better	quality)	by	‘Trybuna	Ludu’	to	confirm	their	claim	that	original	group	of	protesters	
was	joined	by	spontaneous	crowd	pouring	from	the	passing	by	trams.	
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Fig 40. Stanisław Dąbrowiecki (CAF – 104853) 

 

It seems that Dąbrowiecki started to shoot as soon as he arrived at the 

Belgian embassy. The first two images from 104853 (Fig 40) and the first from 

104857 (Fig 41) show the crowd gathering in the front of the building, the 

protest is only just beginning. The images were taken from a greater distance. 
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It seems that the photographer was warming up, moving around the crowd, 

getting closer and further from the embassy entrance in order to change the 

perspective of what he was depicting. What is characteristic in depictions of 

the crowd within the majority of images from these two contact sheets is that it 

is not yet excitedly animated. Most people seem to be standing there with 

hands down or inside the pockets. They start to raise their fists, as soon as 

the photographer begins to photograph them frontally (8/104857 – Fig 41 and 

also 1/104854 – Fig 42). Image 3/104853 (Fig 40) shows the embassy front 

door from behind the crowd. There is no sign of any form of aggression yet. 

Image number 4/104853 (Fig 40) shows the first damage to the window, in the 

front of which, on the bars, a Belgian emblem was attached. It seems that at 

this stage a protester or protesters aimed to hit the Belgian Lion, but missed 

causing the damage. If we were to believe the ‘Życie Warszawy’ report, this 

was the moment when the crowd, angered by the lack of response to their call 

for Belgian ambassador to come up to the window, began to shout ‘cowards’ 

and when the first rocks hit the embassy. Image number 5/104853 (Fig 40) 

shows that the process was repeated, as there is more damage visible in the 

window. Quite interestingly, the photographer doesn’t photograph the 

protesters during the act of throwing stones (with one exception, but I will 

write about that in a moment). What we see on the contact sheet is a number 

of a ‘before and after’ images just like the situation with breaking windows I 

have described above. Was the photographer self-censoring his coverage of 

the event? Perhaps protecting his subjects from any potential consequences? 

Or maybe he chose not to stand in the front of the crowd throwing rocks to 

keep himself away from a getting harmed by the flying missiles and falling 
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glass? 111

Fig 41. Stanisław Dąbrowiecki (CAF – 104857) 

                                            

 

111	There	are	three	images	on	contact	sheet	number	104854	that	show	the	crowd	from	
the	 front	 (Bomba	 is	 visible	 on	 two	 of	 these	 photographs).	 Image	 number	 1	 from	 this	
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Judging by the contact sheet number 104854 (Fig 42) and 104856 (Fig 45) 

the latter is the most probable answer. Both of these sheets showcase the 

crowd moments before and moments after entering the embassy by forcing 

the doors open. It seems that this time the photographer (who shoots the 

scene from behind) did not hesitate to take images in the crucial moment. 

Image 5/104854 (Fig 42) shows a group of protesters in the front of the 

embassy doors. Two men hold each other’s arms. The man whose face is 

visible to us looks in the eyes of the man who stands with his back to the 

photographer. It is an intense look; it reads as though he is the one in charge 

of the situation. The third man tries to open the doors using the handle. On 

image 6/104854 (Fig 42) the crowd in the front of the doors thickens and an 

African man on the left holds his fist up. Image 8/104854 (Fig 42) depicts a 

crowd pouring inside the embassy of which the doors are now open. Two men 

in the middle of the crowd look back as if they are hesitatant to push forward. 

The first, the white man on the left looks straight into the camera. The second 

man, who looks to the right, is an African student.  

The skipping of a description of image 7/104854 was not an accident on 

my part. The photograph was cut out from the negative and is no longer its 

part (Fig 42). It is obvious that the image was well exposed, as a two 

millimetres strip of it is still there next to image number 8/104854. We can 

                                                                                                                             

 

contact	 shows	a	very	animated	crowd.	African	and	Poles	 (a	 teenage	boy	 is	at	 the	very	
centre	of	the	crowd	surrounded	by	African	students)	chant	with	their	fists	up.	One	of	the	
people	depicted,	 the	 first	on	the	right	 in	the	 foreground,	holds	a	 large	rock	and	has	an	
angry	face.	Although	we	see	a	man	holding	a	rock,	we	don’t	see	him	throwing	it	at	 the	
embassy.		
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exclude, therefore, the possibility of its being cut off due to a technical 

mistake.  

 

Fig 42. Stanisław Dąbrowiecki (CAF – 104854) 

 

Especially, when two other badly exposed frames are still kept as part of the 

negative. Information that remains on the strip allows confirmation that image 
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number 7 was taken from the same perspective as images 6 and 8, as there 

are the backs of the same people from the crowd visible on it. No other 

information left. It would be a fair assumption to say that the image depicted 

the moment of breaking the doors to the embassy. The photographer did not 

hesitate to take a picture of it, but someone surely wanted the image to 

disappear. We know already that censorship worked in this way. If an image 

contained messages unwanted by the authorities, then it wasn’t suitable to 

run in the press and the image had to be destroyed.112 In this way, censors 

prevented an image being used at any time in the future, thus also controlling 

the way in which some events would be remembered. It is impossible to judge 

from the contact sheet whom the representative of authorities protected by 

removing this image113, but it is clear that there was something that happened 

that night that they did not want anybody to know about.  

 But censors are human and they make mistakes, as there is an image 

(7/104857), which depicts a protestor throwing a rock at the embassy (Fig 43 

and 44). It is not easy to find him on the contact sheet. The image he appears 

on is not a haptic image. Its composition is messy. It was taken from behind 

the crowd, from a larger distance, making the depicted people look small to 

the point that they become just little details of the photograph. If printed in the 
                                            

 

112	One	of	Jan	Morek’s	most	famous	pictures,	depicting	Gierek	and	Brezniev	kissing	each	
other’s	 lips	 survived	only	because	before	 the	photographer	 gave	his	 negative	 away	 to	
the	editorial	office	he	made	prints	of	it.	As	he	remembers	the	negative	disappeared	from	
the	office.	

113	Could	 it	 be	 an	 act	 of	 the	destroying	of	 evidence	 showing	 the	 involvement	of	Polish	
Security	 Services	 in	 the	 ‘attack’	 on	 the	 embassy?	 Or	 was	 the	 act	 intended	 to	 protect	
protesters	from	possible	repercussions?	
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press, they would become a smudge of shades of gray. The editors could 

easily dismiss the photograph as unusable in newspaper coverage of the 

event. It may seem surprising, therefore, that the photographer ‘wasted’ a 

whole film on that scene. The image survived the censorship process thanks 

to the same characteristics that made it unusable in print, and which caused 

me to dismiss it initially as less important from other, easier to read 

photographs of the protest.

 

Fig 43 and 44. Stanisław Dąbrowiecki (CAF – 104857-7) 

The person throwing the rock at the embassy 

is a small, almost invisible detail at the bottom 

right corner of the image. I was able to see it 
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only after a careful analysis114, which involved increasing or decreasing the 

scan brightness and contrast. 115  The person throwing a rock is a black 

African. He is leaning back as he swings. The rock is still in his hand.  

Despite the above ‘mistake’, there are three more photographs that 

censors 116  removed from Dąbrowiecki’s material. Contact sheet number 

104856 (Fig 45) shows the scene of opening the doors as well. It seems that 

Dąbrowiecki took the first two pictures from this 6x9 negative, before he 

moved to shoot in 6x6 (the contact sheet I described above) and then 

returned to photographing with 6x9 after the doors were already open. There 

is no hint at all in regards to what could be depicted in these images. 

Photograph number 3/104856 (Fig 45) shows the open door with a few 

protesters inside, seemingly communicating with each other and therefore 

these three photographs depicted the moments after the embassy was broken 

into. It seems that the major impact (as seen on image 104854/8 – Fig 42) is 

already behind as the crowd is no longer pouring through the doors and a 

                                            

 

114	On	the	previous	image	(6/104857)	I	have	noticed	that	members	of	the	crowd	look	to	
their	right.	Whatever	they	were	looking	at	was	invisible	on	this	photograph,	but	the	next	
image	revealed	the	answer.	

115	There	 are	 no	 contact	 sheets	 of	 these	 events	 available	 at	 NAC.	When	 I	 asked	 about	
these	photographs,	negatives	were	brought	to	me	instead.	What	I	use	in	this	analysis	are	
scans	of	the	negative.	Who	knows	of	what	quality	contact	sheet	the	editors	saw.	There	is	
a	 variability	 of	 exposures	 between	 particular	 images,	 especially	 between	 the	 last two	
photographs	 (7/104857	and	8/104857).	Were	 they	all	well	exposed	 for	 the	editors	 to	
see?	
	
116	We	can	put	aside	an	argument	it	was	the	photographer	or	a	darkroom	technitian	who	
removed	these	images	as	they	were	numbered	as	part	of	the	whole	negative,	and	clearly	
removed	 later.	 Is	 that	 why	 the	 original	 contact	 sheets	 are	 missing?	 Were	 they	
destroyed?	
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man (second from the right) seems to be leaving the embassy. The next 

image that we are able to view on the contact sheet today is the first picture of 

Militia forces arriving at the scene (7/104856 – Fig 45)). What happened after 

the picture of the opened door and before the arrival of the MO (Milicja 

Obywatelska – Civic Militia)? It seems unlikely that the burning of the 

newspapers occurred during this time, as this is not depicted in any of the 

photographs in the CAF archive. Could these missing images depict police 

arriving at the scene? Perhaps using force to tame protesters? 

  

Fig 45. Stanisław Dąbrowiecki (CAF – 104856) 
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Police using violence against the crowd of protesters expressing on the 

grounds of the politics of the party would surely be something authorities 

would not like to showcase, especially if it targeted the African revolutionaries. 

Whatever the truth is about these missing images, it remains unknown.  

 

Fig 46. Stanisław Dąbrowiecki (CAF – 104855) 
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Contact sheets number 104855 (Fig 46), 104858 and 104859 (Fig 47) 

show the actions of the MO. A few images depict militia using arguably gentle 

force, pushing the crowd away from the embassy. The protesters, who seem 

to enjoy the arrival of the forces, don’t show much resistance. The possibility 

for three missing images from contact sheet number 104856 (Fig 45) to depict 

aggressive arrival of MO seems to be unlikely, as it would surely wake a more 

intense reaction from the protesters. Instead, a number of photographs 

(including the above-mentioned pictures of officers containing the crowd) 

show them smiling at the arrival of the MO, who smiles back at the crowd as if 

they were telling jokes (4/104859 – Fig 47). That ‘festive’ character of the 

action is visible on all three contact sheets depicting the arrival and action of 

the MO. 

From the perspective of the Belgian ambassador, the events must 

have seemed as life threatening. A large angry crowd in the front of the 

embassy, demanding he face them in light of current revelations from Congo 

must have been frightening and fleeing the embassy at the sound of broken 

windows must have appeared to him as a very wise option. There is naturally 

no sign of the ambassador on the photographs and deduction of when he fled 

is impossible, but if he was still within the building, when the MO finally 

arrived117, he would have found the sight of the crowd and officers interacting 

in a friendly manner disturbing. It was clear who the enemy was. Officers 

                                            

 

117	Could	the	late	arrival	of	the	MO	forces	be	an	attempt	to	threaten	the	ambassador?		



 

 

173 

could not harm the population expressing disgust in the murder of Lumumba. 

 

Fig 47. Henryk Grzęda (CAF – 104859) 

These young men and women (there are a few females depicted in the crowd) 

were revolutionaries taking part in the process ending imperialism (or so it 
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looked to them at the time). The contact sheets, at least after the removal of 

four unwanted scenes, create a vision of a consolidated society. Where the 

authorities and the people are on the same page in regards to international 

politics. Unlike in 1956 when the party was the focus of the protest, the 

situation in 1961 was handled differently on the ground, during the protest, 

and in the coming days in official representation.  

Africans were an integral part of the protest from the beginning to the 

end. There might have been only a few of them118, but they were on the front 

line of the rally participating in all of its phases. They were passionately 

chanting, throwing rocks at and breaking into the embassy. Each of the 

photographs printed in the press that I have collated uses an image of an 

African student. For the editors of the newspapers, they were the 

centerpieces of the coverage, ‘proving’ that an African problem is a Polish 

problem too. Africans are no longer a far away curiosity. They live next door 

and they speak the Polish language. During that protest, within that crowd, the 

Africans are represented as an integral part of the society, of the communist 

revolution, of which they are major players.  

Images number 11/104853 (Fig 40) shows at least 7 African students. 

Some of them were already featured and some of them would be printed in 

the press in the coming days. In the foreground, closest to the photographer, 

at the bottom and slightly to the left from center of the frame, there is N. D. 

                                            

 

118	We	have	to	remember	that	there	were	around	50	African	students	in	Warsa	wat	the	
time.	
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Bomba. This is the same Cameroonian student at the Medical University of 

Warsaw, who spoke at the December protest against intervention in Congo, 

whose words were quoted by ‘Trybuna Ludu’, and whose image addressing 

the crowd appeared in ‘Głos Robotniczy’. A close comparison of clothing 

suggests that he is also the man throwing the rock at the embassy. 119  The 

second to the right from Bomba stands Inyama Maboshe, whose image will 

appear in at least two newspapers in relation to the day of solidarity with youth 

from colonized countries. He might not be easily recognisable in the 

photograph that was printed in the press (which I have written about 

previously), but other photographs from the contact sheet containing the 

picture, allow his decisive identification (Mobushe is the black man hesitating 

after breaching the embassy doors as well). Active participation of these two 

men in a number of revolutionary events (and publications) showcases their 

political engagement and the undeniable political character of their presence 

in the PRL.  

In the weeks following the news of Patrice Lumumba’s death, Polish 

newspapers continued the frequent publication of photographs depicting 

Africans in Poland, also in articles not directly related to Africa or to revolution. 

They continued to report about the indignation of Polish society with 

                                            

 

119	Bomba	 is	most	 likely	 the	man	who	 is	 throwing	 the	 rock	 (7/104857	 –	 Fig	 43).	 His	
identification	 is	 possible	 by	 comparing	 his	 clothes	 on	 two	 different	 images.	 The	 first	
thing	I	look	at	is	his	jacket,	but	a	number	of	Africans	wore	similar	ones.	He	doesn’t	have	
a	hat.	Of	course,	he	could	take	it	off,	or	 it	could	fall	off	his	head,	but	two	Africans,	who	
were	depicted	wearing	hats	previously	are	visible	on	this	image	too.	It	is	the	last	detail,	
the	scarf	that	gives	him	away.	
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Lumumba’s death. An image printed in ‘Sztandar Młodych’ (Fig 48) shows 

Polish students signing a petition condemning ‘the murderers of Lumumba 

and the chairman of the Security Council’. On the table, where the petition is 

being signed, there is a photograph of Lumumba with a black strip signifying 

death and mourning attached to it. 

 

 

              Fig 48. ‘Sztandar Młodych’ (edition ‘B’, 17.02.1961) 
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The biggest showcase of Polish society’s solidarity with Africans fighting 

against colonialism can be found in ‘Polityka’. On the first page of the weekly, 

dated 18th of February, we can read an angry note about the Lumumba 

murder, which ends with a threat directed at colonisers: ‘Lumumba was 

dangerous alive to the colonisers in Congo, in Africa, and the UN. After his 

martyrdom he is and he will be dangerous a hundred times more (‘Polityka’, 

1961).’ 

The editorial office of ‘Polityka’ was the first to support their words with 

action when it proclaimed in big bold letters (just above the note with a threat): 

‘We will not forget Patrice Lumumba!’ The editorial team of "Polityka" initiates 

the creation of the Patrice Lumumba Scholarship Fund’. The fund, as the 

weekly informs’ would be designated for future African students to support 

their aim of studying at Polish Universities. Polityka prints the bank details of 

the fund and appeals to various organisations, individual readers, national 

radio and television to support their effort. The appeal was successful. 

Information about the fund (and the bank details of it) can be found for 

example on the front page of ‘Sztandar Młodych’ (edition ‘B’) from the 22nd of 

Fabruary and the third page of ‘Dziennik Łódzki’ from a day before. After a 

few months of joint effort, almost 3 million Polish Zloty were collected. It was 

without a doubt a large figure, serving to showcase support of Polish society 

for African students. 
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Two years later, on Saturday the 9th of March 1963, ‘Sztandar Młodych’ 

(edition ‘B’) publishes a photograph of the Congolese, Teodor Mulumba as 

‘the first African in Poland promoted to a doctor’ (Fig 49).120    

 

     Fig 49. ‘Sztandar Młodych’ (edition ‘A’, 09.03.1961) 

                                            

 

120	There	is	no	link	suggesting	that	Mulumba	was	a	recipient	of	the	Lumumba	fund,	but	
his	nationality	surely	played	a	role	in	propaganda.		
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3.6 Comrades – African leaders in the PRL 

 

As Alessandro Iandolo (2014) showcases, the Soviet Union (and 

countries of social democracy) were incapable of supporting the Congolese 

government on the ground before and even less after the death of Lumumba. 

Support for Gizenga was merely ideological and had no serious influence on 

the situation in the country. The Congo failure may have changed Soviet 

practical approach to Cold War conflicts taking place in the ‘foreign lands’, but 

it didn’t change it in ideological terms.  

Five months after the Lumumba protests newspapers focused on 

another of the great African leaders – Kwame Nkrumah. This time the 

circumstances were much more pleasant, as the Ghanaian leader was the 

first president of one of the newly independent African states to visit Poland. It 

wasn’t the first post-war visit of an African politician on the Polish soil121, but it 

was the first by a head of the state.  

According to research by Błażej Popławski, Polish authorities prepared 

themselves well for the visit. Eight English language-speaking translators and 

one typist (all the Foreign Office employees) were assigned to assist the 

politicians. A special booklet with information about Ghana was produced and 

sent to major Polish politicians including Władysław Gomółka and Józef 

                                            

 

121	A	 delegation	 from	 Guinea	 arrived	 to	 Poland	 in	 February	 1959.	 Both,	 ‘Sztandar	
Młodych’	 (edition	 ‘B’,	 17.02.1959)	 and	 ‘Życie	 Warszawy’	 (19.02.1959)	 published	 a	
photograph	documenting	it.		
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Cyrankiewicz. Additionally, the officials from various departments were taught 

of a few basic phrases in the languages of Ghana (Popławski, 2013, p. 97).  

Judging by the newspaper reports it was arguably (along with the Haile 

Selassie 1964 visit) the most popular visit of an African leader in the PRL. The 

visit of Kwame Nkrumah was at the same time the most original in terms of 

press representation.122  

Visits of foreign politicians in Poland followed certain patterns, which 

caused representational repetitions. A usual visit would be represented as 

follows:  

 

- The arrival of the politician would be announced by publication of a 

portrait and short bio of the individual. In many cases, it was an official 

studio photograph of a said person, but in some cases a press 

photograph would be cropped narrowly to resemble a headshot (like a 

photograph of Haile Selassie printed in ‘Zielony Sztandar’ on 20th of 

September 1964).  

 

- On the following day, the press would usually print a photo or photos 

from the Okęcie airport in Warsaw. Sometimes it would be an image 

of a guest politician giving a speech or Polish politicians greeting their 

African counterparts with a handshake. At other times it would depict 

                                            

 

122	The	 1977	 visit	 of	 Aghostino	Neto	was	 the	 opposite.	 Only	 4	 different	 images	 of	 the	
visit	were	printed	in	the	researched	titles.	All	newspapers	used	these	same	photographs,	
in	this	same	sequence,	illustrating	the	news	of	the	same	aspect	of	the	visit.		



 

 

181 

politicians walking by the military guard. Articles, next to which these 

images were printed, would usually include speeches (or their 

fragments) given by both sides (or inform that they are printed on the 

following pages of the newspaper). Quite interestingly, the speeches 

also fell into a pattern, especially on the Polish side, as they seemed to 

have changed only the names and the geographical location 

depending on who was visiting Poland at the given time. The similarity 

of historical fates (Polish struggle for regaining independence) was 

always mentioned as a trigger of Polish support for African states 

fighting colonialism and imperialism (Soviet influence in Poland was 

never mentioned in that context, of course). The speeches on both 

sides would often express hope that the visit would contribute to even 

closer relations between the two nations.123 

 

- A visit to another city was always on the schedule. Usually to 

Kraków124 , as a trip there would involve visiting Nowa Huta – an 

industrial district built after the war (1949-1956) – ‘symbol of national 

rebirth and social revolution (Lebow, 2013, p. 3)’, as well as a visit to 

nearby Oświęcim where the Nazi Concentration Camp Auschwitz was 

situated. Touring these two places in one day seems like a perfect 
                                            

 

123	Błażej	Popławski	 observes	 that	 such	 repetitions	 are	 visible	 also	 in	 introductions	 to	
agreements	 signed	 between	Poland	 and	 various	African	 countries (Poplawski, 2013, p. 
140).	

124	But	sometimes	to	other	cities	as	well.	For	example,	during	his	1977	visit,	the	Angolan	
leader	Aghostino	Neto	travelled	to	Gdynia.		
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choice to showcase to the guests the Polish ability to rebuild the 

country after a tragedy of overwhelming destruction.  

 

- Photographs from talks and/or the signing of mutual agreements 

and statements. 

 

- And finally a(nother) photograph from the airport, but this time 

representing departure. This is when the press would usually print the 

text of the signed mutual agreement. 

 

The Kwame Nkrumah visit fell into this pattern of representational 

standards, and yet, as I mentioned above, it is also the most original. 

‘Sztandar Młodych’, for example, in addition to political and ideological 

representation of Nkrumah, focuses on some personal aspects of his life125 

and more importantly his character (an unusual aspect of such coverages): 

 

'Nkrumah usually wears African clothes - a robe resembling 

a Roman toga revealing his left arm and shoulder. (...) He is 

modest: when he travels around his country, he doesn’t pay 

attention to where he will sleep and willingly shares with his guests 

                                            

 

125	Family	 life	wasn’t	a	usual	 form	Family	 life	of	an	African	 leader	 is	hinted	during	 the	
Haile	 Selassie	 visit	 as	 well,	 but	 not	 in	 such	 obvious	 form.	 In	 most	 reports,	 Selassie’s	
grandson	is	introduced	as	His	Highness	Ras	Imru	Haile	Selassie	without	mention	of	their	
family	ties.	
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a modest meal k e n k e made from corn flour. There are always 

simple people in the hallways leading to his office. Nkrumah 

receives anyone who wants to talk to him every day for an hour. He 

doesn't smoke or drink alcohol, he likes classical and national music 

as well as dance music.' 

He works for many hours a day without showing fatigue: he 

gets up at six in the morning, at nine he goes to the headquarters of 

the Convention People’s Party, of which he is the chairman, after a 

few hours of work he goes to the presidium of the council of 

ministers or parliament. In the evening he returns home, where, 

accompanied by his wife Fathia Helen (of Egyptian descent) and 

mother and two children (one and two years old), he eats supper, 

and late until midnight arranges correspondence or holds 

conferences (‘Sztandar Młodych’, edition ‘B’ 26.06.1961, B. p. 3).' 

 

This description is unprecedented and by all means not a regular way 

of covering a president’s arrival. Not a single newspaper (of those I have 

researched, of course) described Nkrumah in this way. They focus on the 

political biography instead126. The audience the article was intended for could 

explain the approach of Sztandar Młodych. The youth (and whomever else 

read the newspaper that day) were informed about Kwame Nkrumah’s 

                                            

 

126	Something	that	Sztandar	Młodych	 introduced	as	well,	but	only	after	 the	description	
of	the	Ghanaian	leader	personality	
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attachment to culture and tradition of his land (expressed by his clothing), 

about his modesty and respect for common people for whom he finds time 

every day. They get to know he is leading a healthy lifestyle, that he is a 

hardworking family man who loves various types of music. Focus on the 

personality of Nkrumah reminds one of some much less detailed descriptions 

of female delegates for the fifteenth-anniversary conference of Women’s 

International Democratic Federation (compare pages 136-138). Some of 

these character traits are visible in photographs printed in the press. But let 

me start from the beginning.     

 

                          Fig 50. ‘Sztandar Młodych’ (edition ‘B’, 26.07.1961) 
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The text I have quoted above was printed on page 3 of ‘Sztandar 

Młodych’ (edition ‘B’) from 26.07.1961 (Fig 50). On the front page of the issue, 

a portrait of Nkrumah was printed along with the information about his visit. 

Interestingly, in opposition to the text, the photograph depicts Kwame 

Nkrumah wearing a suit, not dashiki (mentioned on page 3). ‘Trybuma Ludu’ 

and ‘Dziennik Łódzki’ used the same image to introduce the president’s visit; 

only ‘Życie Warszawy’ used a studio portrait of the Ghanaian Leader in 

traditional clothes (Fig 51).  

 

                          Fig 51. ‘Życie Warszawy’ (edition ‘AC’, 25.07.1961) 
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A day after the introductory features were printed, the newspapers informed 

readers about the first day of the Ghanaian delegation visit. Only two of the 

researched newspapers included a photograph of Nkrumah’s arrival. They 

were ‘Trybuna Ludu’ and ‘Sztandar Młodych’. ‘Trybuna’ (edition ‘A’, 

26.07.1961) printed a wider shot (Fig 52). In the foreground, Kwame Nkrumah 

stands in the front of the microphone, looking at a small sheet of white paper. 

He is ready to deliver his first speech on the Polish soil. Next to him, to his 

left, stands a white man in the glasses. He also holds a sheet of paper, which 

suggests he is a member of the interpreter team. It is possible that the 

Nkrumah speech was telegraphed to the Polish side prior to his arrival and 

what the white man holds in his hand is the Polish translation of the text 

written and held by Nkrumah. A few steps behind the ‘Afican Lion’ (as 

‘Sztandar Młodych’ celled him in the previously discussed article) standing 

and clapping are the three leading Polish comrades: Aleksander Zawadzki, 

Władysław Gomółka and Józef Cyrankiewicz. Further into the background, 

there are other representatives of authorities from both countries and behind 

them a fragment of the aircraft is visible with a Ghanaian flag painted on its 

tail.  
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     Fig 52. ‘Trybuna Ludu’ (edition ‘A’, 26.07.1961) 

 

The article the photograph illustrates begins with an announcement of 

the composition of the Ghanaian and Polish delegations:  

 

‘The delegation consists of Krobo Edusel - Minister of 

Transport and Communication, Tawia Adamafio - Minister for 

Presidential Affairs, A.Y.K. Djin - general treasurer of the 
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Convention People’s Party. Senior ministry officials, experts and a 

group of journalists accompany the delegation. 

At the Okęcie airport in Warsaw, decorated with the national 

colours of Ghana and Poland and with banners, the delegation was 

welcomed by Chairman of the State Council Aleksander Zawadzki, 

Władysław Gomułka, Józef Cyrankiewicz, Stefan Jędrychowski, 

Ignacy Loga - Sowiński, Bolesław Podedworny, Jan Karo Wende, 

Oskar Lange, members of the State Council, ministers - including 

the head of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs - deputy minister Józef 

Winkiewicz, generals, authorities of the capital council and 

thousands of Warsaw residents (…) 

A group of several dozen African students studying in our 

country also arrived at the airport (‘Trybuna Ludu’, edition ‘C’, 

27.07.1961). ' 

 

I quoted this lengthy fragment in order to showcase how detailed the 

lists of the politicians participating in such official events were in newspapers. 

At times they were even longer, taking up half or sometimes even more of the 

article space. That obsessive inventory is typical for communist regimes. 

Examples can be found in newspapers from other countries of Social 

Democracy as well.   
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Between the names and roles of present politicians, however, the 

journalist delivers 

additional information. 

We get to know that the 

airport was decorated in 

Ghanaian and Polish 

flags and banners 

welcoming Nkrumah. We 

get to know that a couple 

of thousands of Polish 

citizens and several 

African students were 

present at the airport to 

greet him. The latter 

doing so with water and 

flour in ‘a traditional West 

African custom.’127 

Although photographs of African students greeting the African leader 

exist and were prepared by CAF editors to be sent out to subscribers128, none 

of them were printed in the newspapers or magazines I have researched. The 
                                            

 

127	Footage	 of	 Polish	 Radio	 allows	 us	 to	 hear	 African	 students	 singing	 during	 the	
greeting.	 	 https://www.polskieradio.pl/9/310/Artykul/298526,Kwame-Nkrumah-
prezydent-Ghany	access	24.10.2019	

128	They	are	available	to	view	in	the	NAC	headquarters	in	Warsaw	(Dąbrowiecki	-	CAF	–	
110027/6	and	Szyperko	–	CAF	–	110031/1).  

Fig 53. ‘Dziennik Łódzki’ (27.07.1961) 
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interest of Polish society in the arrival of the Ghanaian president, on the other 

hand, was quite visible in the press. ‘Trybuna Ludu’ published a photograph of 

Nkrumah greeted with flowers by children in Nowa Huta and all images from 

the visit (except the Nkrumah portrait printed ahead of his arrival to Poland) 

published in local ‘Dziennik Łódzki’ depict Nkrumah’s interactions with 

common people. On the 27th of June 1961 ‘Dziennik’ publishes a photograph 

of the Ghaniaian president taken on the day of his arrival (Fig 53). It depicts 

Nkrumah, Zawadzki and two other men (one of which is in an army uniform) in 

an open roof car. Its hood is covered in flowers. Nkrumah stands at the centre 

of the frame and receives even more bouquets from two civilians standing on 

the street. All the men in the car smile witnessing this interaction. Two days 

later (29.06.1961), next to the information about Nkrumah departure, 

‘Dziennik’ prints a photograph of the African leader speaking with two female 

residents of Warsaw. Use of such images showcases just how important for 

the Polish authorities was to show to Nkrumah the friendliness of the society, 

which Zawadzki underlines in his farewell speech: 

 

The warmth of feelings our society greeted you with shows 

that even the great geographical distance separating our countries 

means nothing when the nation knows that love of freedom, justice 

and peace is something we have common with the distant nation of 

Ghana (‘Trybuna Ludu’, edition ‘C’, 30.07.1961). 

 

A similar declaration couldn’t be missed in Kwame Nkrumah speech:  
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The warm welcome and sincerity of friendship and hospitality we 

have received from you and the entire Polish nation have 

surpassed everything we could have imagined (‘Trybuna Ludu’, 

edition ‘C’, 30.07.1961). 

 

Just as ‘Sztandar Młodych’ introduced the positive traits of Kwame 

Nkrumah’s character, also ‘Dziennik Łódzki’s’ focused (visually) on his 

relationship with representatives of the Polish society, not politicians per se. 

Having in mind, however, that Aleksander Zawadzki was depicted next to the 

Ghanaian leader, smiling while witnessing his interactions with the population 

on the streets of Poland, the images represent Nkrumah being comfortable in 

his contacts with both common people and the country leaders alike. The 

images project at the same time a vision of a united Polish society, as a well 

working socialist organism, a message that was conveyed previously on the 

front page of ‘Trybua Ludu’ on the 14th of February 1961 when the population 

was reacting to the news of Patrice Lumumba murder.129 On the photographs 

from ‘Dziennik Łódzki’, however, the message is held in a number of single 

photographs, which when printed on a daily basis, in cluster, consolidate a 

vision of Polish society as racism free.130  

                                            

 

129	I	am	aware	that	these	weren’t	the	only	occasions	when	the	press	was	building	such	
an	image.	It	was	an	ongoing	process.	

130	There	are	no	records	in	newspapers	of	Nkrumah	speaking	of	Polish	society	as	being	
racism-free.	He	did,	however,	mentioned	it	a	few	days	later	in	Hungary	while	describing	
a	 similar	 welcome	 he	 received	 there:	 ‘In	 Hungary,	 the	 atmosphere	 greeting	 us	 was	
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“I would like to return for a moment to the photograph of the Nkrumah 

first speech in the PRL, more precisely to the aircraft visible within it (Fig 52). 

On the photograph, as I mentioned before, we only see its tail with the painted 

Ghanaian flag on it. Its scale may seem underwhelming (of course this results 

from the image perspective), but the article corrects that impression and 

suggests that for contemporary observers the machine was quite impressive:   

 

It's 12.20 pm. The huge silhouette of the IL-19 aircraft 

appears on the horizon. Next to it, in a perfectly even order - an 

honourable escort of Polish jet fighter aircrafts accompanies 

President Nkrumah from the border of the state. 

 

Along with the similar text written in the ‘Trybuna Ludu’ departure report 

(that I quote below) it arouses my imagination. If its meaning affects me today, 

it is highly probable that it impressed the reader in the 1960s. 

 

Leaving Poland's borders, the president and head of government of 

the Republic of Ghana, Dr. Kwame Nkrumah sent a radio telegram 

to the Chairman of the Council of State, President of the Council of 

                                                                                                                             

 

completely	free	of	any	kind	of	racial	hatred	or	discrimination.	(Nkrumah	speech	quoted	
in	Ginelli,	2018).’	
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Ministers and First Secretary of the Central Committee of the Polish 

United Workers' Party: 

"Please accept once again my warmest thanks for the sincere and 

joyful welcome for me and the delegation. 

I wish the Polish nation even greater successe in the reconstruction 

and development of the country. 

I wish you health and happiness in the future. 

Long live the Polish-Ghanaian friendship.’ 

 

The airplane visible on the photograph transforms into a symbol 

expressing a number of representational aspects. The contemporary reader of 

‘Trybuna Ludu’ gets to know that the newly independent Ghana (4 years since 

independence) is swiftly progressing to a modern technologically advanced 

country.131 Polish air jets accompanying the Ghanaian airplane in ‘an even 

formation’ showcase the respect and care Polish authorities had for Kwame 

Nkrumah. That respect is further confirmed by Polish leaders presenting 

Nkrumah with the Order of Polonia Restituta132, which he wears at the time of 

signing the mutual agreement (a photograph of Nkrumah and Zawadzki 

handshake was published in Trybuna Ludu, edition ‘C’, 11.07.1961). The 

radiotelegraph sent by Nkrumah from the airplane showcases his use of 

                                            

 

131	Through	naming	the	type	of	aircraft	Nkrumah	uses,	the	article	suggests	as	well	that	
the	progress	is	supported	by	the	Soviet	Union.	

132	In	other	words	Order	of	Rebirth	of	Poland.	The	order	was	given	between	others	 to	
Haile	Selassie	(1964),	Aghostinho	Neto	(1977).	
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technology in following diplomatic protocol. The representation of the 

Nkrumah visit to Poland goes against any stereotype held in the Polish 

People Republic.  

 

Three years later in September 1964, the Polish People’s Republic 

prepared for the visit of Haile Selassie. Except for showing the Ethiopian 

leader in the process of laying flowers under the wall of death in Auschwitz, 

the subjects of the photographs depicting his visit mirrored these of Kwame 

Nkrumah 133  and therefore, they didn’t offer much to expand the visual 

representation of African leaders visiting Poland.  

What should be mentioned, however, is the way of introducing Selassie 

to the public by ‘Trybuna Ludu’, and other press outlets. Just like in the case 

of any other foreign leader’s visit, the newspaper coverage was initiated with 

the publication of a portrait of Selassie (Fig 54). The Ethiopian leader sits by a 

the table, on which sits a bouquet in a vase. He wears his military uniform and 

stares at the camera. The image was taken from a lower perspective, which 

makes him look down at the viewer - and accentuates his royal position. The 

article, in which the portrait was printed, begins with the following text: 

 

At the invitation of the Chairman of the Council of State (…), the 

Emperor of Ethiopia Haile Selassie arrives in Warsaw with a 3-day 

official visit. The emperor will be accompanied by His Majesty Ras 

                                            

 

133	In the case of Nkrumah it was only mentioned in the article.	
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Imru Haile Selassie, the chairman of the Senate, Minister of Foreign 

Affairs, family members and a number of people from his immediate 

surroundings (‘Trybuna Ludu’, ‘C’, 17.09.1964).’ 

 

         Fig 54. ‘Trybuna Ludu’ (edition ‘A’, 17.09.1964) 
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‘Sztandar Młodych’ follows the fashion, but traditionally it goes even 

further: 

 

Governor of God, Conquering Lion of the tribe of Judah, king of 

Zion, king of kings - the list of titles is long. The traditions of the 

state, along with flamboyant expressions, gave Haile Selassie the 

attributes of absolute and unlimited power. Haile Selassie decides 

about the life of Ethiopia, but this fact on its own did not have to 

determine the fame and respect that surrounds him. 

That Haile Selassie is considered the symbol and quintessence of 

Ethiopia was established through years of activity characterizing 

him as a man who strives for the progress of his country, who 

caused his country to play a serious and positive role in the 

international arena (Sztandar Młodych, 'C', 18.09.1964).  

 

Both fragments showcase an incongruity in ideological doctrine. The 

authorities of a country, which preaches against imperialism, invite and greet 

with all honours an Emperor, who as ‘Sztandar Młodych’ points out has 

absolute power over Ethiopia. The fact that communist leaders open their 

speeches with words ‘Dear Emperor’ as well as the way the press represents 

these events seem like hypocrisy and ‘Sztandar Młodych’s rationalizations 

can’t change that.  

 Discussing the Polish involvement in West Africa Jacek Knopek notes 

three types of countries that were emerging from ruins of colonialism. The first 

type drew upon the support of capitalist states, the second type was aided by 
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collaborating with socialist states, and the third, which tried to create their own 

path, was independent from the two political blocs (2013, pp 131-132). 

Knopek observes that the PRL  

 

most favourably dealt with those movements which were based on 

the Marxist-Leninist development model, although the third, neutral 

or uninvolved movements that could be used in the future were not 

rejected (2013, p. 132).’ 

 

Indeed in 1978, four years after Emperor Sellasie was removed from 

power through the revolution led by Mengistu Haile Mariam. The new 

Ethiopian leader arrived in the PRL on an official visit. On 10.12.1978 

‘Trybuna Ludu’ informed its readers that the revolution, which took place in 

this Eastern African country, was one of the most radical in Africa. Readers 

were informed that the main objective of the new government was to   

 

build a political and material base for the socialist development of 

the country (...) In socialism the Ethiopian revolutionaries see the 

only path leading to economic and social development, the way to 

strengthen the integrity of their homeland and national unity 

(‘Trybuna Ludu’, 'AAA', 10.12.1978). 

 

The front page of this issue of ‘Trybuna Ludu’ was illustrated with the 

official portrait of the Ethiopian politician (Fig 55). ‘Życie Warszawy,’ which 

printed this same portrait of Miriam added:  
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Fig 55. ‘Trybuna Ludu’ (edition ‘AAA’, 10.12.1978) 
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His (Haile Mariam - BN) stay and talks with our leaders will 

be an expression of Poland's support for the revolutionary changes 

that have taken place in Ethiopia. Changes that have turned the 

eyes of the whole world at this country. 

The revolution carried out by the army put an end to the 

oldest kingdom of the world. It broke socioeconomic structures. In 

their place, it decided to build a new one (Życie Warszawy, A, 9-10 

December 1978). 

 

During the Miriam stay in the PRL, the press mentioned neither the 

name nor the visit of the fallen emperor (as if it never took place). However, in 

comparison to the representation of Haile Selasie’s visit, the arrival and 

political endeavours of Haile Miriam were underrepresented visually. Only the 

already mentioned official portrait and a photograph of Henryk Jabłonski’s and 

Miriam’s handshake were printed (the first photograph in ‘Trybuna Ludu’, 

‘Życie Warszawy’ and ‘Zielony Sztandar’, the latter only in ‘Życie Warszawy’). 

Additionally, Miriam did not leave Warsaw, every reported event he attended 

and discussions ha had with the Polish representatives took place in the 

capital (what was surely related to shorter from his predecessor’s – a two day 

period the new leader spend in Poland). Despite minimal visual 

representation, however, almost the whole of page 2 of ‘Trybuna Ludu’ 

(edition ‘AAA’, 12.12.1978) was devoted to the visit. Lengthy speeches by 

Jabłoński and Marim were printed in full. Except for the acknowledgement of 

the Ethiopian revolution, mention of apartheid and situation in the Middle East, 

their main points didn’t differ from these given by Zawadzki and Sellasie in 
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1964. Fight against imperialism (although in the 1978 speeches it was given a 

factual revolutionary meaning), international peaceful coexistence, expression 

of friendship between Poland and Ethiopia and hope for consolidation of 

relations the visit should spark, are present in both. It is almost as if one 

speech written in the 1950s or 1960s was used and updated by mentions of 

current political events, according to the time it was given. Such repeatability, 

as Błażej Popławski observes in relation to documents signed between 

various African and Polish leaders, ‘lies in overuse of terms such as 

cooperation, exchange, friendship - phrases, which should be emphasized as 

empowering African countries.’ 

The last of the vastly reported visits (but not the last visit overall) of 

African leaders to the PRL brings some changes to the context, but not in 

terms of visual representation (photographic images printed in the press 

followed verified schemes). It’s because the visit of Eduardo dos Santos 

comes in a different political climate. It is the first visit of a foreign leader to 

Poland after the cessation of the martial law and as ‘Trybuna Ludu’ 

(9.04.1984) pointed out it ‘demonstrates Poland's return to political dialogue, 

and that includes non-European dialogue, (it demonstrates – BN) the 

international reconstruction that takes place in our country.' 

The speech by Wojciech Jaruzelski follows the scheme, however, much 

of its space is allocated to the criticism of American politics towards the PRL. 

Even when speaking of the current situation in Angola, the Polish leader can’t 

stop himself from expressing in strong language his dissatisfaction related to 

sanctions enforced on the PRL by the USA. In his answer to Jaruzelski’s 

speech Dos Santos showcases his ‘admiration’ to the way that 
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the Polish Nation, under the far-sighted leadership of its avant-

garde party, has defeated the perverse actions, provocations, and 

intervention of international reaction that wanted Poland to break 

away from the socialist path of development (Trybuna Ludu, 

11.04.1984). 

 

Pointing out parallels between the PRL and Angola (and other African 

countries) is a long-known practice, in 1984, however, it related not only to the 

historical similarities but also (if not mostly) to the current events (in the face 

of South African interventions in Angola Jaruzelski called the latter a frontline 

country standing against imperial aggression). It is important to note, that the 

visit of dos Santos, followed all representational standards I mentioned on 

pages 180-182, but in the Polish context, representations of the African leader 

were used (more than ever in history) to showcase Poland’s own image as a 

country, which despite the troubling circumstances, is remaining in control and 

is conducing its business as usual.  

 

Fig 56. ‘Życie Warszawy’ (13.04.1984) 
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4.0 Students - beyond the press representations 

 

Grażyna Rutkowska was a ‘Dziennik Ludowy’ staff photographer for 20 

years (1968-1988). She died in 2012 and her archive (consisting of 

approximately 38000 photographs) was donated to the National Digital 

Archive. According to Łukasz Koralewski134, Rutkowska’s collection is an: 

 

interesting documentation of the official and everyday life in the 

Polish People’s Republic across Poland. (…) Photographs by 

Grażyna Rutkowska are the source of knowledge in numerous 

areas: urban planning and architecture, sociology, political science, 

history of fashion, advertising and the automotive industry (2015, 

pp. 13-14) 

  

Recognizing the richness of the material at hand, the NAC decided to publish 

the photographer’s visual biography. ‘PRL Grażyny Rutkowskiej’ was 

published in 2015, but as its editors acknowledge, their subjective choice of 

images used in the book is far from being a complete representation of 

Rutkowska’s diverse body of work135. The book is divided into 8 chapters. 

Chapters 3 and 4 (the first two chapters are introductory) set the reading of 

                                            

 

134	Koralewski	is	an	author	of	the	text	in	‘PRL	Grażyny	Rutkowskiej’,	a	book	produced	by	
a	team	of	the	NAC	employees.			

135	There	 is	not	a	single	photograph	of	a	black	person	 in	 the	book,	despite	 the	 fact	she	
had	photographed	them	(as	evidenced	in	her	archive).	
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the archive (for which the book is a companion) by dividing up the 

representations of life in the PRL. The chapters are called: ‘The prevalence of 

propaganda – official life’ and ‘Real world – everyday life’. To me, born in 

1981, this division seems to be a natural choice. In the end, it is something 

with which I am familiar from my own experience. Although I might have been 

too young to be able to compare reality with printed or televised propaganda, I 

have heard a lot about these matters from my parents, aunties, and uncles. 

When I decided to include Afro-Polish vernacular photography in this 

research, I thought of it through the prism of such division. Through contrast, I 

believed, I would be able to bring a better understanding to official 

representations and the self-representation of Afro-Poles in the PRL. 

Research by scholars of race representations, such as Deborah Willis 

confirmed this idea. In a catalogue for the exhibition entitled ‘African American 

Vernacular Photography’ exhibition (under this same title) Willis points out that 

black vernacular photography was a remedy against the hegemonic and 

dismissive representations of African Americans produced and widely 

distributed by individuals and institutions of white supremacist system (Willis, 

2005, p. 17). Was this the case with Africans in Poland as well? But remedy to 

what Afro-Polish vernacular images would be? In the end, the newspapers 

introduced a new, positive image of Africans living in Poland, which could be 

considered a polar opposite of race representations in the USA. Is there 

anything that the vernacular photography tells us about Afro-Poles that the 

official press omitted? 

 If I were to return to Rutkowska’s book, I’d argue that images printed in 

both of the mentioned chapters, share a specific visual aesthetics (they were 



 

 

204 

taken by the same official photographer). Yes, they might have been taken on 

different occasions, they might represent different situations, but it is the text 

written by Łukasz Koralewski, and not the images themselves that does a 

better job of showcasing the division between official and daily life in the PRL. 

It was their intention, perhaps stimulated by their memories, experiences, and 

knowledge, which made this division a polarised one. Was I, therefore, on the 

road to creating a similar polarised division in my research? Do official and 

vernacular images depicting Afro-Poles belong to separate representational 

spheres? Is there really no relationship between official and vernacular 

photography at all? And if there is, what is it? Where and how does the official 

and vernacular meet? Are vernacular images the only way in which Africans 

attempted photographic self-representation? What does the vernacular tell us 

that official versions do not? 

 This chapter begins with an overview of press representations of African 

students, during which I point out certain aspects of these representations that 

I haven’t covered yet. This will form the first of three parts. In the second part, 

I will focus on two sets of vernacular photographs from the personal archives 

of Nadia and Katarzyna Harbi and dr Mamadou Diouf. The third part is 

dedicated to semi-vernacular photographs included in the official ‘Chronicle’ of 

the School of Polish Language for Foreigners in Łodź136. This division is 

rather fluid, as the archives I use here influence each other in my analysis.  

 

                                            

 

136	Studium	Języka	Polskiego	w	Łodzi,	which	I	will	refer	to	as	the	‘Studium’.	
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4.1 Press Photography 

 
 

The majority of photographs of black people published in the press of 

the Polish People’s Republic depict students or alumni from Polish 

universities. They would not necessarily be photographed in the act of 

studying, or in the university environment (as examples from Chapter 2 

confirm) and naturally not every image of black person published in the press 

would be a photograph of a student. However, ‘students’ is one of the most 

occurring themes within the photographs I found, and therefore, it deserves a 

separate section in this thesis. 

Images of African students began to appear in the press in the late 

1950s. A few of them depicted Africans at the international student camp in 

Sandomierz 137  (‘Trybuna Ludu’, edition ‘H’, 11.08.1958 and ‘Sztandar 

Młodych’, 15.08.1959) and Kazimierz (‘Sztandar Młodych’, edition ‘B’, 

22.07.1959). ‘Życie Warszawy’ (edition ‘A’, 31.03.1959) published a 

photograph from a visit that foreign students (including a black student holding 

flowers) made to the Chairman of the Council of State – Aleksander 

Zawadzki. These photographs, especially the ones from the student camps 

were used in a similar way to images published during the 5th Festival of 

Youth and Students, where under the surface of ideological representations, 

the presence of Africans was reported in a sensational manner and Africans 

themselves presented as an exotic curiosity. 

                                            

 

137	The	camp	was	organised	by	the	University	of	Warsaw.	
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One of the first individuals, to be named in captions for published 

pictures, was Mokpokpo Dravi. Dravi, whose full name was Mokpokpo Muki 

Kodzo Dravi 138  (different 

variations of that name, 

often misspelled, were 

used by the press) 

became famous in Poland 

for his role in the ‘Café pod 

Minogą’ movie, in which 

he played one of the major 

roles, along with the stars 

of Polish cinematography 

– Hanka Bielicka and Adolf 

Dymsza. Dravi wasn’t the 

first black actor to appear 

in a Polish movie139 , but 

he was the first to play a 

major role.  

Images of Dravi were printed more often than those of any other 

student in the late 50s – at least 4 times. ‘Dziennik Łódzki’ (12.08.1958) was 

                                            

 

138	His	 full	name	 is	 given	 in	Paweł	Średziński’s	biography	of	Dravi	 entitled	 ‘Mokpokpo	
Dravi	–	historia	prawdziwa’	(2015,	p.	2).		

139	August	Agbala	played	an	episodic	role	in	‘Żołnierz	Zwycięstwa’	in	1953.   

Fig 57. ‘Dziennik Łódzki’ (12.08.1958) 
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the first to publish a picture of him (Fig 57). It was an image from the 

Sandomierz student camp, where he is depicted smiling and interacting with 

white students. At the time of the publication, nobody – including himself - 

knew what the future held for him.140  

 

Fig 58. ‘Sztandar Młodych’ (edition ‘B’, 03.10.1958) 

 

Dravi’s second photo appearance (‘Sztandar Młodych’, edition ‘B’, 

03.10.1958) shows him in the foreground of an image taken during the 

inauguration of the 1958/59 academic year at the hall of University of Warsaw 

                                            

 

140	A	letter	from	the	producers	of	he	movie	asking	the	Dean	of	Sociology	Department	at	
the	 University	 of	Warsaw	 to	 give	Mokpokpo	 Dravi	 a	 permission	 to	 play	 a	 part	 in	 the	
movie	(during	the	academic	year)	is	dated	03.03.1959.	The	letter	is	fully	quoted	in	the	
above-mentioned	book	written	by	Średziński	(2015,	11-12).	
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(Fig 58). He wears glasses, a hat and a suit with a tie. He seems to be putting 

on (or correcting) his white gloves. The formality of his clothing is consistent 

with that of the other depicted people, because, as the caption informs us, he 

was one of the few honorary standard bearers selected for this role during the 

inauguration event. The only thing that differentiates him from other depicted 

students is his skin tone and that difference precisely is underscored in the 

caption printed by Sztandar:  

 

‘A pitch-black young standard bearer was a sensation at the 

inauguration ceremony. Mokpokpo Dravi comes from Togo and is 

currently a student at the Faculty of Sociology at the University of 

Warsaw’ (‘Sztandar Młodych’, edition ‘B’, 3.10.1958). 

 

His skin was most probably the main reason for which Dravi was 

selected for the role of a standard-bearer. He is displayed to the gaze of the 

audience and photographers (and thanks to the latter, the readers of the 

newspaper too). This selection could be read as a political act of inclusion 

performed by the University (in the end Dravi was offered an honorary 

function) but ‘Sztandar Młodych’ concentrated not on ideology, but the exotic 

aspect of his presence. This notion of representational exoticism is 

consolidated by the quote a journalist/photographer/editor selected as an 

example of what Dravi had to say about the possibility of studying at the 

University of Warsaw. He is being quoted as saying: ‘I knew that Polish 

women are pretty, but believe me - the students from Warsaw have fixed me 

in this belief for good.’ Despite his respectable looks, Dravi is represented 
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through his sexuality, or rather his sexual ‘appetite’, which ‘Sztandar’, like 

many Europeans before, links to his black skin.  

Another image of Dravi is a front-page still shot promoting ‘Café pod 

Minogą’ (Fig 59)141. The caption printed underneath informs us that it is an 

‘authentic negro’ who plays the role of Jumbo (a Black chauffeur of an 
                                            

 

141	The	 only	 image	 I	 have	 not	 mentioned	 in	 the	 main	 text	 was	 printed	 in	 ‘Dziennik	
Łódzki’	(08.01.1981).	Dravi’s	frontal	portrait	illustrates	an	interview	with	the	director	of	
‘Café	pod	Minogą.’	The	image	is	available	to	view	online	on	the	Fototeka	website,	along	
with	 portraits	 of	 three	 other	 black	 actors	who	were	 competing	 for	 the	 role	 of	 Jumbo	
during	 auditions.	 At	 least	 two	 of	 them	 were	 previously	 (Sudanese)	 students	 of	 the	
language	school	in	Łódź.	The	website	doesn’t	provide	their	names,	but	I	recognise	them	
from	 images	 pasted	 in	 the	 Chronicle	 of	 the	 Studium	 (captions	 name	 one	 of	 them	 as	
‘Nelson’),	which	I	discuss	in	the	third	part	of	this	chapter.		

http://fototeka.fn.org.pl/pl/strona/wyszukiwarka.html?key=Cafe+%22Pod+Minogą%2
2&search_type_in=tytul&view_type=tile&sort=alfabetycznie&result%5B%5D=6644&las
tResult%5B%5D=6644&pageNumber=9&howmany=50&view_id=&hash=1573469473		
(Accessed	11.11.2019).	

Fig 59. ‘Sztandar Młodych’ (edition ‘B’, 29.12.1959) 
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American ambassador in pre-war Poland). The authenticity, which the caption 

underscores, goes beyond sensationalism. It brings to mind blackface – a 

representational practice of white people painting their faces with a cork in 

order to imitate a black person. This act was connected most often to the 

entertainment industry, through which black people were ridiculed. It was a 

practice, which ‘masked as humor (…) reaffirmed racism as well as 

popularized and naturalized stereotypes (about African-Americans – BN) held 

in mainstream America.’ (Owens Patton, 2008, p. 155). Although it is 

connected to racism and the social and economic hegemony of whites in the 

United States, blackface was and still is a broader Western cultural practice 

(Johnson, 2012, pp. 1-2). The NAC online archive holds a few pre-war 

photographs of white Polish actors wearing blackface. Although in the PRL we 

can observe a rise in the hiring of black actors (often students) for the 

movies142, blackface was still used during that period in both, theatre and 

cinematography143. Judging by images printed in the press throughout the late 

                                            

 

142	Just	 in	 the	 sixties,	 among	 the	 films	 in	which	black	 actors	 and	 extras	 appeared,	 you	
could	mention	(the	roles	were	often	marginal):	‘Blues’	(1962),	‘Jak	Być	Kochaną’	(1962),	
‘Żona	Dla	Australijczyka’	(1963	–	female	actress),	Późne	Popołudnie	(1964	–	Mamadou	
Megassouba),	 ‘Jutro	Meksyk’	 (1965),	 ‘Kapitan	 Sowa	 na	 tropie’	 (1965),	 ‘Piekło	 i	 Niebo’	
(1966	–	female	actress	Carmen	Richard),	 ‘Bokser’	(1966)	 ,	 ‘Cała	naprzód’	(1966),	 ‘Klub	
Profesora	 Tutki’	 (1966),	 ‘Przygoda	 z	 Piosenką’	 (1968),	 	 ‘Stawka	 większa	 niż	 życie’	
(1968),	 ‘Rękopis	 znaleziony	 w	 Saragossie’	 (1964),	 Czekam	 w	 Monte	 Carlo	 (1969	 –	
female	 actress),	 ‘Jak	 rozpętałem	drugą	wojnę	 światową’	 (1969).	The	majority	 of	 black	
actors	 are	 not	 named	 in	 the	 photographic	 archive	 of	 Filmoteka	 Narodowa	
(http://fototeka.fn.org.pl/en.html).	They	are	registered	as	unidentified.		
143	‘Walet	 Pikowy’	 (1960),	 ‘I	 ty	 zostaniesz	 Indianinem’	 (1962),	 ‘Pamiętnik	 Pani	 Hanki’	
(1963),	 ‘Upał’	 (1964),	 archive	of	 images	 from	 this	movie	 shows	 that	black	actors	 took	
part	in	the	casting,	but	two	main	roles	of	foreigners	in	the	movie	were	played	by	white	
blackfaced	actors;	 ‘Faraon’	(1965)	was	filmed	in	Egypt	and	both,	blackfaced	actors	and	
black	extras	appeared	in	it.  
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1950’s blackface in Poland wasn’t limited to the entertainment industry. 

Newspapers published images of students ‘turning black’ on several 

occasions and for seemingly different reasons. Although it is not the main 

focus of this research, Polish ‘blackface’ was a visible element of race 

representations during that period and therefore I would like to take a closer 

look at two images depicting the practice.  

The first comes from ‘Sztandar Młodych’ (edition ‘B’, 02.02.1956). 

Printed on the first page, the image is one of six photographs forming a photo-

reportage from a masked ball in Stalinogród (today’s Katowice). It depicts a 

white art student wearing blackface and linking arms with a man in a Ku Klux 

Klan outfit (Fig 60). The expression of the blackfaced student and the 

expressions of the people depicted in the related photographs suggests that it 

was seen as a great joke, an accepted element of a joyful event. The 

photographer and the newspaper editor, who respectively took the 

Fig 60. ‘Sztandar Młodych’ (edition ‘B’, 02.02.1956) 

 

Fig 61. ‘Życie Warszawy’ (edition ‘A’, 01.02.1956) 
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photograph and chose to run it in the paper, confirmed and ‘legitimised’ that 

feeling, showcasing at the same time, that despite the official communist 

stand on race issues, the situation of African – Americans was far from being 

understood and that the Polish population was very much detached from the 

realities black people faced in America.  

The second photograph I’d like to mention was printed in ‘Życie 

Warszawy’, just a day before the ‘KKK image’ (edition ‘A’, 01.02.1956). It 

depicts two African American actors, members of the ‘Everyman Opera’ 

(which was on tour in Eastern Europe at the time) and two white blackfaced 

local students (Fig 61). All four people are smiling on the photograph, 

suggesting that they were enjoying each other’s company at the time it was 

taken, and that the use of blackface wasn’t an issue for the Americans. The 

article is titled ‘As a Negro’ (that in itself, suggests how the editors wanted the 

photographs to be read) and informs that during one of the shows EO staged 

in Poland, a couple of ‘negroes’ came to see a performance of the opera 

‘Porgy and the Bess’ without holding valid tickets for the performance. As it 

turned out, their ‘blackness’ was enough, not only to get them inside of the 

theatre but also to secure front row seats. The ‘mystery Negroes’ were quickly 

recognised as a fraud. They were Ewa Makarczyk and Edward Geppert, a 

couple of second year architecture students. According to the newspaper, 

their manoeuvre was recognised by members of Everyman Opera, who 

invited them for dinner in the Bristol hotel. Although the article explains that 

‘such an act can succeed just once’ to discourage other white Poles 

attempting to gain free entry to the theatre, the very presence of such an 
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image was an affirmation of such practices, especially when ‘authentic 

negroes’ (yes, this phrase was used once again) ‘approved’ it as a good joke.  

The late 1950s were a time of the increased popularity of Jazz (during 

that time the internationally recognised Jazz Jamboree festival was born; 

newspapers such as ‘Sztandar Młodych’ featured a frequent column 

designated to it). Many African American and black South American 

musicians and performers (like the ‘Brasiliana’ dancing group) visited Poland 

during that time and according to newspapers, the performances were very 

popular with the public.144 The late 1950s is also the time when the first 

African countries gained independence, and when the first African students 

arrived to study and to live in the PRL. Their presence, at least judging by 

official photographic representations, was equally as exciting as the arrival of 

the pop and jazz stars. In the late 1950s the memory of the 5th Festival of 

Students and Youth was still strong, and so was the fascination with the 

exotic. This fascination is represented not only through images of students 

and performers but also through images of white Poles painting their bodies 

black in order to become, at least for a moment, ‘an exotic Negro’145. All of the 

                                            

 

144	‘Sztandar	Młodych’	(edition	‘B’	17.04.1957)	informs	that	‘tickets	for	(Brasiliana	–	BN)	
shows	were	sold	out	long	before	the	performances	took	place.	

145	A	desire	to	‘becoming	a	negro’	has	a	long	tradition	in	Europe.	One	of	the	most	written	
about	 examples	 is	 ‘The	 Masque	 of	 Blackness’	 (1605)	 by	 Ben	 Jonson,	 in	 which	 Queen	
Anne	 appeared	 in	 blackface	 to	 perform	 the	 role	 of	 an	 Ethiopian	 Princess	 (Aasand,	 H.	
(1992)	 "'To	 Blanch	 an	 Ethiop,	 and	 Revive	 a	 Corse'":	 Queen	 Anne	 and	 The	Masque	 of	
Blackness.	Studies	in	English	Literature,	1500-1900,	32	(2),	271-285).	The	Queen’s	desire	
to	 blacken	 her	 skin	 to	 act	 as	 ‘Moor’	 in	 a	 show	 she	 commissioned	 Jonson	 to	 write	 is	
discussed	 in	 Stevens,	 A.	 (2009)	 Mastering	 Masques	 of	 Blackness:	 Jonson's	 Masque	 of	
Blackness,	The	Windsor	text	of	The	Gypsies	Metamorphosed,	and	Brome's	The	English	
Moor.	English	Literary	Renaissance,	39	(2),	396-426. 
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above are part of a melting pot of race representations and they confirm the 

Polish society’s deep cultural fascination with blackness during the time, 

which I propose to call ‘the post-festival period of ‘race’ representations.’146 It 

is the period that spans from the end of the festival in the summer of 1955 up 

until 1960. This was ‘the Year of Africa’ when the political aspect of 

representing race emerged in the press as a dominant idea (see previous 

chapter).  

 

*** 

 

After a rise in the number of images depicting African students during 

the ‘Year of Africa’, the intensity of their publication in the mid-1960s returned 

to its ‘pre-revolution’ frequency. Typically, they played an ideological role often 

lightly contextualised by short captions. They would show students preparing 

for exams (‘Trybuna Ludu’, edition ‘C’. 30.01.1964), studying the Polish 

language in Łódź (‘Sztandar Młodych’, edition ‘C’, 10.04.1964), taking part in 

events such as the student week (‘Sztandar Młodych’, edition ‘W’, 

15.11.1967), or the 1st of May celebrations (‘Trybuna Ludu’, edition ‘C’, 

03.05.1966), etc. Their presence was a reminder of Poland’s active 

involvement in the politics of internationalism.147 Occasionally a newspaper 

                                            

 

146	It	relates,	of	course,	to	images	taken	in	Poland,	not	general	representations	of	race.	

147	Grażyna	Zarzycka	observes	that	such	reminders	of	the	presence	of	Africans	and	the	
Studium	were	published	in	the	press	after	the	fall	of	communism	(2006,	p.	120)	as	well,	
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would print them as a part of a major feature.148 Quite often they would report 

from the ‘Tower of Babel’ (as the Studium was popularly called) in Łódź. 

Articles accompanied by images of black students were highly repetitive, 

despite the fact the images used were printed in different newspaper titles and 

often within long periods of time between articles.149 On the 30th of January, 

‘Zielony Sztandar’ published a photo reportage from the Studium (Fig 61 and 

62). It was the cover story and the text was printed under a full-page colour 

photograph of students at a lecture theatre. It serves as a perfect example of 

this tendency:  

 

Every year, young people from all over the world come to Poland to 

learn at our universities. Before they attend lectures, however, they 

must learn Polish. The course is taught by the Polish Language 

Center at the University of Lodz, the only university of its kind in 

Poland (‘Zielony Sztandar Dodatek Ilustrowany’, 30.01. 1966).  

 

                                                                                                                             

 

but	it	would	be	the	exotic	aspect	of	representations,	not	internationalism,	that	would	lie	
at	their	core.		

148	As	a	major	feature	I	classify	an	article/reportage	with	at	least	3	images,	or/and	taking	
most	of	a	page	surface.	

149	It	 resembles	 the	 way,	 in	 which	 the	 press	 represented	 visits	 of	 foreign	 politicial	
delegations	 in	 the	 PRL	 and	 through	 it,	 it	 showcases	 its	 schematic	 attitude	 towards	
representation	of	‘race’.	
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The cover photograph (Fig 62) depicts students listening to one of the 

lectures or perhaps watching a movie (the caption mentions that watching 

movies is a part of the 

curriculum). It depicts 7 

students (all of them focused 

on the lecture/film) with two 

black students in the 

foreground. They hold pens 

and notebooks. They seem 

focused, eager to soak up 

the knowledge. But what the 

spectator’s eye concentrates 

on first are the different 

shades of red, blue, yellow 

and white of the dashiki worn 

by the student in the front row. 

He is the only one to wear traditional clothing. This is a perfect example of an 

image Grażyna Zarzycka describes as a typical representation of the 

Studium:  

 

The favourite context chosen by photojournalists is the audiovisual 

room SjPdC; then in the first row, we see the most often black or 

Asian students, wearing the obligatory headphones (Zarzycka, 

2006, p. 120).  

Fig 62. ‘Zielony Sztandar Dodatek Ilustrowany’ (30.01.1966) 

 



 

 

217 

 Although her research focuses on the early post-socialist period, the 

analysis, at least regarding the images’ content, is reflective of the communist 

period as well. Zarzycka observes two tendencies of representing ‘exotic’ 

students by photojournalists. First, ‘involves clashing them with inventions of 

modern civilization, such as a telephone, audio-visual studio, which may give 

the impression that the listeners first encountered them in our country’150 

(Zarzycka, 2006, p. 120) and 

second, in which their blackness 

is showcased as exotic through 

their clothing, skin colour, 

hairstyle or body language. 

Zarzycka explains that such 

reading coincides with 

stereotypical representations of 

Africans present in Poland at the 

time. As it happens, the 

remaining 6 photographs of the 

photo reportage from ‘Zielony Sztandar’ are exact illustrations of Zarzycka’s 

words, but it is difficult to see these images as collision of civilisation with 

                                            

 

150	It	correlates	with	the	‘popular’	linking	of	the	exotic	with	primitivism.		

Fig 63. ‘Zielony Sztandar Dodatek Ilustrowany’ (30.01.1966) 

 

Fig 63. ‘Zielony Sztandar Dodatek Ilustrowany’ (30.01.1966) 
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primitivism151, as the Africans depicted on these photographs look confident 

and not in awe of the technology they use (Fig 63).  

At this stage, I would like to point out that so far the readings of these 

images, which were created by a white Polish photographer, printed in a 

government-controlled newspaper and intended for the Polish (presumably 

white) reader, are missing the point of view of their very subjects. A 

photographer might have concentrated on the ‘exotic looks’ of an individual, 

s/he might have wanted, to show an African in a dashiki as being the face of 

the Studium (as examples from Zarzycka’s research confirm), but he or she 

would not be able to do so if the African student wasn’t wearing one in the first 

place. Careful analysis of photographs pasted into 7 volumes of the Studium 

‘Chronicle’ suggests that African students did not wear them daily. In the 

majority of photographs, taken in class, during school trips, etc., they followed 

the formal dress code by wearing a suit with a shirt and a tie, or in case of 

female students152 a shirt, cardigan and a dress or trousers. This is not to say, 

that there are no images of Africans in dashiki at all. There are, and there are 

a quite few of them, but they were taken during holidays, such as the 1st of 

May celebration parade (Fig 64), or other unique occasions. Not all African 

students wore them, which makes it an individual choice. Those who did, 

seem to do so with pride and they welcome the attention of the crowd and 

                                            

 

151	I	 didn’t	 see	 the	 images	 Zarzycka	 used	 in	 her	 analysis,	 so	 this	might	 be	 a	 reason	 of	
different	reading	of	otherwise	similar	(in	the	description)	images.	

152	Judging	by	the	photographs,	women	were	the	minority	to	a	majority	of	male	African	
students.	
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photographers, who in these cases were often their friends or teachers. The 

few photographs of Africans wearing dashikis in the classroom or audio-visual 

room, which we find in the Chronicle, are a newspaper cut outs or 

Fig 64. The Chronicle of School of Polish Language for Foreigners (Volume 2) 

 

photographic prints of pictures taken by an official photographer. A visit from 

the press was a special occasion. According to Jan Morek, a photojournalist 

working for The Polish Review, institutions were informed in advance about 

the arrival of press reporters: 

 

'The slogans' Warsaw' and 'the press' opened all the doors. The 

propaganda secretary, let's say, in Grudziądz, called the comrades 

to indicate, for example, the forest district, because there is a need 

to do a reportage about forests. And it went on such a line - the 

secretary called the senior forester, he then called his junior and 

they both stood on guard immediately'  (Morek in Modelski, 2013, p. 

77). 



 

 

220 

Such visits were, therefore, a chance for students to present themselves 

to the officials and the public, in the way they would like to be portrayed. It 

was an attempt at self-representation in a situation, which didn’t offer many 

options to do so. What a white Polish photographer, editor or reader may see 

as exotic, was in contrast an expression of self-consciousness and pride for 

the African subject of a photograph (Fig 65). 

 

 

Fig 65. The Chronicle of School of Polish Language for Foreigners (Volume 5) 
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Fig 66. ‘Świat Młodych’ (17.01.1985)           Fig 67. ‘Sztandar Młodych’ (edition ‘B’, 23.05.1984) 

 

Fig 68. The Chronicle of School of Polish Language for Foreigners (Volume 5) 
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It is important to remember, however, that the PRL was supportive of 

Africans. Self-representation through the use of clothing doesn’t mean that 

Africans weren’t offered opportunities to share their opinion on different 

matters. Journalists often asked them for interviews, which appeared in the 

press over 4 decades. In most cases they would speak positively about their 

life in Poland: ‘We are doing well’ (‘Sztandar Młodych’, edition ‘W’, 

17.11.1975), ‘we are thankful for the opportunity’ (‘Zielony Sztandar’, 

02.06.1963)153; a reader could almost believe that life in Poland was a dream 

for an African. There were rare instances, where the press published a critical 

opinion. Like in the article from ‘Trybuna Ludu’ (edition ‘C’) from 02.05.1963, 

in which African students complain about editorial coverage of Africa as overly 

exotic. It wasn’t until 1984, however that a newspaper printed an open 

criticism of Polish society’s attitude towards foreigners, especially those who 

looked different from the majority of the population. The article ‘Foreigner in 

Warsaw’ printed in ‘Sztandar Młodych’ (edition ‘B’, 23.05.1984), contained the 

stories of students describing some of the appalling behaviour of Poles 

towards them.154 Such open criticism of racism, existing in the previously 

                                            

 

153	The	 article	 is	 based	 on	 Richard	Masuku	 (Rhodesia)	 words,	 but	 it	 is	 written	 in	 the	
third	person.	The	actual	quote	reads	as	follows:	‘But	after	a	while,	he	says	that	when	he	
will	return	home	after	his	studies,	he	will	miss...	Poland,	the	country	which	gave	him	the	
cordial	hospitality,	which	became	his	second	homeland,	where	he	has	so	many	real	and	
devoted	friends.’	

154	Brian	Scott,	who	arrived	in	Poland	from	Guyana	in	1985	and	became	a	famous	radio	
presenter	 remembers	 the	 racist	 behaviour	 of	 his	 fellow	 students.	 He	was	 considering	
dropping	from	the	university	and	leave	Poland:	‘How	much	can	you	stand?	If	you	have:	
"Poland	for	Poles"	or	"Negro	to	Africa"	sprayed	on	the	door	of	your	room	in	the	dorm,	
would	you	feel	good?	What	do	you	do	when	you	wake	up	in	the	morning,	want	to	leave	
the	room,	but	you	can't	because	all	the	rubbish	from	the	floor	was	thrown	at	the	door?	
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idealised society, was printed in the press at a time when the country was in a 

deep economic crisis, shortly after the cessation of the Martial Law, when the 

Solidarity movement was already established as the second power in Polish 

politics. The publication of the article is closely related to the political situation 

of the country. It is a rare but important statement revealing the hypocrisy of 

Polish communism.  

The 1980s are considered as a period of ‘afropessimism’, a period 

when media began to negatively represent the situation in African countries 

(Ząbek, 2007, p. 77).155 During the period of ‘afropessimism’ photographs of 

African students taken in Poland almost totally disappeared from the press.156 

                                                                                                                             

 

And	it	was	done	by	people	who	are	the	supposed	future	of	Poland.	Students!	(Scott	and	
Mazurek,	2016,	p.	90).’		

155	According	to	Ząbek	it	followed	‘afrooptimism’	(lasting	to	the	end	of	the	1970s).	

156	Photographs	 from	 ‘Sztandar	 Młodych’	 and	 ‘Świat	 Młodych’	 I	 discussed	 earlier,	 are	
exceptions	confirming	the	rule.	

Fig 69. ‘Trybuna Ludu’ (15.10.1980)         Fig 70. Trybuna Ludu’ (24.02.1984) 
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They began to be replaced by images depicting Africans learning in other 

countries of social democracy, such as East Germany or Czechoslovakia (Fig 

69 and 70). At the same time, another shift in representation can be observed. 

The students whose photograph appeared in the press were acquiring manual 

professions instead of, as was the case previously, attending higher 

education.157 In a trying economic reality of the PRL and the growing division 

between the ruling elite and the fatigued society, the editors find a way of 

showcasing international ideology, without further irritating Poles with news 

about foreigners living out of stipend…158 It has to be said, however, that the 

NAC archives confirm that press photographers still produced images of African 

students159, but editors chose not to run them as often as they used to.  

 

 

 

                                            

 

157	I	 acknowledge	 that	 such	 images	 (many	 taken	 in	 Poland)	 were	 printed	 before,	
however,	they	were	never	in	the	majority.		

158	In	the	past	‘they’	acknowledged	and	tried	to	tackle	such	preconceptions	in	the	article	
about	 the	 Studium	 published	 in	 ‘Dookoła	 Świata’	 (13.01.1961).	 Author	 of	 the	 text	
(illustrated	with	photographs	of	African	students	taken	by	an	unnamed	photographer),	
explains	that	 the	stipends	offered	by	the	government	to	 international	students	are	not	
as	free,	as	the	public	would	like	to	believe.	In	a	weak,	post	war	economy	such	assurance	
(from	 the	 representatives	 of	 the	 authority)	 must	 have	 been	 seen	 as	 a	 necessity	 and	
suggests	 that	 in	 the	 eyes	 of	 readers,	 although	 officially	 the	 ‘comrades’,	 Africans	 (and	
other	 foreigners)	 were	 still	 seen	 as	 ‘others’.	 The	 article	 illustrates	 as	 well,	 how	 the	
communist	authorities	worked	on	 the	change	of	 this	perception	by	using	photography	
and	 text.	 In	 the	 1980s	 such	 tactic	 would	 not	 work,	 as	 the	 society	 was	 increasingly	
fatigued	with	the	regime.	
159	They	are	available	to	view	at	the	NAC	headquarters	in	Warsaw.	
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4.2 Vernacular Photography160  

 

On Sunday 28th of July 1970y, ‘Trybuna Ludu’ (edition ‘C’) informed its 

readers about the arrival of the Sudanese Prime Minister. Gafaar Mohamed 

Nimeiri, who a year earlier had led a coup overthrowing the civilian 

government of his country, arrived in the PRL on an official visit in the hope of 

‘strengthening friendship with socialist states’ (Trybuna Ludu, edition ‘C’, 

30.06.1970). The front page of ‘Trybuna Ludu’ featured an official 

photographic portrait of Nimieri, similar to a number of other images of African 

leaders printed by newspapers on such occasions. A day later ‘Trybuna’ 

continued its coverage of the visit and illustrated it with two images. The front-

page photograph was taken at the airport. It is a closeup. The Sudanese 

Prime Minister stands between two top PZPR officials – Józef Cyrankiewicz 

and M. Spychalski. The title of the article hints that at the time the readers 

engage with this issue, the three men (and a number of other officials of 

course) began formal talks in Belweder.161 The last fragment of the front-page 

article, just above the aforementioned image, describes the warm meeting 

                                            

 

160	In	this	research	vernacular	photographs	are	understood	as	images	taken	by	amateur	
photographers	 for	personal,	everyday	use.	 In	 the	end,	vernacular	 images	are	 ‘intended	
as	documents	of	personal	history	(Campr,	2012,	p.	7)’,	which	offer,	from	the	perspective	
of	 a	 researcher	 and	 time,	 an	 ‘important	 historical	 insights	 (Campt,	 2012,	 p.	 7).’	 A	
personal,	 family	 archive	 is	 a	 microcosm	 of	 a	 larger	 societal	 production	 of	
representations	 and	 can	 include	 vernacular	 and	 press	 (and/or	 other	 professional)	
photography.	In	a	family	archive,	press	images	become	domesticated.	
	

161	One	of	the	official	residences	used	by	Polish	presidents	and	the	state	guest	house	for	
visiting	heads	of	state	
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Nimeiri received from Sudanese students in the front of ‘The Three Continents 

Club’, where he and his delegation was set to meet with their young 

countrymen and women studying in the PRL. The article continues on page 

two (under a second photograph of the Sudanese leader printed in this issue; 

this time we can see the Prime Minister and himself waiving back at the 

cheering crowd) and its fragment reads as follows:  

 

The friendly care of the Polish authorities over the Sudanese 

youth was emphasized in the speech by the chairman of the Union 

of Sudanese students in Poland - Abdel Harbim (bold font in 

original - BN). The union has been in operation for over ten years, 

running, among others, cultural activities (Trybuna Ludu, 

31.06.1970, edition C).  

 

Abdel Harbim is the only student named in the article, which emphasises 

his position among the Sudanese diaspora. Information about the long 

existence of the Union of Sudanese students in the PRL accentuates that both 

nations share a relatively long collaboration. Harbim’s words about the good 

treatment of Sudanese students are affirming for both sides.  

I could continue with this descriptive analysis, but the outcome of it 

wouldn’t add anything new to what I have already written in the 

‘Revolutionaries and Comrades’ chapter. There is no major difference 

between this and other visits, at least not in the way they were represented 

through photography. Yes, we can read about the Sudanese students but not 
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a single photograph of them was published in ‘Trybuna Ludu.’ Why, therefore, 

should I mention it in this chapter?  

A few days after the opening of the ‘Afro PRL’ exhibition I received a 

Facebook message from Nadia Harbi-Grabowska, which started with this 

image (Fig 71):   

 

Fig 71. ‘Sztandar Młodych’ (edition ‘A’, 30.06.1970) – picture sent by Nadia Harbi - Grabowska  

 

It is a photograph of Nimeiri in the front of the ‘Three Continents Club’ 

printed on the front page of ‘Sztandar Młodych’ (edition ‘A’, 30.06.1970). It 

depicts the meeting ‘Trybuna Ludu’ described in the article I previously 
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mentioned.162 But instead of students, there are two little girls greeting the 

prime minister. They are dressed in identical snow-white outfits (if not for the 

obvious difference in age, we could take them for twin sisters), the older girl 

hands flowers to the official, it is her that Nimeiri talks to at the time of the 

shutter release. The girl appears as shy, but she is smiling, just like her little 

companion who looks away towards the camera. The caption doesn’t clarify 

anything that is depicted on the photograph, except for when and where the 

image was taken.  

The second, textual part of Harbi-Grabowska’s message sheds more 

light on the photograph. I will quote it here in full, as it allows a new reading of 

the picture. It leaves behind the official and takes it into a domestic space. It 

brings attention to certain aspects of the photograph that I would not be able 

to discuss otherwise. It sparks an analysis and creates a link between press 

and vernacular photography:  

 

Good morning, My name is Nadia Harbi-Grabowska. My father 

studied in Poland in the 1960s. I ran to see your Afro PRL exhibition 

with the hope that I would see among other photos also a photo that 

appeared in the Sztandar Młodych in 1970, but unfortunately, your 

search for pictures from those years turned out to be shallow. 

Shame. Greetings. I’ve attached a picture; my sister and me 

                                            

 

162	Edition	 ‘W’	 of	 this	 issue	 of	 ‘Sztandar	Młodych’,	 which	 I	 viewed	 in	 the	 Raczyńskich	
Library	 in	 Poznan,	 doesn’t	 include	 this,	 or	 any	 other	 photograph	 in	 relation	 to	 the	
meeting	of	Students	and	Nimeiri	at	the	Three	Continents	Club.		
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welcome the prime minister of Sudan. Our father was the chairman 

of Sudanese students. 

 

 The girls in the photograph are sisters. Nadia Harbi-Grabowska is the 

younger of the girls. Her older sibling, Katarzyna Amira (whose name I will get 

to know from later messages from Nadia), interacts with the prime minister. 

Their Sudanese father was the chairman of Sudanese students, which means 

his name is Abdel Harbim - the man from the ‘Trybuna Ludu’ article. What is 

striking to me is that it was only after reading the message that I noticed the 

girls blackness. The photograph, or at least the digital reproduction (of the 

image’s press reproduction) made me believe that what I was seeing was two 

white school girls… I found myself wondering about my initial perceptions of 

the photograph and I came to the conclusion that it was caused by the sheer 

lack of images of Afro-Polish children in the newspapers. The Polish press 

shied away from portraying the personal lives of Afro-Poles photographically. 

The image of Nadia and Katarzyna with the Sudanese prime minister is, 

therefore, an important and rare trace of Afro-Polish family life in the official 

photographic ‘archive’ of ‘race’ representations.163 And as could be expected, 

it is a cherished and important part of the Harbi family history, which Nadia 

Harbi-Grabowska was kind to share with me. 

                                            

 

163	Nine	 years	 later	 ‘Sztandar	 Młodych’	 (07.06.1979	 –	 edition	 ‘A1’)	 will	 publish	 a	
photograph	of	a	black	schoolgirl	in	a	Scout	uniform.	As	the	article	informed	children	of	
Staff	 from	 different	 embassies	 attended	 to	 the	 17th	 High	 School	 (Zespół	 Szkół	
Ogólnokształcących	numer	17	w	Warszawie).	It	is	the	only	image	hinting	at	a	family	life	
of	Africans	in	Poland	that	I	have	found	prior	to	Nadia	Harbi-Grabowska	message.		
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 Abdel Harbi-Gasour (‘Trybuna Ludu’ misspelled his name) was born in 

Sudan in 1943 (then under British rule). He arrived in the PRL in 1961 (during 

the period of stimulated Polish-African relations), intending to study at the 

University of Science and Technology 164  in Kraków, but embarked upon 

medical studies instead. On the 19th of May 1962, he married Teresa Hyży 

and a year later their first daughter Katarzyna Amira was born. Their second 

daughter, Nadia Suzan was born in 1966. Harbi was the soul of the community 

and as his daughters remember, their house was always filled with Sudanese 

food, music, and the Arabic language. In 1972 Harbi returned to Sudan, where 

he practiced medicine. His family travelled with him, but a year later his wife 

and daughters returned to Poland. Nadia has seen him only once since then165 

and Teresa doesn’t like to speak about her husband. On his deathbed, two 

years ago, Abdel spoke of his daughters in Poland.166  

 This brief history of Harbi family is very touching and is as complicated 

as family histories can be. It made me realise the reasons, for which Nadia 

had rushed to see the ‘Afro PRL’ exhibition and what the image she searched 

for meant to her. I understood Nadia’s disappointment, but at the same time I 

am grateful, she was driven enough by it to contact me. 

 

                                            

 

164	Akademia	Górniczo-Hutnicza.	

165	Harbi	travelled	to	Poland	after	his	family	left	Sudan,	but	shortly	after	he	returned	to	
his	 home	 country	 again.	 Katarzyna	 lived	 in	 Sudan	 for	 a	 spell	 of	 time	 as	 an	 adult,	 but	
Nadia	has	never	seen	him	again.	

166	This	is	what	Nadia	was	told	by	her	half-brother	that	visited	them	in	Poland	recently.	
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4.2.1. The physicality of a (father) image 

 

 The main function of press photography is to represent an event, a 

person, or simply - the news in general. What they represent and how they 

represent it relies heavily on a chain of cultural and political factors. As part of 

a newspaper, photographs ‘alert us to the day, makes national citizens of us, 

compels response to the world stage’ (Scott, 1999, p. 101). But newspapers 

(and the images printed in them - BN) are also physical objects, which due to 

their size for example, ‘can isolate the reader, justify incivility, make news 

reading a private, silent, and selective affair’ (Scott 1999, p. 101). They are 

often disposed after reading, after they have performed their main function. 

However, as Scott observes indirectly, press photographs have the ability to 

enter a private sphere of a human life, furthermore, they can become 

domesticated, cared for objects as well. Laura Wexler points out that domestic 

images don’t have to be representations of a ‘so-called separate sphere of 

family life (…) what matters is the use of the image to signify the domestic 

realm’ (Wexler quoted in Campt, 2012 p. 43). This is the case with newspaper 

clippings of the Linda Devereux family photographs collected and preserved 

by her grandmother167. It is also the case with the photograph portraying the 

Harbi sisters greeting of Gafaar Mohamed Nimeiri.  

                                            

 

167	‘Most	 of	 the	 clippings	 were	 photographs	 from	 the	 Scottish	 Daily	 Mail,	 The	 Daily	
Record,	and	 the	Scottish	Daily	Express.	The	 images	were	of	my	mother,	my	 father,	my	
siblings	and	me.	They	documented	a	traumatic	period	in	our	family	life	when	we	were	
caught	up	in	a	civil	war	in	the	Democratic	Republic	of	Congo	(DRC)	(Devereux,	2010,	p.	
124).		
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 During our interview, Mrs Nadia told me that each sister carefully stores 

a copy of that ‘Sztandar Młodych’ issue. Additionally, she said, ‘each of us 

keeps a laminated cut out of the picture’ as well (Fig 72). The care for multiple 

copies of the photograph showcases the Harbi sisters need to preserve it as a 

memory of the event and the status of their now-deceased father in the 

Sudanese diaspora in the 1960s and 1970s. 168  Abdel Harbi might be absent 

from the image, but his presence is written all over the photograph, for he is 

the reason, for which it was taken. Through its domestication performed by the 

Harbi sisters and its inclusion in the family archive (of which it is the centre 

piece), the photograph becomes a link between official and vernacular 

photography. Within this new, domestic environment it creates new 

representations.  

                                            

 

168 	Following	 Susan	 Sontag,	 Deveraux	 points	 out	 that	 ‘photographs	 can	 become	 a	
surrogate	for	a	cherished	person	or	thing’	(2010,	p.	129).	
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                            Fig 72. Laminated ‘Sztandar Młodych’ cut out – photo by Nadia Harbi - Grabowska 

 After an initial conversation with Nadia, I began searching for the 

contact sheet, of which her press image was a part. The search wasn’t 

difficult, as it was a CAF photographer who took the image. The photograph 

was Nadia’s only ‘memory’ of the event for so long that when I’ve sent her 3 

contact sheets depicting different aspects of that day she was overwhelmed 

with emotions. The Harbi sisters appear in 10 different photographs, including 

the one printed in ‘Sztandar’. On the original, pre-cropped version we can see 

Abdel Harbi standing behind the girls and smiling at the sight of his daughters’ 

interaction with the prime minister. As other images show, Harbi was always 

nearby the girls as they walked Nimeiri to the club. This is exactly what Nadia 
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pointed out when I asked her about her experience of the first encounter with 

these images. ‘I must have felt secure knowing that he was there behind us all 

the time’ she wrote. She said the same when describing another press 

photograph, which is a part of the family archive. This time it is an image of the 

sisters being held by their father (Fig 73). The picture makes up the majority of 

the clipping. Neither of the sisters knows nor remembers, which newspaper 

this cut out comes from, but the fact that the caption and the title, as well as 

adverts at the back of it 

are written in English 

suggests that it was 

published in the foreign 

press. The title: ‘Friends 

Abroad’ suggests that it 

might have been a 

diaspora-produced 

newspaper. One way or 

another, it is an example 

of a photograph 

representing a family life 

of Africans in the PRL, 

printed and distributed 

outside Poland.  

 In the context of the family archive (of which the scans of the contact 

sheets depicting the Nimeiri visit are now part), these are examples of images 

representing a caring father, who combined his leading position within the 

Fig 73. A newspaper cut out from the Harbi sisters’ archive – photo by Nadia 

Harbi-Grabowska 
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Sudanese diaspora’s main organisation and his family life. The contact sheets 

are proof that, in the PRL, such images were produced by press 

photographers, but not necessarily exposed by editors. The picture of the 

Harbi sisters in ‘Sztandar Młodych’ was an opportunity to do so, but its caption 

missed that point169. It further proves the outcome of my analysis of press 

representations of Africans studying in Poland, which suggests that they were 

usually reduced to or manipulated as political tools.   

 

 

4.2.2 The Significance of objects in photographs 

  

 Katarzyna also speaks of family bonds when looking at these two press 

photographs, empowering their domestic status in the process. After seeing 

the contact sheets I had sent to her sister, she wrote that she recognises faces 

of people depicted on the photographs, but she can’t remember the names of 

‘these uncles’ who, as she wrote, were extremely imaginative in the way of 

taking care of them, making sure they were never bored. Katarzyna 

remembers more from that event (than her little sister), but it isn’t the 

photographers or the crowd of people she remembers most, it is the identical 

outfits their mother prepared for them for this occasion.  

                                            

 

169	As	 I	mentioned	before,	 edition	 ‘W’	was	printed	without	 the	photograph	 illustrating	
the	 almost	 unchanged	 article.	 The	 visibility	 of	 the	 Harbi	 sisters	 photograph	 was	
therefore	limited	even	more.	
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 Following Barthes, Linda Deveraux points out the significance of objects 

in photographs. Writing about the photograph of herself, her mother and her 

little brother (published in the ‘Sunday Mail’ on 17.07.1960) depicting them in 

the Grandma Miller’s house, she points out the significance the cushions 

(visible in the background) had, for both, the photographer (compositional) and 

the photographed (personal). These cushions became a part of both public 

and personal spheres, with each of them, registering on different levels 

(Deveraux, 2010, p. 127).  

 The outfits the Harbi sisters wore when photographed by the CAF 

photographer, function in the same way as Grandma Miller’s cushions. For 

Katarzyna (and surely for Nadia too) they are a signifier of the motherly love, 

which adds meaningfully to the ideological representation the image offered at 

its site of production, where, without the context of a home archive, it remains 

relatively invisible. Within the home environment, this signifier is strengthened 

by another image in which it is present. 

 

4.2.3 Departure 

 

 The picture depicting the whole Harbi family (Fig 74) was taken at a 

Sudanese airport a couple of years after the ‘Sztandar’ photograph (judging by 

how much the girls have grown since the Nimeiri visit). As in the ‘Sztadar 

Młodych’ photograph the girls are wearing identical outfits. The motherly love 

they represent is strengthened by her presence. I can’t help, but to project on 

this image, what Katarzyna said about the CAF contact sheets: ‘looking at 

these pictures I cannot see anything that would suggest what is about to 
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happen (in the life of our family – BN).’ This picture is what Tina M. Campt 

would call a haptic image (see pagee 23). The Harbi family photograph 

touches me (although I didn’t touch it at the time of writing these words)170. It 

might be because, I know, however briefly, the Harbi sisters story. It might be 

because I know that after a year spent at the place this picture was taken, 

Teresa, Nadia and Katarzyna will leave Sudan, and they will see Abdel only 

briefly again. It might be because; it is the only picture (of the ones Nadia send 

me), which portrays all members of the family together. Or it might be because 

when I look at this photograph of a comfortable family unit (the father’s arms 

stretch around his smiling wife and first-born daughter, and the youngest 

member of the family, standing at the centre being ‘protected’ by the bodies of 

her parents and older sister) all of these factors inscribe simultaneously. The 

shadow of departure and the pain it caused, registers in other photographs 

from the archive as well, but from this image, it emanates the strongest.  

                                            

 

170	I	met	with	Nadia	Harbi	Grabowska	 in	person,	 in	May	2019.	 I	was	able	to	encounter	
for	the	first	time	the	physical	prints	of	images,	which	so	far	I	have	seen	only	on	screen.	
This	encounter	clarified	a	few	unknowns,	like	the	sizes	of	photographs,	which	I	wrongly	
assumed	were	similar	to	each	other.	I	will	comment	on	them	in	the	footnotes	below.	
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                          Fig 74. The Harbi sisters’ archive. 

 

 Departure and feelings related to absence are, in one way or another, 

common aspects of images recording human migration. Pictures of African 

Diaspora are not different. Many press photographs depicting African students 

in the PRL are pictures of sons and daughters, husbands and wives, brothers 

and sisters, who’ve left home and may never return into it. Who started their 

own families in Poland. However, I’d argue that ‘departure’, and the feelings 
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that are usually associated with this concept, rarely register in press 

photography, at least until they enter the domestic sphere.171 In the context of 

news, they are usually images of (political) arrival, not (domestic) departure. 

The lack of images of Afro-Polish family life in newspapers is the biggest 

representational difference between the official and vernacular, which is filled 

with it by its nature. 

 In the case of the Harbi sisters’ archive, however, there is no polarised 

division between press and vernacular representation (official and unofficial). 

Between photographs depicting family gatherings, the wedding of Abdul and 

Teresa and family holidays in a village, there are images depicting the 1st of 

May parades, one of which reminds me of images from the Chronicle of the 

School of Polish Language for Foreigners (Fig 64) and another, a gift for girls 

from the uncle depicted on the photograph with them, which was taken by a 

professional photographer (more proof that such images of Afro Polish families 

were taken by the press, but not exposed in print).  

                                            

 

171	Please	keep	 in	mind,	 that	 I	 speak	 specifically	 about	 images	of	Africans	 taken	 in	 the	
Polish	People’s	Republic.	
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Fig 75 and 76. The Harbi sisters’ archive. 
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4.2.4 Physicality of Dr. Mamadou Diouf negatives 

 

Dr Mamadou Diouf is one of the best-known Afro-Poles in the country, 

the ‘go-to’ person for the media, an activist, a musician, and a recognisable 

‘public’ face. Books published by the Africa Another Way Foundation, of which 

he is a founding member, were the starting point of my journey to the world of 

the African diaspora in the 

PRL. For that reason, he is one 

of the first individuals I 

contacted three years ago, at 

the beginning of this project. 

We’ve met a few times since 

then, and I exhibited his 

pictures at the ‘Afro-PRL’ 

exhibition.  

It must have been our 

second or third meeting when I 

mentioned the possibility of 

analysing vernacular 

photography as a part of my 

PhD research. I knew that 

Mamadou was taking pictures, as some of them were printed in ‘Afrykański 

spacerownik po Warszawie’ (‘African stroller around Warsaw’) (2011), but 

when he told me he still keeps negatives from the PRL period, I could barely 

contain my excitement. From that meeting I’ve returned home with a bag full 

Fig 77. A bag with the Mamadou Diouf negatives 
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of negatives amazed by the trust, Mamadou had in me (Fig 77). Some of the 

films were kept in their original, three decades old negative order envelopes 

(Fig 78), the physicality of which took me back to the 1980s. When holding 

them in my hands, the obvious hit me with double strength (as I could now 

feel in my hands what I had previously known). Mamadou started to 

photograph in Poland when I was 2 or 3 years old… He arrived in the PRL 

from Senegal in 1983. Shortly after this he bought his first camera and began 

to shoot his surroundings in Łódź, where at the Studium, he was learning the 

Fig 78. Negatives from the Mamadou Diouf personal archive. 
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Polish language. 

 

We took pictures all the time because I knew we would part 

eventually. The School of Polish for Foreigners in Łódź was such a 

community. All of Africa, a lot of Central and South America and 

many Vietnamese. For me it was the first abroad trip from Senegal 

and suddenly I met everyone here, the whole world. In my five-

member group who came from Senegal, only I had a camera. We 

took a lot of pictures... (Mamadou Diouf in an interview with the 

author, 2018). 

 

My first encounter with Mamadou’s images was unusual, or to use a 

different word – uncommon for ‘typical’ encounters with vernacular 

photography.172 The physical images from his personal archive were at the 

desk of Aleksandra Gronowska, the film director working on a Mamadou & 

SamaYoon music video. For that reason, I didn’t have a chance to sit down at 

the table in Mamadou’s living room (or elsewhere), on which a photo album 

could be laid out, or a shoebox opened and explored. I did not hear on that 

                                            

 

172	Pre-digital	 vernacular	 photography	 is	 rarely	 shared	 in	 a	 negative	 form.	 Usually	
(although	not	always)	it	is	a	photographic	print	that	gets	attention.	‘Whether	in	boxes	or	
in	 frames,	 in	wallets	and	 lockets,	miniaturised	or	blown	up	 larger	 then	 life,	our	 family	
photographs	make	their	own	journeys	through	space	and	time’	(Hirsch,	1981,	p.	117).	A	
lot	 of	 research	 of	 vernacular	 photography	 focuses	 on	 prints	 as	 well.	 Compare	 with	
Edwards,	 ‘Photographs	and	Sound	of	History’,	2005,	pp.	27-46,	who	mentions	a	numer	
of	 scholars	 using	 photographic	 prints	 in	 their	 anthropological	 research	 of	 Aboriginal	
peoples	of	Australia.	But	also	with	Tina	M.	Campt	‘Image	Matters	(2012)	and	‘Listening	
to	images’	(2017);	Wallis	and	Willis	‘African	American	Vernacular	Photography’	(2005),	
Sanbye	‘Looking	at	the	family	photo	album	(…)’	(2014),	and	many	others.	
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first encounter, the stories that might have been evoked by our interaction 

with the photographs (these would come later when we both sat in the front of 

my computer). What I have had instead was a plastic bag full of uncut 

negatives and a conversation, which focused on how they were used, not on 

what they recorded. Mamadou told me that many of the negatives he had 

were lost during the few changes of address he has had done during his 30 

years of living in Warsaw. Still, as it turned out later, there were 27 film rolls in 

the bag for me to scan. All of them were colour negatives (mostly ORWO), 

which is unprecedented in itself. 

 

Only later did I understand why my friends did not want to buy 

cameras. It really was a luxury. I had one problem that lasted 

throughout my studies. The problem with Pewex 173 . I had an 

entrance complex (...) Most likely, it was related to the fact that I 

imagined the existence of similar stores in Dakar, to which the 

Senegalese could not enter (I don’t mean a physical entry) because 

of the foreign currency and this was a problem for me (…) I just felt 

embarrassed about buying there, really. (…) I’d buy cassettes and 

films in Pewex. (...) It was the only place except for the black 

market, where you could buy (…) these East German films, which 

                                            

 

173	Pewex	 was	 a	 chain	 of	 shops,	 where	 otherwise	 unavailable	 products	 were	 sold	 for	
foreign	 currency	 or	 coupons	 (obtained	 through	 exchange	 of	 illegal	 to	 own	 foreign	
currency	in	the	national	bank	–	PKO).	The	majority	of	the	society	saw	them	as	shops	for	
the	elite.	
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were hard to get in general (Mamadou Diouf in the interview with 

the author, 2018). 

 

 The use of this type of photographic material wasn’t common in the 

80s. In a deep economic crisis, there was a shortage of consumer products in 

shops. The meat was rationed; even toilet paper was hard to get, let alone 

colour negatives. The physical aspect of Mamadou’s colour films is, therefore, 

an expression of a certain status that foreigners had in the country (a status 

with which Mamadou was not comfortable with). A status, which through 

custom in Pewex, connected them with the status of the elite.  

 

4.2.5 New meanings of old pictures through modern representational 

practices 

 

As I began the process of scanning and the first images appeared on 

screen, I couldn’t help but wonder, which of the photographs I was seeing 

were still included in the Diouf physical archive. What lay behind those 

choices? Were the decisions based upon mere sentimentality? When I’ve 

asked this question during one of our sessions with the photographs, 

Mamadou said that all images are equally important (what in turn exposed my 

selection orientated approach to photography as a practitioner). He did not 

throw any of them away, even those, which were out of focus, underexposed 

or overexposed – photographic mistakes, as he calls them. 'I did not take 

these pictures with an eye of the photographer, who then makes a selection. 
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For me, every picture is a memory’ (Mamadou Diouf in the interview with the 

author, 2018).174 

These words are consistent with Mamadou’s actions. He handed over 

all of his negatives to me, and all of his photographic prints to the music video 

director. It was almost like saying – this is all of me; take what you need from 

it. He makes his images available for transition from private to public (the 

opposite route taken by the Harbi sisters photograph), but he is not interested 

in controlling the meanings they may create in a new context. For example, 

when I asked Mamadou to choose images he would like to exhibit (I wanted to 

keep the vernacular section of the show as self representative as possible in a 

gallery environment), he was not interested in it. I was allowed to use any.  

My selection was made with two main stipulations in mind: the images 

had to spark a discourse with the press images they were exhibited alongside 

and they had to be visually stimulating (to me at the initial stage). The dialog 

was achieved usually through representational contrast, just like the one I 

have written about in the synopsis of the ‘Students’ section of the ‘Afro-PRL’ 

exhibition:  

 

A counterbalance to photos published in the press constitutes 

photographs from private archives. Pictures taken to capture the 

                                            

 

174	Nancy	A.	Van	House	observes	a	number	of	participants	in	her	research	to	express	a	
similar	relationship	with	a	photographic	image.	‘Frequently,	the	importance	of	an	image	
was	as	an	evocative	token	rather	than	an	accurate	expression.	We	often	heard,	 ‘This	 is	
not	a	good	image,	but…’,	followed	by	a	discussion	of	the	importance	of	the	image	(2011,	
p.	130)	.’	
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moments spent with friends are (or, at least in the moment of 

capture, they were) deprived of political subtext. This can be easily 

seen, for example, when comparing press and private photos from 

the student dorm (Nowicki, 2018). 

 

     

Fig 79. Tadeusz Zagoździński (CAF – 204346-8)      Fig 80. The Mamadou Diouf personal archive 

 

The difference between these two photographs (Fig 79 and 80) is 

visible not only through format (the first is a black and white, square, 6x6 and 

the second is a colour, 35mm) or in the skills of the photographers (one is a 

professional, the second an amateur) but rather through their intentions. The 

press image is clearly set up by the photographer; two students are reading 

together, seating on a single bed, while the removable desk on the right of the 

frame stays unfolded. Despite some compositional imperfections (for example 

legs and the guitar being cut out of the scene)175, I’d call it a ‘clinical’ shot. 

                                            

 

175	This	 could	 be	 a	 result	 of	 the	 photographer’s	 awareness	 that	 if	 the	 photo	would	 be	
printed	in	a	newspaper,	it	would	surely	be	cropped	anyway.	
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This image was meant to be seen by the wider public and it was intended to 

carry a particular message. The colour photograph is its total opposite. It was 

shot by a friend, the sitters are not aware of the picture being taken, or simply 

don’t care. Their interaction is more ‘believable’, most probably because the 

image was never intended for the public sphere. The first image is a 

photograph of an idealised life as imagined by the state, and their 

representative - the photographer - has briefly entered the space where this 

life is being led. The image adheres to a pre-formed plan of how this life 

should be shown. The second is a photograph of life as seen by a person 

living the reality of that life, with no aim of sharing the image outside of a close 

group of friends, and free, therefore, from the desire or need to set up the 

image to that it is suitable for the viewing by strangers – a more ‘natural’ 

image.  

‘Most people agree that family photos represent ‘‘something emotional’’ 

for the individual owner, no matter what the images actually show: staged 

ritual events or snapshots of the everyday’ (Sundbye, 2014, p. 2). Surely, this 

is the case with the doctor Diouf archive, as each of the scanned pictures we 

looked at during the interview sparked storytelling. However, by entering the 

public sphere as part of the ‘Afro PRL’ exhibition, they became important for 

another reason. They generated a new public discourse that would have been 

impossible at the time of the creation of the photographs. Speaking about 

‘Afro PRL’, Mamadou Diouf argued that it would demonstrate to the Polish 

society that the presence of Africans in the country is not as recent as some 

would believe. The exhibition tackles, therefore, historical invisibility in today’s 

society. It links the struggle of the Polish African diaspora with the 
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international struggle for the visibility of Black presence in the shared 

international history of photography and beyond.  

On the opening day of ‘Afro PRL’ (21.04.2018) ‘Gazeta Wyborcza’ 

published an article about the exhibition (Fig 81). The text it published was a 

general run through the press release of the exhibition and therefore it briefly 

introduced this research to its readers. I didn’t have a say in which images 

‘Gazeta Wyborcza’ would use (except preparing the press package with the 

DSH), so I was content to see that the editor choose an official and a 

vernacular photograph and placed them together. Here is the link between the 

two that I was searching for all along. On this ‘stage’ the vernacular and the 

official meet. Here is where the ideological and private spheres of the African 

presence in the PRL mix together. But truth to be told, despite my hopeful 

search, it seemed that what Deborah Willis had written about African 

American vernacular photography was true also in the Polish People’s 

Republic. Yes, there might have been some ‘bridges’ between press and 

vernacular representations of Africans created at the time of their production, 

but they were generated mostly within the domestic environment (as the Harbi 

archive shows).  

And yet there was an institution, subordinate to the authorities, which 

produced visual representations mixing official and personal spheres of life. It 

was the School of Polish for Foreigners in Łódź and its official chronicle 

composed from contributions by its workers and students. 
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      Fig 81. ‘Gazeta Wyborcza’ (21.04.2018) 
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4.3 The Chronicle of the School of Polish for Foreigners - Semi-

Vernacular photography 

 

In September 2017 I met with professor Grażyna Zarzycka, the author 

of the previously mentioned in this chapter ‘Dyskurs prasowy o 

Cudzoziemcach’176 (2006). It was during that meeting in her office in Łódź that 

I heard for the first time about the ‘Chronicle’ of the School of Polish for 

Foreigners. Zarzycka suggested I should meet with Roman Tarnowski - the 

director of the school as he may give me access to it. I didn’t hesitate and 

went there straight from professor Zarzycka’s office.  

When the building appeared in front of me, I was equally excited and 

anxious. So this is it, I thought, the famous (infamous?) ‘Tower of Babel’ I was 

reading about for the last two years. When I entered the building, I felt like I 

was crossing through the gates of history. The anxiety, a result of being so 

close and equally so far from acquiring a potentially important data, won over 

other feelings. Was this how the African students felt walking through these 

corridors on their way to the director’s office for the first time? Of course, their 

experience must have been much deeper. In the end, I had come to take a 

look at an archive of images, whereas they were coming to stay in this foreign 

and exotic place, without any knowledge of the Polish language. Still, with my 

own experience of emigration, I felt that I could relate to the students from 40, 

50 or 60 years ago (and this feeling was intense). When I reached the second 

                                            

 

176	‘Foreigners	in	Press	Discourse.’	
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floor, on the corridor, I’ve noticed a wall of glass cabinets. As I looked inside 

them, I saw it for the first time – the Chronicle of School of Polish Language 

for Foreigners in Łódz (Fig 82 and 83). Three volumes of the chronicle were 

displayed next to an inscription ‘The oldest Chronicles of the Studium’ (two of  

 

        

Fig 82 and 83. Display Cabinets at the School of Polish Language for Foreigners in Łódź 

 

them featured images of black students). The first of the presented volumes 

was opened on a page with photographs of scarcely dressed Africans playing 

drums, holding spears and shields (Fig 84). The second displayed images of 

neatly outfitted students with books or sending letters via the Polish Post (Fig 

85).  
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Fig 84. The Chronicle of School of Polish Language for Foreigners (Volume 1) 

Fig 85. The Chronicle of School of Polish Language for Foreigners (Volume 2) 
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During this initial interaction with the ‘Chronicle’, I was under its spell, 

eager to see what they were hiding under these ‘covers’. In retrospection, I 

find it interesting how the display of the chronicle mirrored the findings my 

research covered in the previous chapters. On one hand, we see photographs 

echoing a popular (within Polish society) perception of Africans as exotic 

musicians, half-naked performers, or primitives with spears and shields. On 

the other, we see possible leaders of their newly independent countries, living 

their life in the Polish People’s Republic before their return home to build 

African socialism. This institution whose ideological importance in the task of 

spreading communism was unprecedented at the time, and which was 

popularly perceived as a bastion of exoticism, endorses through such display, 

the complexity of photographic representations of Africans in the PRL and its 

own historical image.177  

At his office, director Roman Tarnowski showed me the remaining 

volumes of the ‘Chronicle’. I was surprised at their low number. Somehow, 

after spending months searching for images of Africans in hundreds of 

newspaper annuals I expected the same intensive experience while working 

with the chronicle. This was the first difference I’ve noticed between these two 

types of the source material. The quantity of state production I experienced 

                                            

 

177	Another	reading	of	the	display	is	possible.	Placing	images	of	 ‘exotic	dancers’	next	to	
photographs	 of	 ‘civilised	 Africans’	 on	 the	 right	 gives	 the	 idea	 that	 the	 school	 is	
responsible	for	making	the	transition	possible.	It	harmonizes	with	Zarzycka’s	reading	of	
press	photographs	I	mentioned	on	pages	216-220.	



 

 

255 

made the chronicle feel like a much more intimate and much more focused 

source of data, it felt like I was looking at family albums. 

When on the following morning I could finally sit with the volumes, I 

began to write down my feelings in my research diary: 

 

The chronicles…. For the last 20 minutes, I’ve had goosebumps… 

Plenty of vernacular images here! And written statements!!! From 

students from all around the world! Including Africans. There are 

images of meetings, protests, interiors of student’s rooms, even a 

funeral. (…) While I am taking photographs of the first album, in the 

room next to mine (I am in room 10) there is a class underway of 

the Polish language. I can hear the teacher speaking and students’ 

repeating after her… This is exactly how it must have been in the 

past: 

 

“Jedno auto” 

“JEDNO AUTO” 

“Dwa auta” 

“DWA AUTA” 

 

Modern researchers of vernacular photography argue that the analysis of 

photography cannot be limited to the visual:  

 

photographs operate not only simply as visual history but are 

performed, I shall argue, as a form of oral history, linked to sound, 
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gesture and thus to the relationships in which and through which 

these practices are embedded (Edwards, 2005 p. 29).  

 

Additionally, Edwards points out the importance of touch as a significant 

aspect in the creation of the meanings of a photograph. Tina M Campt takes it 

even further: 

 

I seek (…) to connect the visuality of images to the multiple ways 

we touch photos and they in turn touch us to highlight important 

dimension of racial formation and deeply affective imbrications 

between race and gender, nation and family, domesticity and 

diaspora (2012, p. 34).  

 

The first book that I’ve opened in room number 10 was the photo 

album prepared by the institution’s first Korean students. It was made as 

a gift commemorating their time at the school. The political aspects of 

their arrival and the meaning of their stay in the PRL are expressed 

through the choice of a Kim Il-Sung portrait for an opening photograph of 

the album. The placement and size of the photograph (much larger from 

other images in the album) are an expression of his position in society 

and the 18 equally formal headshots of students that follow it, manifest 

the role of the students as a future of North Korean communism. 
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 Fig 86. ‘Na Pamiątkę’ 

 Fig 87. ‘Na Pamiątkę’ 
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 Fig 88. ‘Na Pamiątkę’ 

 Fig 89. ‘Na Pamiątkę’ 
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The largest part of the album is filled with group photographs taken in various 

places and during different seasons (from 3 to 5 per page). Some of these 

pictures fell off the pages and I found myself placing them back to their 

original spots (although I might have mixed their sequence). The voices of 

students next door, reciting Polish phrases, provided the soundtrack to this 

touch. I was touched in return by the images of students whose faces I was 

engaging with visually, whose voices I could hear through the repetitiveness 

of educational practices of the Studium, whom were touched and arranged 

almost 70 years ago, by the very students they depict. These images, pasted 

in the photo album, linked their past with my present.   

 

I’ve encountered the Chronicle through at least three different senses, 

and suddenly, in that room on the second floor of the Studium, all my 

research coalesced. Through these three senses, I registered the politicians 

signing agreements of mutual friendship and cooperation. I registered the 

flashlights released by the photographers who documented these meetings, 

as well as, the lives of students who arrived in Poland in the outcome of these 

agreements, perhaps in the very room in which I was sitting. I registered the 

crowd of youth chanting ‘FREE LUMUMBA’ and ‘HANDS OFF CONGO’. It 

became obvious to me in that moment that the ‘Chronicles’ are highly 

politicised. They are a hybrid of the official and the vernacular that register 

through the different senses we can engage photographs with and, as I argue 

below, they are a platform, which links the two at a more traditional 

representative level too.  

 



 

 

260 

4.3.1 The Chronicle 

 

The set of ‘photo albums', held at the School of Polish language 

consist of 6 volumes178: 

 

• Volume 1 – 1.09.1953 – 30.06.1964 

• Volume 2 – 1964 – 1967 

• Volume 3 – 1966 – 1968179 

• Volume 4 – 1972 – 1975 

• Volume 5 – 1977 – 1980 

• Volume 6 – 1980 – 1981 

 

Four main components build the chronicle:  

 

- Text written by staff acting as the editor(s) of the chronicle.  

- Photographs, mostly amateur (taken by students and staff), but in 

some cases press photographs are pasted in as well. The images 

depict students and their teachers in a number of places and situations.  

- Handwritten student accounts180 describing their perception of the 

experience of living and studying in Poland. The ‘Chronicle’ was guided 

                                            

 

178	From	the	period	my	research	is	concerned	with.	There	are	volumes	of	the	Chronicle	
from	the	post-communist	period	too.	

179	These	are	the	dates	from	the	spine	of	the	volume,	however,	some	of	the	volume’s	late	
entries	are	dated	as	1969.	
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and edited by the teacher(s). The featured student accounts were 

produced as course work and selected by teachers for use in the 

chronicle (this could bring into question their openness and the level of 

honesty displayed). It is fair to say, therefore, that having a feature in 

the chronicle was a kind of recognition and for the institution a 

showcase of effectiveness and quality of teaching. It is important to 

state, however, that the majority of student accounts are handwritten 

copies of original student work made by the editor(s). The teacher 

surely corrected any mistakes the students made in their Polish, as it is 

flawless. It is almost impossible for a student to learn a foreign 

language only for a few months and then to write in that language 

without mistakes. It would be a simplification, however, to consider the 

featured students as the best from the entire academic year. The 

analysis of the ‘Chronicle’ suggests that the texts were chosen from the 

group whose supervisor was running the chronicle at the time (and 

usually, it was a Daniela Jezierska group). This is one of the reasons 

why the first account written by an African student appeared late in the 

second volume (1964-1967).  

- Newspaper clippings (including photographs), which follow the 

schemes of representation I have discussed in the first part of this 

chapter, even if some of them come from the titles I didn’t previously 

                                                                                                                             

 

180	In	 the	 beginning,	 tutors	 responsible	 for	 running	 the	 Chronicle	 would	 transcribe	
students’	 words	 to	 a	 volume.	 With	 time	 they	 started	 to	 paste	 in	 the	 handwritten	
accounts.	
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research. They inform the official aspect of the chronicle. The editor 

uses them often to notify about events she didn’t write about. For 

example about protests against various ‘imperial interventions’: 

‘Student demonstration against US aggression in Vietnam’ (Name of 

the newspaper not given, 15.02.1965, pasted in volume 2), ‘Foreign 

students of universities in Łódź against Israeli aggression. Street 

demonstration and rally (‘Dziennik Łódzki’, 08.06.1967 pasted in 

volume 3)’, politically focused seminars: ‘Studenci w ruchach narodowo 

wyzwoleńczych’ (No title or date given, pasted in Volume 2), etc.  

 

They are all contributing to the way foreign students are represented.  The 

chronicle is a bridge, a link created during the PRL (not through current 

representational practices like the ‘Afro PRL’ exhibition), between the press 

and amateur photography. 

          Spanning from 1953 to 1981181, the chronicle records the Studium’s 

long tradition of teaching the Polish language to foreign students.182 The first 

                                            

 

181	As	I	said	previously,	the	Studium	continued	production	of	the	Chronicle	after	the	fall	
of	communism.	The	dates	I	have	given	relate	to	the	focus	of	this	research.	

182 	The	 Studium	 was	 opened	 after	 the	 war	 to	 provide	 a	 preparatory	 course	 to	
supplement	the	knowledge	of	ill-educated	Polish	rural	youth	in	order	to	make	studying	
at	the	university	level	accessible	to	them.	The	first	foreign	students	(Koreans)	arrived	in	
Łódź	during	 the	1952/1953	academic	year.	 In	1958	the	School	of	 the	Polish	Language	
for	Foreigners	was	separated	 from	the	old	establishment	and	became	an	 institution	 in	
its	own	rights.			
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volume begins with a historical retrospection written by a staff member 183 

describing the difficult beginnings of the school (lack of facilities and 

educational tools, such as dictionaries, etc.), and establishing the ideological 

character of the chronicle. It is clear from the first page that the books are 

products of an institution subordinate to the state authorities (prize of the 

Polish People’s Republic for opening universities to the peasant youth, 

socialist slogans used in handwritten captions). Newspaper articles pasted in 

the books confirm these observations:  

 

 

 

                                            

 

183	Most	probably	D.	 Jezierska.	The	 account	 takes	 a	 large	part	 of	 the	 first	 volume.	 It	 is	
difficult	 to	 point	 out	 exactly	 when	 the	 recording	 of	 the	 current	 affairs	 began,	 but	 it	
seems	it	was	the	beginning	of	1964.		

Fig 90. The Chronicle of School of Polish Language for Foreigners (Volume 1) 
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(the Studium) was born - on the one hand, to the effects of 

imperialist aggression of the 1950s, and on the other, to feelings of 

solidarity with nations fighting for their national existence. (‘Głos 

Robotniczy’ – pasted in the Volume 1 of the chronicle, 72-75). 

 

The Studium turned out to be,  

 

an extremely important element of our foreign and trade policy. It is 

safe to say, without worrying about exaggeration that this has been 

due to the latest events in Africa (title and date not given, pasted in 

the Chronicle of School of Polish for Forigners, 1953-1964).184  

 

The Studium was the first stop in Poland for foreign students arriving 

from freedom fighting countries of Asia and Africa and as the article quoted 

below suggests also the place of their initial political indoctrination185: 

                                            

 

184	A	similar	hand	written	statement	confirming	political	status	of	the	school	can	be	read	
in	the	main	narrative:	

	‘When	we	consider	that	more	than	30%	of	our	students	are	recruited	from	
Africa,	 that	 about	 40%	 represent	 the	 Middle	 East,	 that	 about	 30%	 are	
representatives	of	Latin	America,	various	island	and	socialist	countries	(e.g.	
Hungary,	East	Germany),	the	main	conclusion	is	that:	the	PRL,	by	assisting	in	
educating	foreign	youth,	has	 its	very	significant	contribution	to	the	work	of	
international	 cooperation	 and	 friendship	 (Chronicle	 of	 School	 of	 Polish	 for	
Foreigners,	1953-1964).	
	

185	This	 observation	 is	 confirmed	 by	 Przemysław	Gasztold-Seń	 in	 ‘Szkoła	 przetrwania.	
Studenci	 afrykańscy	 w	 komunistycznej	 Polsce’	 (‘Survival	 School.	 African	 Students	 in	
Communist	Poland’),	a	paper	presented	at	 the	 ‘Etudiants	africains	en	URSS	et	dans	 les	
autres	pays	du	monde	communiste:	entre	histoires	nationales	&	contexte.’	In	this	same	
paper,	 the	author	observes,	however,	 that	not	all	African	students were	supporters of 
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The task of the Studium is to teach foreign students the 

Polish language in one year (...) At the same time, in addition to the 

didactic tasks, the Sudium fulfills the important role of ideological 

development. It involves showing young people from other 

countries the achievements of the socialist system in the field of 

economics, culture, science, social achievements, etc. 

(...) 

The executives assessed positively the educational staff of 

the Studium. The conclusions taken concern increasing help and 

care for the only institution of this type in Poland. The scope of this 

assistance will be wide - from didactic and educational issues to 

organizational matters (No title given, 4.06.1966, pasted in the 

second volume of the chronicle).  

 

The article reports from a session of the local PZPR branch in Łódź. It notifies 

the reader about the type of work being done at the Studium and by providing 

information about planned extensive support for the school; it showcases the 

ideological importance it has for the authorities. Pasted into the pages of the 

chronicle it expresses the Studium’s pride in its achievement, and its 

acknowledgment of the hard work being done there.  

                                                                                                                             

 

the	 socialist	 system.	 In	1966	a	 group	of	Kenyan	 students	 refused	 to	participate	 in	 the	
May	Day	celebrations	and	that	students	from	Ghana	publicly	criticised	the	Soviet	Union	
(2014,	p.	6).	
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4.3.2 The Chronicle as record of ideological education 

 

The ‘Chronicle’ records to some degree how ideological education was 

undertaken. It is filled with reports and photographs depicting communist 

holidays, such as the National Festival of Polish Revival (celebrated on July 

22), the International Labour Day (celebrated on 1st of May in a form of mass 

parades), the October Revolution and even the 150th Karl Marx birthday 

commemoration. The most celebrated within the pages of the Chronicle was 

the Labour Day, which along with the 22nd of July marked ‘the rhythm of the 

official life in the Polish People’s Republic (Karolewski, 2013, p. 19),’ The May 

Day became a statutory public holiday in 1950, but from as early as 1945 ‘it 

was obvious to everyone that for the authorities this anniversary was more 

important than any others. Celebrations were obligatory throughout the 

country: starting from Warsaw, where the whole party and government 

leadership stood on the grandstand, to the villages and small towns. (Osęka, 

2016)  

Photographs and written reports from the May Day Holidays appear 

early in the retrospection, but due to the nature of this historical record, it isn’t 

until 1964 when the more systematic approach to the ideological education 

related to it begins to emerge from the representations. Each year the May 

Day was prepared, celebrated and represented in a similar manner. Bearing 

in mind that the course of Polish language took one year to complete, each 

year it was experienced by a new group of foreign students. 
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Over the three consecutive years (1964 – 1966) the celebrations are 

represented in the following pattern186: 

 

- Meeting with veterans of the revolutionary movement 

- The International Labour Day celebrations – the May Day academy 

and parade.  

- Trip to the South of Poland. 

 

After 1966 meetings with veterans were not recorded in the chronicle and 

quite possibly were no longer organised. The rest of the educational process 

concentrating around May Day remained fairly consistent over the years. The 

years 1964-1966 from which the discussed sequence emerges are the 

backbone of my analysis in this fragment; however, I am by no means limiting 

myself to them. Especially when discussing the May Day celebrations and 

parade. 

 

 

4.3.2.1 Meeting with veterans of the revolutionary movement.  

 

This is the only of the three elements, which was never documented 

photographically. In 1964 the meeting appears in a form of an essay written 

                                            

 

186	There	have	been	different,	one-off	reports	between	the	three	repeating	elements	as	
well.	
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by Vietnamese student - Phan Con Dinh and in 1965 and 1966 as a 

newspaper cut out. The Con Dinh text showcases fragments of the meeting 

(25.04.1964) he found the most interesting (he always wrote in plural form, 

showcasing the socialist collective mindset):  

 

We listened to stories about the 1905 revolution, about the activity 

and persecution of communists in capitalist Poland. The reports 

from Bereza Kartuska were particularly shocking. 

We also got acquainted with the struggle of Polish communists with 

Nazi fascists, with the methods used by the Nazis in prisons and 

concentration camps (…) A story told by a participant in the civil war 

in Spain in 1936 was also interesting (The Chronicle of School of 

Polish for Foreigners, 1953 – 1964). 

 

The essay showcases the impact the meeting had on students who 

admired the ‘fortitude of Polish communists’ and who had ‘learned a lot during 

the meeting.’ The newspaper articles from the years 1965 and 1966 

complement the essay. They confirm that the programme of meetings was 

similar throughout the years and supplement the essay by providing more 

detailed information about the veterans. Some of them visited students on 

more than one occasion. They were: Julian Kubiak (a communist and a 

political prisoner during the Polish interwar period), Józef Pokorski (a veteran 

of the Spanish civil war), Adela Medyńska (a member of the Polish Workers 

Party during the German occupation and a concentration camps prisoner) and 

others.     
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The meetings were the first part of the May Day educational process. 

They showcased Poles as heroes of the international socialist movement who 

fought and suffered for the revolution on its many fronts in many different 

ways. They laid out a historical background, a context in which students were 

to experience the International Workers Day. The omission at the meeting of 

other, non-communist forces that fought fascists in occupied Poland might not 

be surprising for today’s reader, who is aware of the consequences soldiers of 

the Home Army suffered after the war for their allegiance with the Polish 

Government in Exile. For a participant of such a meeting in the 1960s, 

however, it stimulated the desired (by the authorities) understanding of Polish 

history in accordance with communist ideology.  

 

4.3.2.2 The International Labour Day celebrations 

 

Just like in the case of the meeting with veterans of the revolutionary 

movement, also the 1st May celebrations of 1964 are also described by one of 

the attending students - A. Géra. It is apparent from his report that the course 

of the holiday and related activities at the Studium was consistent with the 

scheme arbitrarily imposed by the authorities nationwide scheme.187  The 

‘Social act’, the May Day academy, speeches about the importance and 

history of the International Workers Day, and finally the parade itself were not 

                                            

 

187 	Preparations	 for	 and	 celebrations	 of	 the	 May	 Day	 and	 discussed	 by	 Emilia	
Świętochowska-Bobowik	in		‘NA	1	MAjA...’	(2007)	
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unique in their form; they were, as propaganda would have it, part of a mass 

display of communist nations solidarity at work. ‘Celebrations of Labour Day 

were, after all, the most important thing for the communist authorities, and 

their pompous mass approach was a point of honour (Osęka, 2016).’  

Unique, at least in the initial phase of the Studium existence were 

groups of foreign students participating in the parade (by 1964 smaller groups 

of foreign students joined parades in other cities like Warsaw or Kraków, to 

which they moved after they completed the course in Łódź).  

The first photograph that appeared in the Chronicle of foreign students 

attending the parade is a photograph of Vietnamese students (Fig 91). Taken 

most probably in 1957188. It depicts a large group of youths dressed uniformly, 

male and female students wear long coats, white shirts, and ties (female 

clothes under the coat are not well visible). Students on the front line hold a 

banner with a communist slogan (which can’t be read entirely), Vietnamese 

emblems and flags.  

                                            

 

188	There	 is	no	date	under	the	photograph.	Dates	on	other	pages,	nearest	 to	the	 image,	
suggest	1957	as	the	year	of	its	making..		
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Fig. 91 The Chronicle of School of Polish Language for Foreigners (Volume 1) 

 

Students carrying signs are a reoccurring sight in the portrayal of the 

May Day parades. Some carrying plaques with names of the countries they 

came from (what reminds photographs from the 1955 Festival in Warsaw) and 

other various slogans such as: ‘Long live the 1st of May, long live the 

independence of Africa! Down with Colonialism’ (1959), ‘Day of solidarity of all 

countries’ (1966) and proclamations of friendship between various nations 

with Poles: ‘Long live the Polish-Nigerian friendship’ or ‘Long live the Polish-

Sudanese friendship’ (1965). They are consistent in style with those carried 

by other members of society.  
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Photographs of foreign students wearing traditional clothes appear a 

year later in 1958 and from that moment became an integral part of the 

parade (representation). Just like the many firemen, coal miners and nurses, 

who marched in their work uniforms throughout the streets of Poland to 

represent their respective workplaces, also some of the students wore their 

outfits to represent their responsibilities and the work carried out at the 

Studium in the name of Polish internationalism. In the eyes of propaganda 

every participant, every profession represented at the parade, was like the 

cogwheels of a great socialist machine. The photographs of the May Day 

parade are therefore records of integration of foreign students into the official 

life of the society. They are depicting, as I’ve mentioned before, the first May 

Day celebrations experienced by foreign students in Poland. This is why the 

preparation for this ‘initiation’ was a crucial element of the Studium ideological 

education. A document pasted in the fourth volume of the chronicle (dated 

24.04.1973), showcases how the management dictated the preparations. The 

educators were asked by the vice headmaster Maciej Wiktorowski to conduct 

occasional, May Day related talks with students and to show them slides from 

the Studium’s previous participations in the parades. They were also asked to 

appeal to the students to join the celebrations wearing national costumes, to 

inform about the projection of the film about Lenin and finally to familiarize 

themselves with the program of the May Day procession. As another 

document suggests, the students were to attend a talk entitled: ‘Achievements 

of the PRL.’ The lecture would be ‘illustrated’ with the projection of short 

documentary movies. It is clear that ‘May Day’, in reality, was in fact a very 

intensive week of ideological education and expression, but as images like the 
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one of D. Jezierska (Fig 92) shows, it was also a holiday during which 

teachers could introduce their personal and professional families to each 

other.189 

 

Fig 92. The Chronicle of School of Polish Language for Foreigners (Volume 1) 

 

The Chronicle contains a fair number of photographs from May Day 

academies (Fig 93). Apart from images of speakers and the audience, there 

are images of the artistic segment of the event. Some of them showcase 

African students in their traditional clothes performing on stage, who were an 

important element of celebrations (judging by the amount of photographs 

                                            

 

189	Karolewski	 observes	 that	 in	 the	 1970s	 ‘May	Day	was	 already	well	 established	 as	 a	
holiday.		
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pasted to the chronicle and mentions they get in the text). The onlookers and 

the editor of the chronicle admired the various African cultures on display. The 

May Day celebrations are represented as inclusive, where integration wasn’t a 

synonym for assimilation. 

 

                Fig 93. The Chronicle of School of Polish Language for Foreigners (Volume 3) 

 

After an intensive week of hard work (preparation), excitement 

(partaking in the parade), expression and fun (performances at the academy) 
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related to May Day, students were invited to travel to the south of Poland. It 

was a form of relaxation, a holiday - like trip, but as the choice of places 

students visited each year suggests, it was organised by the Studium with 

ideological education in mind. 

 

4.3.2.3 The trip to the South of Poland 

 

Photographs of students on tours are a significant part of the 

chronicle.190 Thanks to the handwritten captions and short essays we get to 

know some of the destinations they were taken to and sometimes also what 

they have learned about them. Auschwitz Concentration Camp in Oświęcim 

was always an included destination (Fig 94). Students visited the museum 

situated in one of the blocks of the camp, watched a movie from its liberation 

and laid flowers by the wall of death. Fesha from the 1966 group XI has 

written that ‘this is certainly the most terrible museum in the world. We were 

shocked to the core.' 

 

                                            

 

190	They	were	not	always	related	to	the	May	Day,	there	are	instances	of	trips	taking	place	
in	March,	etc.	
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Fig 94. The Chronicle of School of Polish Language for Foreigners (Volume 2) 

 

The role of the Red Army in the defeat of fascism and liberation of the 

camp was certainly highlighted. Students who took part in meeting with 

veterans of the revolutionary movement could see for themselves the scale 

of Nazi crime they have heard about from Adela Medyńska. However, the 

Soviet invasion on Poland on 17th September 1939, the Soviet Gulags and 

war crimes such as this in Katyń in 1941, where approximately 20 thousands 

of Polish soldiers were executed and buried in mass graves by the Soviet 

army (Drozdzewski, 2012, p. 303), could not be mentioned. The political and 

ideological indoctrination of foreign students emanates, therefore, from the 

pages of the chronicle. Not because of what they were shown, but rather 

because of what was kept secret. Half-truths were pivotal in the creation of 

the communist worldview. 
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The trips were a great way to showcase successes of the communist 

system, especially the industrialisation of the country, ‘of which the PRL 

leaders were so fond’ (Gasztold-Seń, 2014). In 1964 during a visit to Cracow 

students went to 

Nowa Huta. ‘New 

Steelworks’ (as it 

is translated to 

English) is a 

Cracow district, 

built after the 

war. It became 

‘the largest and 

most ambitious of 

all socialist cities 

of ‘People’s 

Democracies,’ 

dwarfing all 

others in size and 

national political 

significance (Lebow, 2013, p. 3)191.  Hans Jürgen Irmer of group VI has 

written in his report from the trip that Nowa Huta ‘is a symbol of friendship 

                                            

 

191	In	 the	 introduction	 to	her	 book	Lebow	 lays	 some	of	 the	 statistics	 relating	 to	Nowa	
Huta.	Its	Lening	Steelwork	was	initially	built	for	input	of	1.5	million	tones.	It	contained	
‘some	 500	 „objects”,	 or	 individual	 productive	 units,	 and	 an	 internal	 rail	 network	 150	

Fig 95. The Chronicle of School of Polish Language for Foreigners (Volume 3) 
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between Poland and the Soviet Union (Irmer, 1964, Chronicle of School of 

Polish for Foreigners, 1953-1964).’ 

 Of course, ideological education wasn’t reserved for events related 

only to the International Labour Day, neither were the May trips the only 

expeditions organised by the Studium (compare with Fig 95 of African 

students visiting a coal mine in Zabrze in October 1970), but the May Day was 

central to it and its programme was quite intensive. Amidst the mixture of 

meetings, hard work, the expressions of one’s culture, unity, the dance and 

travel the students were introduced to the past, present and intended future of 

communism. Representations of these events show that there was a space in 

Polish (and international communism) for people from all around the world. 

Although photographs used in the chronicle to depict these events are mainly 

vernacular, their reading doesn’t differ much from official press 

representations. Foreign students were portrayed as equal members of the 

international communist society, their culture respected and their hard work 

required. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                             

 

kilometers	long	(…)’	Next	to	the	steelworks	a	settlement	was	build	to	house	population	
of	100,000,	which	eventually	grew	to	250,000	(Lebow,	2013,	p.3)	
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4.3.3 The Chronicle as a family album 

 

The majority of images in the Chronicle were made in the school 

environment and even if they were taken outside of school, they rarely show 

unsupervised students. Some were taken in the class during a lecture (these 

remind the images printed in the press), or show a group posing for a photo 

with a teacher at the centre of the frame and chalkboard (or maps) in the 

background. Other shots were taken in the mountains, in the forests, or as I 

have written before during celebrations of various holidays, etc.  

The institution staff looked after foreign students arriving in the PRL 

and sought to make  their acclimatisation to the new society smoother:  

 

Polish guardians and teachers of the Studium help them 

understand and overcome all the differences. They do this with the 

great warmth of educators and friends. Thanks to them, for the 

majority of students, Łódź is associated with traditional Polish 

hospitality and warmth, even after graduation, as if it were a second 

family home (Uncredited newspaper paste out pasted in the 

chronicle 1977-1980). 

 

 This guidance is visible on photographs pasted into the Chronicle. 

Judging by them, one could argue that this aspect of work executed at the 

Studium was successful and the acclimatisation of foreign students in Poland 
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was relatively painless. Many photographs depict comfortable interactions 

between students and teachers who often smile to the camera and joke with 

each other. There is a lot of physical contact between them, an expression of 

a good relationship.  

A newspaper cut-out from ‘Głos Robotniczy’ refers to students directly 

as to ‘children’: ‘Currently, Director Witold Dębowski has 324 "children" - from 

50 countries, from all continents except Australia’ (‘Głos Robortniczy’, 

28.01.1974, pasted in Chronicle 1972-1975). On its own such expression has, 

of course, certain colonial connotations. It brings to mind books about colonial 

photography, which commonly feature depictions of white colonisers - often 

educators or monks - surrounded by groups of Africans. Images which 

through representational contrasts (black/white, naked/dressed, 

standing/seating, etc) meant to showcase ‘white superiority’ to Western 

societies justifying (along with other colonial photographs of ‘race’) ‘the white 

man’s burden.’  

In the context of the article, and the flow of colonial images it recalls to 

my mind, it seems natural that at first look images like this of ‘Group 9 with 

their guardian mgr J. Skwarczyńska in Zakopane’ (Fig 96), make me 

suspicious. Indeed on a very basic pre-photographic level, they are similar. 

Both show white educators surrounded by black subjects/pupils and, to allow 

myself to go even further, are records of ideological education. This is where 

the similarities end, however. The first difference I notice is geographical. 

Colonial images from Africa are in most cases taken in a hot climate	
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(represented in the background through flora and strong sunlight, unless of 

course, they are taken indoors), while the photograph of group 9 was taken in 

a cool climate of Polish mountains. The temperatures affect the way the 

subjects are dressed. However, bearing in mind that colonial presence and 

the ‘white man’s burden’ were often represented by clothing (or its lack), 

dismissing it as simply as an outcome of temperature is not good enough. 

While in colonial images they represent power (and subjectivity), in the image 

of group 9 they are not. If anything, they represent congruity, which brings me 

to the second difference I notice – the interactions between the subjects and 

the photographer as well as the body language of depicted individuals. 

Colonial photographs of race involve coercion. The camera was for colonisers 

just ‘another sign of European cultural superiority with which to impress or 

even intimidate indigenous people (Ryan, 1997, p. 143).’  This coercion is 

often visible on the faces of photographed individuals in the look of a subject 

Fig 96. The Chronicle of School of Polish Language for Foreigners (Volume 2) 
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into the camera lens, which Hulleah J. Tsinhnahijinnie described as ‘take your 

picture and… (Tsinhnahijinnie, 2003, p 48). The look she perfected herself 

and which she recognises in Edward C. Curtis photograph of ‘An Acoma 

Woman (Tsinhnahijinnie, 2003, p 49).’ 

None of the above registers in the photographs from the Tatry 

Mountains. There is no tension between photographer and photographed, and 

nor is there any between the subjects of the photograph themselves. Students 

are relaxed posing for a snapshot at a beautiful holiday destination. They are 

giving their best smiles to the camera. H. Skwarczyńska seats in the middle of 

the group surrounded by her students closely. The one on the right lays his 

elbow on the teacher’s thighs. She is smiling, confident in her role she looks 

like a mother figure. There is no force involved in taking this picture. With 

lecturers depicted as they were taking on parental roles, the images remind 

family photographs and inform the vernacular feel of the Chronicle. 

The protective character of the Studium is mentioned in external 

sources as well. Students interviewed for the ‘Sztandar Młodych’ ‘Foreigner in 

Warsaw’ article (see page 221) pointed out that the school was ‘nothing in 

comparison to the situation we have found in Warsaw. Nobody waited for us 

here; nobody showed us how to get around the university. We were left alone 

(‘Sztandar Młodych’, edition ‘B’, 23.05.1984).’ After a year in Łódź, foreign 

students were faced with the prospect of life without the support offered by the 

Studium, and as the above quote shows, it wasn’t always an easy task. In this 

same article, another student confesses that despite (or because of) the 

support: ‘there were conflicts with the teachers (...) Some were too much like 
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controlling mothers, others had their favourites and least liked (students – BN) 

and they were guided by that (‘Sztandar Młodych’, edition ‘B’, 23.05. 1984).’ 

While reading these statements in the context of the Chronicle I 

couldn’t stop my self from thinking of a popular Polish saying: ‘With a family, 

one develops best on a photograph.’ According to Wielki Słownik Języka 

Polskiego the saying is used in a situation when ‘we want to say that you 

can't rely on your family, especially when it comes to financial 

matters.’ In terms of the images pasted to the chronicle, I don’t read it as a 

comment on the accountability of the ‘family members’. I am focused on the 

function (family) photographs play in providing a surface projection, which 

hides family ‘secrets’ and conflicts from the potential glare of an outsider and 

how it is expressed in the Chronicle.  

Patricia Holland observes that family photographs show them as they 

want to be seen and ‘on the surface, act as social documents’, but ‘the closer 

examination reveals the complex interrelations and scandals that weave 

through the soap opera of personal life’ (Holland quoted in Sandbye, 2014, p 

13 (not for citation purpose)). It is indeed the case with images from the 

Chronicle, which were selected and pasted with evident care in order to 

positively represent the centre of Polish internationalism. But although images 

of conflicts with teachers are nowhere to be found192, and the majority of 

photographs show the Studium in a positive light, it would be a simplification 

                                            

 

192	In	 the	 opening	 retrospective,	 there	 is	 a	 fragment	 about	 students	 no	 longer	 being	
given	 rooms	 with	 Polish	 students,	 and	 later	 in	 the	 chronicle,	 there	 is	 a	 mention	 of	 a	
disciplinary	meeting,	but	there	is	no	mention	of	conflicts	on	the	student-teacher	line.	
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to say that there is no space in the chronicle for difficult subjects (though they 

hardly relate to the institution in question). In an essay entitled ‘Our thoughts 

about Poles’ written by Nigerian student Thomas Nnoli (dated 2.06.1966) I 

read: 

 

…Poles are hospitable and kind in general. They gladly help 

foreigners, but many Poles know too little about Africa. Some Poles 

have not yet seen Africans. Therefore, they very loudly express 

their surprise at the sight of an African. Some of these people touch 

student’s hair and say, "Ah! What beautiful hair! "193 

(...) It is worth emphasizing that Poles are eager to host 

foreigners. I have already met two Polish families who often invite 

me to their place. It's very nice there. 

Sometimes we meet hooligans, the same as in other 

countries. Such meetings are not pleasant (Nnoli, 1966, quoted in 

the Chronicle of School of Polish for Foreigners, 1964-1967). 

 

This short quote showcases a polarised set of the reactions Africans 

experienced from Poles. They are visible in images pasted into the chronicle.  

The photograph of three black students taken in the Tatry Mountains 

(Fig 97) is the last of ten images illustrating a feature written by a German 

student – Hans Jurgen Irmer (dated 4.06.1964). The article entitled ‘We are 

                                            

 

193	Compare	with	the	photograph	analysed	on	pages	101-105.	
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sightseeing in Poland. A trip to Cracow and Zakopane’ is a report from 

another May Day related school trip. It lists places the group visited (providing 

basic information about them) and detailing some of the students’ activities, 

without much analysis of what they encountered. The photograph is pasted 

above the text, which informs that: ‘on Sunday we were at Gubałówka, which 

offers a wonderful view on the panorama of the Polish and Slovak Tatry 

(Chronicle of School of Polish for Foreigners, 1953-1964).’ It depicts three 

Africans in the foreground of the panorama, which justifies the editor’s choice 

of the image and the space it occupies. However, the image has much more 

to offer than its intended meaning. Dismissed, or at least not concentrating 

much of my attention at first glance are the expressions of the group of white 

Europeans (quite probably Poles) visible in the distance in the bottom right 

corner of the frame. Under the further inspection of the detail, it becomes 

clear that the three black men are at the centre of attention of the larger part 

of the group. The white men and women don’t hide their interest and some of 

them are quite obviously staring at the Africans. The presence of black men in 

Tatry (the result of the PRL politics, the crowd might have read about in the 

newspapers) seems unexpected for the curious group. Two men standing on 

the left are facing the Poles and at least one of them stares back at them. The 

sitting man in the middle seems less comfortable with the group gaze. Facing 

another direction, he seems to just peek at the group out of the corner of his 

eye. The photograph seems to illustrate a situation Franz Fanon has written 

about in ‘The Fact of Blackness’ when a black man notices his skin tone only 

in relation to a white man: ‘And then the occasion arose when I had to meet 

the white man’s eyes. An unfamiliar weight burdened me. The real world 
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challenged my claims. In the white world, the man of colour encounters 

difficulties in the development of his bodily schema (2008, p. 83).’    

 

Fig 97. The Chronicle of School of Polish Language for Foreigners (Volume 1) 

 

The photograph registers an invisible wall of silence, a silent tension 

represented by the space dividing the groups. The distant fascination depicted 

in the image and reaction it triggered within the black students it triggered is 

the opposite of interactions registered on photographs taken at the meetings 

between foreign students and the local High School pupils194. Images from 

                                            

 

194	Visit	 at	 the	High	 School	 number	 6	 (1958/59),	HS	number	 10	 (1960	 and	1961),	HS	
number	25	(1961).	
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these events, organised and supervised by teachers from both institutions, 

are not uncommon in the Chronicle (Fig 98).  

 

  Fig 98. The Chronicle of School of Polish Language for Foreigners (Volume 1) 
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They depict cheerful interactions between participants during various 

games, conversations and informal presentations. Some of them were so 

eager and excited they didn’t want the meeting to end: 

 

Two delegations of schoolgirls and students intervened in the 

matter of extending the meeting, but our teacher was adamant and 

the students were advised, they had to go home, and we had to 

stay alone and clean up (Chronicle of School of Polish for 

Foreigners, 1953-1964). 

 

Both types of discussed images give a glimpse at what daily life in Poland has 

to offer to Africans, and how do they react to it. The Chronicle is not stripped 

down from seemingly honest representations of black student life in the PRL, 

but the focus on the ‘good’ side of that life is what makes it similar to a family 

album and supports Holland’s claim. In the presence of the latter, the former 

is greatly underrepresented visually. Of course, one could argue that as a 

product of an institution so tightly linked with the authorities, it couldn’t openly 

showcase certain truths. But keeping in mind that the chronicle was produced 

in one copy, it had no propaganda capabilities and the fact that at least some 

internal conversations of the authorities expressed their seemingly honest 

opinions about Africans 195 suggests that there was no pressure on Daniela 

                                            

 

195	A	 great	 example	 of	 it	 is	 the	 quote	 from	 J.	 Machowski.	 Błażej	 Popławski	 uses	 it	 to	
showcase	how	Poles	could	be	astonished	by	the	first	meeting	with	African	students,	and	
how	little	did	they	knew	about	African	cultures	and	countries:	
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Jezierska and her successors to showcase the Studium in a positive light. Her 

contact with the book, the images she pasted to it and text she has written or 

copied into it was a part of an intimate process reminding one of the creation 

of a family album. The need for sharing mostly good memories (and, 

therefore, the omission of unwanted details) seems to be more personal for 

Jezierska who, if we were to believe her own projection, cared about and 

enjoyed her work with the foreign students. 

 

4.3.4 Africans in the Chronicle 

 

 It is important to mention, before I begin this part of the chapter, that 

representations of Africans were an integral part of the Chronicle. So far I 

have written about foreign students often without specifying wheather I am 

speaking about African and/or other black students. It is because (although 

the differences of cultures and countries register in the Chronicle) they were 

all represented visually with equal attention. In this section, I will concentrate 

on black students specifically, but as in the case above, it will be 

                                                                                                                             

 

‘In	distant	Warsaw,	Nigerian	students	from	the	Igbo	ethnic	group,	belonging	to	the	Union	
of	Nigerian	 Students	 in	Poland,	 announced	 [in	1968]	 their	 small	 secession	 and	 formed	
the	Biafra	Students	Union	in	Poland.	The	academic	authorities	of	our	country,	which	did	
not	 recognize	 the	 Biafra	 secession,	 could	 not	 approve	 such	 an	 association.	 In	 one	 of	
Warsaw's	 academic	 houses,	 there	 was	 a	 meeting	 of	 the	 authorities	 with	 Nigerian	
students:	 some	of	 them	sat	on	 the	 left,	 others	on	 the	 right	 side	of	 the	 room,	 looking	at	
each	 other	 with	 unconcealed	 reluctance.	 The	 heated	 discussion	 ended	 with	 a	
compromise:	the	concerned	were	to	set	up	within	the	Nigerian	Students	Association	the	
Igbo	 Students	 Society	 and	 resign	 from	 using	 the	 controversial	 name	 of	 Biafra.	
Throughout	the	day	I	listened	to	students’	statements	which	were	full	of	bitterness	and	
mutual	accusations,	recalling	the	memories	of	 their	close	ones	who	were	victims	of	 the	
cruel	civil	war.	(Machowski	quoted	in	Popławski,	2011,	pp.	71-72).	
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exchangeable. Some of the issues, like photographs associated with death, 

could be (and were) related to students from different cultures, countries, and 

continents as well. 

  

 

Fig 99. The Chronicle of School of Polish Language for Foreigners (Volume 1) 

 

The first images of Africans appear in the retrospection part of the first 

volume, at the beginning of the 1957/58 academic year. At the top of the 

page, just under the date, the editor has pasted a passport/identity card 

photograph of an African student with a handwritten caption underneath it: ‘P. 



 

 

291 

Dawidson – the first African student’ (Fig 99).196 No student before or after 

was singled out by the use of a passport photograph.197 The use of such a 

formal image, which if Dawidson was an African leader, could appear in the 

press on the day of his arrival to the PRL, makes his presence special, but the 

choice to use it is not surprising. The production of the Chronicle began in the 

first half of the 1960s, during a period of increased Polish-African relations. At 

the time when the Chronicle retrospective reached the point of arrival of the 

first Africans, tens or even hundreds of them had enrolled and finished the 

course already.198  Dawidson may be named as the first, but his portrait 

functions in terms much broader than the individual. 199  Tina M. Campt 

observes that passport photographs ‘strive to enunciate respectability and 

aspiration’ (2017, p. 26) and this surely is the case with this image. In the 

Chronicle of an institution, whose student recruitment program depended 

largely on the political decisions of the PRL authorities, however, it is the 

starting point of a new chapter resulting from the African ‘awakening’ and the 

Polish support of it. 

                                            

 

196	Dorota	Wielkiewicz-Jałmużna	indicates	the	1956/57	academic	year	as	the	time	of	the	
enrolment	of	the	first	African	student	(no	name	given).	However,	the	table	showcasing	
the	 enrolment	 statistics	 (origin	 of	 students	 is	 shown	 by	 continents),	 which	 she	
developed	 based	 on	 data	 collated	 from	 the	 University	 of	 Lodz	 archive	 (including	 the	
Chronicle),	year	1957/58	is	omitted	and	therefore	the	information	provided	in	the	table	
has	to	be	used	with	a	certain	dose	of	scepticism.	

197	There	are	few	other	passport	photographs	in	the	Chronicle,	but	they	are	depicting	the	
institution	staff.		

198	Gasztold-Seń	 observes	 that	 1145	 students	 from	Africa	 finished	 their	 studies	 at	 the	
Studium	between	1956	–	1975	(2014,	p	3).	

199	Neither	his	nationality	nor	ethnic	affiliations	are	mentioned	in	the	chronicles'	text.	
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Following Lily Cho, Campt observes that passport photographs as a 

fundamental element of the document issued by the state ‘are used for 

population surveillance (2017, p. 27)’ and their increasing need ‘to track the 

movements of citizens, identify those who belong, and exercise control over 

populations by certifying some and excluding others’ (2017, pp. 26-27). 

Dawidson’s photograph pasted in the Chronicle is not a part of a passport or 

other identity document. It is, just like in images of West Indians in post-war 

Birmingham that Campt discusses, ‘produced with the intent of inclusion in 

that never found their way to their pages, as duplicates of the images that 

served this function. They are not photos that journeyed back and forth across 

the Atlantic (2017, pp. 28).’  

The Davidson photograph registers a form of surveillance that goes 

beyond geographies. Foreign students in the PRL, who were subject to the 

supervision of their own embassies, were sometimes recruited for 

collaboration with the Polish Secret Service: 

 

In exchange for letting go of various offenses regarding visa and 

currency regulations, they had to inform the communist services 

about other foreign scholarship holders, their political views, 

relations with embassies and conflicts that broke out among the 

students from different nationalities. The Security Service used the 

"carrot and stick" tactic. Various threats, criminal sanctions and, 

ultimately, deportation from the country was a stick. The role of the 

carrot was met by the remuneration for cooperation and assistance 
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in arranging official matters, obtaining a permanent residence card 

or even citizenship (Gastold-Szeń, 2014, p. 12).200 

 

 Studying in Poland, therefore, didn’t come without facing internal and 

external pressures that register ‘quietly but not silently’, as Campt would have 

it, in the Dawidson portrait. 201  

 From this point onwards, representations of Africans become a 

permanent element of the Chronicle. For the next 52 pages (the beginning of 

the 1957/58 academic year) photographs, along with short captions, become 

its main representative medium. It seems that the editor ran out of time and 

wanted to speed the retrospective up to be able to register the current events 

as they were happening. Perhaps this is why the opinions of the narrator (and 

other staff) about Africans, are nowhere to be found in this section. It stands in 

opposition to representations of Koreans and Vietnamese students I could 

read earlier: 'Koreans were extremely disciplined,' and 'Vietnamese students 

were very diligent, hard-working and ambitious. They were well organized and 

disciplined. Their attitude to lectures was characterized by great cordiality 

(Chronicle of School of Polish for Foreigners, 1953-1964).	 

                                            

 

200	Paper	presented	at	the	‘Etudiants	africains	en	URSS	et	dans	les	autres	pays	du	monde	
communiste:	entre	histoires	nationales	&	contexte	international	conference	held	at	the	
École	des	hautes	études	en	sciences	sociales,	Paris	(20–21.11.2014).		
	
201	I	have	not	researched	Dawidson’s	personal	affiliations,	as	it	goes	beyond	the	focus	of	
this	investigation.	I	don’t	wan’t	in	any	way	to	suggest	that	he	was	cooperating	with	the	
secret	service.	
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The introductory representation of Africans is mainly visual. These are 

some of the very first images taken of African, Cold War educational migrants 

in the Polish People’s Republic. These are records of Poland’s support for the 

international revolutionary movement, but although the presence of the 

Africans depicted in the photographs is political, the images that follow the P. 

Dawidson portrait (Fig 100) show individuals, not the symbol they became in 

press representations.  

 

                  Fig 100. The Chronicle of School of Polish Language for Foreigners (Volume 1) 

 

 Opposite the Dawidson portrait is placed a picture depicting two black 

male and two white female students eating a snack and resting. The 

photograph must have been taken in autumn, as everyone wears or is in 

possession of a jacket and there are no leaves on the trees visible in the 

background. The man on the left has made a turban out of scarf to cover 

and/or warm up his head. Judging by the weather, the image was taken not 
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long after their arrival to Poland (the academic year begins in September). 

Possibly it was taken on one of the school trips in Łódź that the chronicle 

mentions previously. The 

caption under the photograph 

informs that whom we see is a 

‘Sudanese group.’ Just like 

under the image below, where 

Asian female students are not 

mentioned in the editor’s text, 

the caption describes only 

men. It could be that focus on 

black men is the outcome of 

the fact that these two pages 

are first that introduce African 

students to the chronicle. 

Unmentioned by the caption, 

the female students are present visually and acknowledged by other subjects 

of the photograph. Nelson (whose name we get to know on the following page) 

holds the handbag of his friend on the right (his left). In the Euro-Atlantic 

culture the handbag is an item associated to femininity (Albański, 2016, p. 

294). Holding a female handbag by a man has complex social contexts (which 

this study is not concerned with) and in the Euro-Atlantic culture it usually 

occurs in romantic relationships.  

 An image with a similar gesture is part of the Harbi sister’s archive (Fig 

101). It depicts Abdel and Teresa as a young couple (according to their 

Fig 101. The Chronicle of School of Polish Language for Foreigners 

(Volume 1) 
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younger daughter, it was taken shortly after their wedding). He looks towards 

the camera she looks away. They both smile softly and seem peaceful in each 

other’s company. She holds his right arm and he exposes his wedding ring to 

the camera. On his left arm hangs his wife’s handbag. When Nadia Harbi 

Grabowska described this image of her parents, she didn’t focus on the ring, 

but on the handbag. ‘It is a proof’, she wrote, ‘which testifies to (his - BN) 

acceptance of the principles of European culture. Such behaviour rather did 

not occur in the Arab culture (in an interview with BN).’ The handbag in 

Nelson’s (and Harbi’s) hand is, therefore, an expression of a willing 

participation in the newly encountered culture. 

 

 

*** 

 

 

 Three students sit on a single bed in a dorm room (Fig 102). One of 

them is black. Sitting in the middle he embraces his friend on the left of the 

frame (they are both looking into the camera). The student on the right sits 

closely and seemingly chats away while laughing at the same time (is he 

saying a joke?). It is a warm photograph of friendship similar to many others 

found in countless photo albums. The way it is used is not usual for the 

chronicle. A relatively small image is pasted in the middle of the page, as 

though the editor wanted to give it a special treatment. Below the photographs 

there a short caption reads:  
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‘Joseph Makurah student gr. XXIV from Rhodesia 

He died in Łódź on February 12, 1969. 

The funeral took place at the Cemetery in Łódź, February 19, 1969.  

 

 

                     Fig 102. The Chronicle of School of Polish Language for Foreigners (Volume 3) 

 

It came to me as a surprise to realise that what I look at is an obituary. 

On the photograph, Makurah seems full of life and previous notes of a student 

death (excluding maybe a death of one of Brasilian twins)202, included an 

image of a grave and were immediately recognisable for what they were. In 

this case, it was the text that has to explain the context in which the image is 

shown. The second page of the obituary contains a pasted in memoriam note 
                                            

 

202	Picture	of	 two	newborn	children	 (pasted	 in	volume	1	of	 the	Chronicle),	with	a	 text	
informing	that	one	of	them	has	died	after	sickness	they	both	had.	The	baby	that	survived	
was	sent	by	its	parent	to	a	grandmother	in	Brasil.	
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written by You You Philippe (Filip) from Congo Brazwille. Quite possibly these 

are the words he read at his friend’s funeral, as the dates written on the note 

coincide with the date of the burial. The Memoriam is written in three 

languages: English, French, and Polish (it is the same text translated to three 

languages). It is a showcase of relationships occurring between African men 

at the Studium. Ironically the photograph and text informing of Makurah’s 

death introduce him to the chronicle by name and as a loved individual. For 

many foreign students the time they spent in Łódź was the beginning of a new 

chapter in life, for a few it was also the end: 

 

You are a friend to dear to miss. Sadly missed and fondly 

remembered. We love you but God loves you best. May almighty 

God continue to protect your loved ones and may your kind soul 

rest in perfect peace (Chronicle of School of Polish for Foreigners, 

1966-1968). 
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5.0 Citizens – The Polish Review Case Study 

      

Most of the material I’ve discussed in this research so far was 

produced for the Polish, majority-white audience. It introduced an image of the 

new African – a revolutionary, an intellectual, and a respected head of a newly 

independent country – a very political image. However, there was no space in 

the press for rany epresentation of the African as a citizen, or a family 

member. Looking at the newspapers of the time, the researcher may conclude 

that the thousands of young foreigners in Poland simply did not have time to 

embrace relationships with representatives of the indigenous population. They 

may infer that they were too busy to work for the future of socialism in their 

respective countries to think beyond the task. But as this study has already 

shown, this was not always the case, or at least it’s not the full picture. 

Africans were engaging in relationships with Poles, with whom they were 

marrying, having children with and sometimes settling in the PRL with after 

completing their studies. This side of African life in the Polish People’s 

Republic was hidden in the press under the thick layer of propaganda, which, 

although progressive in terms of ‘race’, was unquestionably limited to serve 

the political and ideological interests of the communists.   

And yet, there was a magazine published in the PRL, which could 

potentially undermine the above statement. ‘The Polish Review’ (‘Miesięcznik 

Polski’, referred to here as TPR) – a magazine, which from this perspective in 

time, could be seen as a chronicle of the African diaspora in Poland. TPR 

didn’t shy from printing photographs from different spheres of life, including 

the private life of Africans in the PRL. TPR didn’t shy from printing 
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photographs from different spheres of life, including the private life of Africans 

in the PRL. How did those images, unseen elsewhere in the press, find their 

space on the pages of TPR? Was their presence removed of politicisation? If 

it wasn’t, how did it differ from other material analysed in this work? And 

finally, what do these images tell us about the reality of Poland at the time 

they were published? 

      

 

5.1 ‘Miesięcznik Polski’ 

  

‘Miesięcznik Polski’ was a propaganda magazine, which aimed to 

promote the PRL in the territories of newly independent countries of Africa 

and Asia. It was published from 1961 to 1972 in two languages. Initially, the 

English version (‘The Polish Review’) was designated for Asia and the French 

version (‘La Review Pologne’) for Africa, but from 1962 the African version 

was also printed in the English language 203  (Przybyło-Ibadullajev, 2017, 

p.1). 204  Since its inception, the magazine has been published by 

Wydawnictwo Polonia (the ‘Polonia’ Publishing House) and later from 1967 by 

                                            

 

203	On	which	version	the	research	presented	in	this	chapter	is	based.	
	
204	For	 the	 reference	 in	 this	 chapter	 I	 used	 the	 Polish	 language	 version	 of	 the	 paper,	
which	was	later	published	as	Przybyło-Ibadullajev,	M.,	(2018)	Die	Industriefotografie	in	
der	 Zeitschrift	 Miesięcznik	 Polski	 im	 Lichte	 der	 Archive	 von	 Tadeusz	 Sumiński	 und	 Jan	
Jastrzębski	 w:	 Erweiterung	 des	 Horizonts.	 Fotoreportage	 in	 Polen	 im	 20.	 Jahrhundert,	
Wallstein	Verlag,	Gottingen	
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the Polish ‘Interpress’ Agency205  (Przybyło-Ibadullajev, 2017, p. 1), which 

were responsible for publishing a family of titles designated for distribution 

abroad. The most popular was ‘Polska’ (‘Poland’). 206 It was printed in 11 

language versions and had a total circulation of 212 thousand copies per 

month   (Piasecka, 2004, p. 88); in comparison, the joint circulation of all three 

versions of ‘Miesięcznik Polski’ reached 15 thousand copies207 (Przybyło-

Ibadullajev, 2017, p. 3). ‘Polska’ was published in two versions: ‘Polska – 

Wchód’ (‘Poland – East’) distributed in the countries of Social Democracy and 

‘Polska – Zachód’ (Poland – West) circulated in a number of capitalist states.  

For the titles of these magazines, ‘Miesięcznik Polski’ owes its colloquial 

name – ‘Polska afrykańska’ (‘African Poland’) (Przybyło-Ibadullajev, 2017, p. 

1). 

‘The Polish Review’ was distributed partly free of charge: 

      

The idea for the distribution was that copies were available at 

embassies, and were sent to anyone in Asia and Africa who wrote 

                                            

 

205 	The	 Polish	 ‘Interpress’	 Agency	 was	 established	 in	 1967	 through	 merging	 ‘the	
‘Polonia’	 Publishing	 House,	 Zachodznia	 Agencja	 Prasowa	 (Western	 Press	 Agency)and	
the	 foreign	 department	 of	 Agencja	 Robotnicza	 ARPRESS	 (ARPRESS	Workers’	 Agency)	
(…)	 It	was	 a	press	 and	 information	agency	 that	 specialised	 in	 services	 for	 abroad	and	
was	the	Polish	equivalent	of	the	Nowosti	Press	Agency’	(Piasecka,	2004,	p.	85).	Merging	
was	 conducted	 due	 to	 concern	 of	 the	 Press	 Office	 that	 the	 current	 (i.e.	 1966)	 foreign	
propaganda	system	was	too	diffused	and	needed	centralisation	(Piasecka,	2004,	p.	90). 
	

206 	Which,	 as	 Marta	 Przybyło	 observes,	 was	 enjoying	 the	 greatest	 freedom	 (in	
comparison	to	other	editions	of	the	magazine)	in	choosing	topics	for	reportages	(2019,	
p.	26).	

207	Renata	 Piasecka	 reports	 that	 the	 circulation	 amounted	 to	 16	 thousand	 (Piasecka,	
2004,	p.	88). 
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to the editorial office. On the (magazine – BN) pages there were 

encouragements published for correspondence and therefore, over 

time, a network of these recipients was created, for free of course. 

These copies for, let's call it, non-paying subscribers, went mainly to 

North Africa, or so I think, but every African country was the editorial 

target and this was what one lady was dealing with, her 

responsibility was to corresponded with readers (Jan Morek in the 

interview with the author, 2018).  

 

 

                       Fig 100. ‘The Polish Journal (8 (12) 1962)     
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 References to ‘The Polish Review’s African readers, which confirm 

Morek’s words, can be found in the monthly. It is almost as though the editors 

wanted to create an image of the journal’s popularity (despite the distribution 

struggle) in a manner which would promote a positive image of the PRL 

(seemingly the first was an element of the latter). As in the case of Mr 

Babacar N’Diaye, who came to Poland from Senegal for a three-week visit 

with a number of other ‘people active in the cooperative movement from 

fourteen African, Asian and Latin American counties’ in order to grasp the 

achievements of the PRL in this sector.  N’Diaye, as the journalist gladly 

observed, was a ‘regular reader of ‘The Polish Review’ (‘What Our Guests 

Say’, TPR, No 11 (15) 1962, p. 28). Also in the case of Gregoire Baylon 

Mukengechayi, a congolese student of law at the Adam Mickiewicz University 

in Poznań, whom the editorial office ‘have known (…) for several years’ (‘A 

Graduate from Congo’, TPR, July 1971, p. 8). Although the majority of its 

circulation was designated for distribution abroad, copies of the journal were 

available in Poland as well. For example in the National Library and, as TPR 

confirms on its pages, in ‘African’ clubs such as the Three Continents Club 

(‘The Three Continents’, TPR No 6-7 (58-59) 1966, p. 34).  

As Przybyło-Ibudalajev observes, the editorial office acknowledged the 

specific situation of the journal208, pointing out at the meeting with official 

                                            

 

208	'Due	 to	 the	economic	and	organizational	 situation	of	African	countries,	you	can	not	
(...)	 rely	 on	 the	 distribution	 based	 only	 on	 commercial	 principles	 (AAN,	 zespół	
archiwalny:	 Wydawnictwo	 Polonia	 w	 Warszawie	 (2335),	 syg.	 1/141:	 Redakcja	
“Miesięcznik	 Polski”.	 Sytuacja	 pisma.	 Protokół	 z	 posiedzenia,	 notatki	 służbowe,	
korespondencja,	 1961-1965,	 Protokół	 [dopisek	 “redakcji	 Revue	 Polonaise”]	 z	
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representatives at the Office of the Council of Ministers on 1st of June 1962 

that its main function, which is to popularise socialism abroad, was hampered 

by the low circulation of the magazine (Przybyło-Ibadallajev, 2017, p. 4).  

A single issue of ‘The Polish Review’ required the use of four separate 

printing houses. This and difficulties with distribution were factors that 

contributed to its six months long publication cycle (Przybyło-Ibadallajev, 

2017, p. 4). A June issue would be ready for printing in January, which, as 

Przybyło-Ibadallajev observes, had a significant impact on its content. The 

magazine avoided features that ‘could quickly become out-dated’ (Przybyło-

Ibadallajev, 2017, p. 4).  

 

 

5.2 Propaganda in ‘The Polish Review’ 

 

 Tadeusz Rolke, one of Poland’s greatest photojournalists described 

‘Poland – West’ as ‘a colourful credential of power’ (Rolke in Modelski, 2013, 

p. 280) and his words could be spoken of ‘The Polish Review’ as well. Like 

‘Poland’, ‘The Polish Review’ was a propaganda tool aimed to promote the 

PRL as a country thriving thanks to the application of socialist principles in 

various aspects of life. Each of the magazines published by ‘Polonia’ had its 

own editorial office (including their own staff photographers) and produced 

                                                                                                                             

 

posiedzenia	 które	 odbyło	 się	 w	 Urzędzie	 Rady	 Ministrów	 dnia	 1.06.	 br	 w	 sprawie	
trudności	 związanych	 z	 wydawaniem	 i	 rozprowadzaniem	 Miesięcznika	 Polskiego,	
[1962],	s.	2.,	quoted	in	Przybyło-Ibadallajev,	2017,	p.	4).’	
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their own material, as the content of propaganda depended on the 

geographical location of the recipient.209 Jan Morek, one of the TPR staff 

photographers bluntly describes ‘The Polish Review’ profile today: ‘we, in our 

edition, have been photographing rough things - industry, some politics. 

Industrial Poland was to be a model for backward Africa’ (Morek in Modelski, 

2013, p. 66). 210 His view is confirmed in a note of the editorial office (dated 22 

February 1961211), which shines a light on the journal’s genesis and its 

substantive objectives: 

 

The liberation from the rule of imperialism (in Africa - BN) is a very 

new phenomenon – in some cases unfinished. In relation to the 

above, and in connection with neo-colonialist attacks, among others 
                                            

 

209	For	more	details	see	Przybyło	(2019,	pp.	23-31).	

210	His	 view	 is	 confirmed	 in	 a	note	of	 the	 editorial	 office	 (dated	22	February	1961210),	
which	shines	a	light	on	the	journal’s	genesis	and	its	substantive	objectives:	
	

The	 liberation	 from	 the	 rule	 of	 imperialism	 (in	 Africa	 -	 BN)	 is	 a	 very	 new	
phenomenon	 –	 in	 some	 cases	 unfinished.	 In	 relation	 to	 the	 above,	 and	 in	
connection	 with	 neo-colonialist	 attacks,	 among	 others	 in	 Congo	 -	 anti-
imperialist	moods	are	currently	much	 stronger	 in	 these	countries	 than	 in	 the	
Asian	 countries.	 African	 countries	 are	 also	 economically	 much	 weaker	 than	
Asian	 countries.	 Given	 the	 above	 characteristics,	 we	 mean	 Black	 African	
countries,	 of	 course.	 (...)	 As	 is	 clear	 from	 the	 above	 remarks,	 a	 black	 Africa	
magazine	may,	 to	a	much	greater	 extent	 than	a	 journal	 for	Asia,	 initiate	not	
only	promotion	of	interstate	relations	with	Poland	and	the	achievements	of	our	
country,	 but	also	gives	an	opportunity	 for	a	more	 efficient	and	non-imposing	
solution	 in	 the	 spirit	 non-capitalist	 development'	 (AAN,	 zespół	 archiwalny:	
Wydawnictwo	 Polonia	 w	 Warszawie	 (2335),	 syg.	 1/141:	 Redakcja	
“Miesięcznik	 Polski”.	 Sytuacja	 pisma.	 Protokół	 z	 posiedzenia,	 notatki	
służbowe,	 korespondencja,	 1961-1965,	Notatka,	 22	 II	 1961,	 s.	 2.	Quoted	 in	
Przybyło	Ibudellajev,	2017,	p.	3).  

	

211	It	 is	 worth	 keeping	 in	 mind	 that	 it	 was	 written	 shortly	 after	 the	 news	 of	 Patrice	
Lumumba’s	death	emerged	publically. 
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in Congo - anti-imperialist moods are currently much stronger in 

these countries than in the Asian countries. African countries are 

also economically much weaker than Asian countries. Given the 

above characteristics, we mean Black African countries, of course. 

(...) As is clear from the above remarks, a black Africa magazine 

may, to a much greater extent than a journal for Asia, initiate not 

only promotion of interstate relations with Poland and the 

achievements of our country, but also gives an opportunity for a 

more efficient and non-imposing solution in the spirit non-capitalist 

development' (AAN, zespół archiwalny: Wydawnictwo Polonia w 

Warszawie (2335), syg. 1/141: Redakcja “Miesięcznik Polski”. 

Sytuacja pisma. Protokół z posiedzenia, notatki służbowe, 

korespondencja, 1961-1965, Notatka, 22 II 1961, s. 2. Quoted in 

Przybyło Ibudellajev, 2017, p. 3).  

 

As I will explain below, these objectives are evident in the material 

printed in ‘Miesięcznik Polski’. ‘Promoting international relations with Poland’ 

might have been the main motivation for this research, as it resulted in a vast 

number of photographs of Africans taken in Poland and published in the 

magazine.  

 

5.3 Photography in ‘The Polish Review’ 

 

The editorial office of ‘The Polish Review’ prioritised photography in 

creating the magazine’s message:  
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Because our journal is an illustrated journal and we assume largely 

to impact through photography – on a page surface it will outweigh 

the text - it imposes on us the obligation to use verbal material 

shorter than in Poland-East and in Poland-West, and more 

accurate, more varied, in terms of type and journalistic genre. (AAN, 

zespół archiwalny: Wydawnictwo Polonia w Warszawie (2335), syg. 

1/142: “Miesięcznik Polski” dla krajów Czarnej Afryki. Notatka 

służbowa, harmonogram, korespondencja, Plan trzech pierwszych 

numerów “Miesięcznika Polskiego”/ tytuł prowizoryczny/ dla krajów 

Czarnej Afryki, 1961, s. 3 [odręcznie]. Quoted in Przybyło 

Ibudalajev, 2017, p. 4). 

 

It is not surprising, therefore, that some of the best Polish 

photojournalists have been working for various versions of ‘Poland’ and 

‘Miesięcznik Polski’212, and that the photo reportages printed on their pages 

were of a high editorial standards. The editors of ‘The Polish Review’ 

commissioned the coverage of specific topics, especially when there were 

inter-state visits or high-level meetings with representatives of the African 

                                            

 

212 	Marta	 Przybyło	 mentions	 quite	 of	 few	 of	 them:	 Tadeusz	 Rolke,	 Eustachy	
Kossakowski,	 Piotr	 Barącz,	 Marek	 Holtzman	 and	 Irena	 Jarosińska	 (Poland-West);	
Bogdan	 Łopieński,	 Aleksander	 Jabłosiński,	 Harry	 Weinberg,	 Jan	 Michlewski,	 Jerzy	
Baranowski	 and	 Lucjan	 Fogiel	 (Poland-East);	 Tadeusz	 Sumiński,	 Jan	 Jastrzębski,	 Jan	
Michlewski,	 Leonard	 Dudley,	 Antoni	 Ulikowski,	 Aleksander	 Jałosiński,	 Janusz	 Rosikoń	
and	Maciej	Musiał	(Przybyło,	2019,	pp.	27-28). 
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countries, however the photographers were also encouraged to ust their 

initiative and come up with ideas for features. 

 

The editors were very much hoping that I would bring ideas. Ideas 

that would suit me, which I would be able to execute, that would 

promote Poland with a special focus on Polish-African relations. So 

these mixed marriages, these scientists, PhD students, all these 

relationships, that you and we are great friends in Poland, that we 

love each other, etc. If I knew that there is such a marriage, that 

there is a school of language in Łódź, then I’d make the right 

"story". The editors invented some topics; some were obvious, for 

example, big political visits from African and Asian countries (...) 

(Jan Morek in interview with Bartosz Nowicki, 2018). 

 

The magazine, whose primary medium was photography, had to be 

printed on high quality paper, which would make handling and digesting the 

magazine more of a pleasurable experience. Pitch blacks and high contrast 

characterized photographs published in the magazine, which, as Przyblo-

Ibadullajev observes, didn’t necessarily result from the editors’ aesthetic 

choices, but was related to the rotogravure printing process used in the 

production (Przybyło-Ibadallajev, 2017, p. 7). As she observes, a comparison 

of the same photograph in a number of different copies (of the same issue) of 

the magazine showcases differences in their saturation that exposes the 

instability of the printing processes in the PRL (Przybyło-Ibadallajev, 2017, p. 

7). Despite these differences, however, photographs printed in ‘The Polish 
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Review’ are characterised by an aesthetic uniformity, regardless of who was 

the author of a specific photograph. 

 

 

5.4 ‘The Polish Review’ as a chronicle of the African diaspora in the PRL 

  

As Jan Morek remembers and Marta Przybyło-Ibadallajev observes, 

‘The Polish Review’ focused mainly on subjects of industrialisation and trade 

(in the African context). But ‘African Poland’ is much more than that. It is an 

important source for the mapping out of the African experience in Poland. 

Almost every issue of the monthly included a photograph, an article or a 

feature (often all of them at once) of an African person living in or visiting 

Poland. These images (and texts) form a decade-long visual chronicle of the 

African diaspora in the PRL. A chronicle that enriches press representations 

I’ve discussed so far i.e. representations available in the daily press. It 

enriches it on many levels. Firstly it adds to that image by introducing 

photographs of the personal sphere, such as weddings and family life (to 

which I will come back later). Secondly, it broadens representations known to 

us already, for example of students and/or visiting politicians, by providing 

much more diverse choice of subjects students choose to follow, or different 

levels of political ranks (and functions) of visiting delegations. In other words, 

it shows Africans not simply as a ‘type’ (as the old colonial representations 

would have it), but as sovereign individuals with their own personal interests, 

engaged in creating and contributing to the larger community. The ‘chronicle’ 

is further enhanced by the images and articles printed in different variations of 
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‘Polska’, which couldn’t stand as a chronicle on their own.213 Features about 

Africans were appearing there rather rarely, but when they did, they were 

usually of high editorial, photographic and informational standard.  

 

 

5.4.1 Diversity of the subject matter 

 

During my interview with Jan Morek, I put forward my observation about 

TPR being a chronicle of African Diaspora in the Polish People’s Republic. He 

agreed: 

 

There was a special section of news, it was such a boring routine, 

informing about a meeting, an appeal, something proclaiming 

something, it was so exaggerated... In the Palace of Culture, in 

large halls there was the headquarters of the Polish - African 

Friendship Society, a high dignitary from the party sat there and 

twiddled his thumbs, probably for huge financial benefits. Every few 

days he announced an extremely important meeting, during which 

several people made extremely important statements. It was 

necessary to go there and photograph it, one photo usually went (in 

print – BN), but it was binding the schedule because you could not 

                                            

 

213	Bringing	all	variations	of	 ‘Polska’	together	expands	the	time	frame	of	the	 ‘chronicle’	
for	many	years	before	and	after	the	core	of	it,	‘The	Polish	Review’	was	produced.	‘Polska’	
was	 first	 published	 in	 1954	 and	 there	 are	 photo	 stories	 printed	 in	 it	 from	 the	 1955	
Festival	of	Students	and	Youth	or	visits	of	Nigerian	delegation	in	the	1980s.  
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go anywhere else, and attend it. It was necessary to remember that 

one of us - because there were two of us – had to cover such a 

meeting in TPPA, it was necessary to throw everything else and 

photograph it. A dozen frames, one photo, one print, and it was 

published. It was such serfdom (Jan Morek in conversation with the 

author, 2018). 

 

 I found it interesting that when recollecting he focused on a specific 

column and did not reference the longer features. Especially, when I thought 

of various sections of ‘The Polish Review’ as a chronicle in whole, of which 

‘Spotlight on Events’ was only, to agree with Morek, the least interesting part. 

It is obvious that this division comes from the way he worked on assignments. 

Images for ‘SoE’ were shot as news, to register specific events and were 

‘drudgery’; and others, often selected by the photographer himself, were more 

ambitious and allowed him to enter the personal spheres of life of Africans 

living in Poland. These were the images he could show older and better-

known colleagues, and be appreciated214. These were the images he put 

extra care to make and one could argue that it shows in the pictures. The 

difference in the working process is the reason why Morek calls the ‘Spotlight 

on Events’ a ‘news section’. But the photographs printed there, although they 

provided information about events, lacked the recent nature of the news and 

therefore, in ‘The Polish Review’ they played a different role. The function of 
                                            

 

214	All	photographers	from	the	‘Polonia	Publishing	House’	shared	one	darkroom.	This	is	
where,	as	Morek	told	me,	the	photographers	could	see	each	other’s	work. 
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‘SoE’ was more than to simply inform, the section was there to reassure the 

reader about the continuity of collaboration between Poland and the African 

countries in various fields of politics, economy, science, and culture.  

The ‘SoE’ section was present from the first issue of the English 

language version of ‘Miesięcznik Polski’ (8, 1962 - designated for Africa), but 

its name didn’t appear on it until later. The way in which photographs were 

presented in the ‘SoE’ resembles that known from daily newspapers. A single 

image from an event was published with a basic caption printed underneath 

it.215 The impression of likeness is heightened by the frequent use of images 

taken by CAF photographers. That doesn’t mean, however, that there are no 

differences at all. The first difference is in the way the images are grouped on 

a page. While newspapers would print a photograph (at times very) 

sporadically, ‘Spotlight on Events’ would provide a cluster of images on a 

monthly, issue-to-issue basis. 216 The second, probably a much more 

significant difference is the choice of the events presented.  

 In the first issue of (English) TPR designated for Africa, the section 

contains three images. According to the caption, on the top photograph we 

can see a Ghanaian delegation in Warsaw, The vice minister of Industry of 

the Republic of Ghana speaks to his Polish Counterpart – Franciszek 

                                            

 

215	Of	course	there	are	exceptions	from	that	rule,	 for	example,	when	an	editor	believed	
an	event	required	more	attention,	more	photographs,	and	short	text	could	be	published	
(just	like	in	the	case	of	‘Women	Lawyers	Congress	from	issue	12	(76)	1967).		
216	Photographs	printed	in	this	section	were	not	always	taken	in	Poland.	Sometimes	they	
would	come	from	Africa	instead.	Additionally,	it	has	to	be	mentioned	that	not	all	images	
published	 concerned	 Africa.	 However,	 they	 were	 always	 in	 the	 spirit	 of	 international	
collaboration	between	friendly	states. 
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Modrzewski about ‘economic problems of interest to both countries, and 

especially the terms of the Polish-Ghanian credit agreement.’ The caption 

informs us additionally that Ghana’s Ambassador to Poland – Edmund Ako 

Nai – was present at the meeting as well. 

 

Fig 101. ‘The Polish Journal (8 (12) 1962)  

Ako Nai is at the center of the ‘news’ described in the caption of the 

second image.217 He was the host of a dinner at the Grand Hotel in Warsaw, 

to which he invited ‘Polish engineers who are leaving for his country to act as 

technical advisers and to cooperate with Ghanaian institutions and enterprises 

in building and transportation projects.’ Poles and Africans engaging in 
                                            

 

217	According	to	the	data	collated	from	‘The	Polish	Journal’	Ako	Nai	was	active	in	the	life	
of	African	diaspora	in	Poland.	His	image	appeared	in	the	reportage	from	a	boxing	match	
between	 Ghana	 and	 Poland	 (1	 (17)	 1963).	 He	 is	 also	 mentioned	 in	 the	 feature	 with	
photographs	 from	 the	 Sudan	 Independence	 event	 organised	 at	 the	 ‘Karuzela’	 club	 in	
Warsaw	(5	(21)	1963). 
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conversations on both of these photographs and ‘mutual friendship on equal 

terms’ beam, from these images, as we can see they swap their roles around. 

Both sides are comfortable in each of the roles they are presented in. First 

Poles and then Ghanaians are the hosts of an event and correspondingly, first 

Africans then Poles are the guests. In the first image, we see a discussion 

about a possible partnership; the second showcases an early outcome of the 

talks. The second photograph shows a group of Poles who are leaving but not 

yet left for Ghana, and the third image shows them (this time Deputy Prime 

Minister – Eugeniusz Szyr218 and his comrades) ready to take off for North 

Africa for a number of visits in Tunisia, Morocco, and Algeria.  

This is an example of how the column worked in the magazine. And 

although a visual narrative wasn’t always used, presenting the equal nature of 

Polish-African contacts is one of the column’s main features. Another, as I’ve 

already mentioned, is its diversity. The photographs weren’t always about 

politics or infrastructure. Cultural exchange was a quite popular subject too. 

From time to time editors would feature images from exhibitions held in 

Poland  (‘Culture of Western Africa’ in Szczecin – 9 (25) 1963) and cities of 

various African countries (the Polish Embassy in Ghana sent dolls and toys to 

be exhibited at the Plange Memorial Library in Cape Verde – 1 (41) 1965; 

Exhibition of Polish Textiles in Nairobi, Kenya was opened by Dr J. G Kiano, 

Kenya’s Minister of Trade Industry and visited by Mr Młynasz, Polish 

Commercial Counsellor – both men are visible in the photograph – 3 (43) 
                                            

 

218	A	 few	 months	 later	 Szyr	 would	 become	 a	 head	 of	 the	 Polish	 African	 Friendship	
Society	and	the	magazine	would	often	feature	information	related	to	his	person. 
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1965; The ‘Polish Maritime Economy’ photography exhibition in Lagos, 

Nigeria, opened on the premises of the Federal Nigerian Port Authority, by the 

Nigerian-Polish Friendship Society – 5 (45) 1965; and a number of other 

exhibitions including a Polish section at ‘Jenuesse Panafricane’ organised on 

the 20th anniversary of United Nations in Leopoldville, Congo – 1 (53) 1966). 

Worth mentioning is also the picture of an exhibition displaying paintings by 

Ethiopian Graduates of the painting department of the Academy of Fine Arts 

in Warsaw (10 (86) 1968). It is a rare photographic record in Poland of African 

students of Arts219 and I hope that separate research in this subject will be 

conducted in the near future, as it could provide more insight to self-

representation of Africans in the PRL and the issue of race in socialist 

societies.  

 ‘’SoE’ adds also to the official representations of academic exchange, 

which are dominated by photographs of African students in Poland. In issue 2 

(42) 1965 we see a photograph of H.M. Onitiri, a Nigerian Scholar, director of 

the Nigerian Institute of Sociological and Economic research at the University 

of Ibadan who, according to the caption, visited Warsaw to give a number of 

lectures at the Central School of Planning and Statistics. The reason for his 

arrival is then confirmed in a short article about the above-mentioned school, 

where a photograph depicting Onitiri giving a lecture was published (‘Learning 

the Art of Planning’, 6 (46) 1965, p. 10). Photographs like these showcase, to 

                                            

 

219	There	 is	 a	 picture	 of	 two	Africans	with	photo	 cameras	 (‘Meeting	New	Country’	 –	 9	
(97)	1969).	The	caption	printed	underneath	it	informs	that	they	are	planning	to	study	at	
the	National	Film	School	in	Łódź. 
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a foreign reader, that Africans are not merely given training and qualifications. 

African specialists are valued, respected and listened to and that mutual 

collaboration is displayed at the university level as well.  

There were times when images of the first pages of African 

newspapers would be published in the ‘SoE’. Just as in the case of an 

agreement signed on scientific and technical cooperation between Poland and 

the Democratic Republic of Congo in Kinshasa. A picture of newspapers 

reporting on the event is printed in surroundings of those depicting a visit of 

Mr Nicholas Chitsiga, a permanent representative of the Zimbabwe African 

People’s Union in London at the offices of The Polish Review (on the 

photograph he speaks with the editor J. Lobman); information about a Course 

of African Studies in Warsaw, and other photographs, which concentrate on 

events relating to a number of Asian countries.  

 Such assurance that Polish African relations (in a wider context of 

internationalism) were booming in many areas of life, provided a background 

to more detailed features from which a reader could discover, between others, 

the way Africans live their life in the Polish People’s Republic; not only as 

students, or politicians, or other specialists, but also as fathers, husbands220, 

and friends. 

 

 

 
                                            

 

220	My	 use	 of	 male	 form	 in	 this	 fragment	 is	 not	 accidental,	 as	 the	 images	 of	 Africans	
engaging	in	romantic	relationships	with	Poles	are	exclusively	the	images	of	men. 
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5.5 Studies, Happiness, Family 

 

Photographs of the domestic sphere of life were the most significant 

addition to the way that Africans were represented in TPR in comparison to 

other press publications. The question is why were such images absent from 

newspapers available for the largely white Polish readership, and why were 

they only made available for Africans?  

 

This is obvious to me. The primary purpose for the editors of this 

magazine was to let those who read it come to Poland to study so 

that they could be indoctrinated for communism here. Poland was 

advertised by the way. (Jan Morek about ‘The Polish Review’ in the 

interview with Bartosz Nowicki, 2018) 

 

Although Jan Morek’s words may seem a simplification of the editorial 

office’s aims (see footnote 8 on page 5) they surely inspire the question: how 

was it done? How were images of Africans in Poland used to promote the 

country as an attractive destination for potential students from Africa?  

It was achieved through the diversification of published information and 

the way this information was presented. Three main themes corresponding 

with different spheres of African life in Poland emerge from the pages of TPR: 

‘Professional’, ‘Leisure’ and ‘Personal’. Each of them is an important 

contributor to the overall view, but the last one is crucial here, as it is almost 

non-existent in the press available on the wider Polish market. Without getting 

ahead of myself, however, I’ll start at the beginning.    
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5.5.1 Representation of the ‘professional’ sphere of life 

 

‘Professional’ (official/work/study) showcased the diversity of subjects 

Africans took on (and/or could take on) after finishing a one-year course of 

Polish language in Łódź (where, as readers could see, they would be 

provided with accommodation and the use of modern educational facilities to 

learn the language - ‘Meeting New Country’ – 9 (97) 1969). Depending on 

their ambitions, passions and sense of responsibility, they could study (at 

universities, seminars and short courses) to become doctors (‘Goes Back the 

Physician’ 12 (100) 1969; ‘Our Common Concern’ – 5 (93) 1969), 

veterinarians (‘Ethiopian Vets’ – 9 (109) 1970), economists (starting from 

issue 4 (20) 1963, ‘The Polish Review’ published a number of features221 

about ‘special international course (…) for economists who wished to acquaint 

themselves with the Polish system of planned economy’), filmmakers and 

photographers (‘Meeting New Country’ – 9 (97) 1969), cartographers (‘Hagos 

Keleta an Excellent Student’ – 11 (111) 1970), mathematicians (‘To Poland for 

PhD’ – 12 (112) 1970), composers (‘Differences that Unite’ – 4 (116) 1971222) 

specialists in the textile industry sector (‘Specialisation in the Textile Industry’ 

– 9 (121) 1971), architects (‘A Sudanese Architect’s Polish Doctorate’ – 10 

(134) 1972), railway technicians (‘School “Under the Semaphore”’ – 6 (46) 

1965), military airmen and pilots (‘The First Take Off’ – 3 (31) 1964), etc. 
                                            

 

221	They	have	been	printed	a	few	times	throughout	the	decade	of	the	TPR	publishing.	
 
222	From	1971	onwards	 ‘The	Polish	Review’	became	a	several	page	long	supplement	of	
‘Poland’.  
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Additionally, throughout the issues of TPR, a potential student could 

trace the process of studying in Poland from the start to the end. Beginning 

with the already mentioned feature about the language school in Łódź223, 

through reportages about studying at universities in different Polish cities, and 

ending on features showcasing successful graduates. The latter could be 

divided into two further types of a feature. The first, one which concentrates 

on an individual, where, apart from pictures of graduation, a celebration of 

success with friends, etc., one could see a photograph of a student’s actual 

diploma, presented as the proof of such an accomplishment. 

            

             Fig 102. ‘The Polish Journal (11 (111) 1970)           Fig 103. ‘The Polish Journal (12 (100) 1969)     

                                            

 

223	Some	articles	went	 even	 further	back	 to	 the	 time	of	decision-making.	 In	 the	 article	
written	 by	 Malian	 radio	 producer,	 he	 traces	 his	 interest	 and	 willingness	 to	 come	 to	
Poland,	 to	 his	 contacts,	with	Polish	 specialist	working	 in	 his	 country,	what	 showcases	
one	of	the	ways	that	recruitment	(official	or	not)	could	take	place.  
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Fig 104. ‘The Polish Journal (7 (23) 1963)  

 

The second, usually using different variations of the ‘Farewell to 

Graduates’ title224, this article consist of images of a group of African (and 

Asian) students at an event organised by officials, within which we can see 

Polish politicians, making speeches, shaking hands, making toasts with the 

students. They are chatting, and students are congratulated on having fulfilled 

the mission they had come to accomplish. These images, taken in impressive 

interiors of the residence of the President of the Council of State Marshal of 

                                            

 

224	‘Farewell	 to	 Postgraduates’	 –	 11	 (51)	 1965;	 ‘Farewell	 to	Graduates’	 –	 2	 (90)	 1969;	
‘Farewell	to	Students’	–	7	(107)	1970. 
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Poland – Marian Spychalski and at The Polish-African Friendship Society at 

the Palace of Culture and Science (where vice-premier and the head of the 

PAFS – Eugeniusz Szyr was present) showcase a joyful victory for both sides.  

 

Fig 105. ‘The Polish Journal (2 (90) 1969)  

 

 

The notion of successful friendship is solidified by the text of the article 

(please read it in full on the photograph below).  
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      Fig 106. ‘The Polish Journal (2 (90) 1969) 
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It is impossible not to observe the promotion of a return to a home 

country as an outcome (a happy ending) of one’s studies. It is an important 

element of these features (and other articles too). As I will showcase later, the 

idea of returning ‘home’ upon the completion of studies was an omnipresent 

element within representations of African student life in the PRL.  

Readers of ‘African Poland’ could engage with features showcasing an 

images of a well-

organised, diverse 

and incredibly 

active African 

diaspora. There are 

a number of 

different 

organisations 

mentioned on the 

pages of TPR: the 

Nigerian-Polish 

Friendship Society, 

the Sudanese-

Polish Friendship 

Society, the Union 

of African Students in Poland, the Union of Foreign Students in Poland and 

Fig 107. ‘The Polish Journal (4 (68) 1967)  
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their collaboration with the Union of Polish Students was hinted at on 

numerousl occasions.225 Members of the diaspora are shown playing first 

fiddle at events organised for special occasions, such as independence days 

of particular countries (Kenya – ‘Uhuru Means Freedom, 5 (33) 1964 and 

‘Independent Zambia’, 3 (43) 1965), or various ‘African’ holidays (‘Free Africa 

Day’, 12 (52) 1965 and ‘African Holidays’, 4 (80) 1968; Day of Solidarity with 

Youth Fighting Colonialism -  ‘Solidarity of Youth’, 4 (68) 1967). Images 

building the latter of the features often showcase youth celebrating through 

playing music, dancing, ‘mixing’ with each other (a number of photographs 

show black African men and white European women226 engaging with each 

other). The latter aspect of students’ life returns to ‘The Polish Review’ more 

often, usually in the feature showcasing the time of leisure. 

 

 

 

 
                                            

 

225	Błażej	 Popławski	 observes	 that	 in	 reality	 such	 collaboration	 was	 scarce	 and	 the	
Polish-African	 Friendship	 Society	 were	 aware	 of	 it:	 ‘If	 we	 think	 that	 cooperation	
between	[Polish	and	African]	students	is	good	-	it	is	a	huge	mistake.	There	are	no	such	
contacts	 -	 they	 are	 only	 in	 dance,	 at	 the	 beer	 booth.	 However,	 this	 is	 not	 a	 friend's	
contact	with	a	friend.	Polish	youth	is	different,	has	their	own	hobby,	while	young	people	
from	 these	 countries	 look	 differently	 on	 life.	 It	 is	 particularly	 interested	 in	 political	
issues,	 is	 interested	 in	 economic	 issues,	 ideological	 liberation	movements.	There	 is	no	
contact	with	 young	 people,	 but	 there	 is	 a	 contact	with	 the	 older	 society	 (AAN,	 TPPA,	
2071/6,	 Dokumenty	 i	 stenogramy,	 1965,	 Stenogram	 ze	 wspólnego	 posiedzenia	
Prezydium	 Zarządu	 Głównego	 TPPA	 i	 PKSzNAiA,	 29.12.1965,	 k.	 54.	 Quoted	 in	
Popławski,	2013,	pp.	72-73).’	
 
226	Presumably,	 most	 of	 the	 depicted	 women	 were	 Polish,	 but	 there	 are	 instances	 of	
students	 from	 other	 European	 countries	 appearing	 on	 photographs	 printed	 in	 The	
Polish	Review. 



 

 

325 

5.5.2 Representation of ‘leisure’ 

      

Images of black and white couples dancing or drinking coffee in a club 

weren’t unseen in the press designated for a reader in Poland. In the Polish 

Review, however, they were published more often. Usually, they showed 

them on the dance floor, but there are instances when they are shown 

drinking tea or coffee, talking or hugging.227  It is difficult not to get the 

impression that interactions with local girls are an integral part of representing 

leisure in ‘The Polish Journal’, and therefore, one of the ways to it promoted 

studying in Poland.   

As in the case of the ‘professional’ sphere of life, The Polish Review 

showcased a variety of ways228 in which Africans spend (or in case of a 

person reading the magazine in the homeland - could potentially spend) their 

free time. African students are depicted taking part in popular quizzes 

(‘African Quizz’ – 8 (48) 1965), which, at times, were broadcasted by the 

national TV (‘Africa on TV’ – 5 (69) 1967 and ‘Our Guests Before TV 

Cameras’ – 10 (86) 1968), relaxing on the beach (‘International Student 

Camp’ – 6 (22) 1963 and ‘Outings’ – 11 (27) 1963), visiting exhibitions (‘Africa 

Unknown But Close’ – 3 (19) 1963 and ‘Africa in Szczecin’ – 10 (26) 1963) or 

                                            

 

227	The	presence	of	the	hugging	couple	on	the	photograph	from	‘The	Three	Continents’	
feature	 (6-7	 (58-59)	 1966)	 is	 not	 as	 evident	 as	 images	 of	 different	 interactions	 I	
mentioned	in	the	main	text.	The	black	man	and	white	woman	are	in	the	background	of	
an	 image	 depicting	 an	 audience	 of	 a	 talk.	 Although	 it	 is	 easily	 missed	 on	 a	 brief	
encounter,	it	is	a	valid	record	of	the	acceptance	such	couples	had	in	the	club	(something	
that	I	will	show	later	was	not	necessarily	a	case	outside	of	it).		
	
228	It	must	be	said,	however,	that	it’s	not	as	rich. 
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organising/taking part in them as artists (‘Exhibitions on Africa’ – 4 (135) 

1972). They are depicted performing for the crowds (‘Cheers for Students’ – 6 

(70) 1967) and (although not visible on photographs) through images of 

visiting African or African American artists on the stage (‘Dancing Ghana’ – 1 

(53) 1966 and ‘Jazz Jamboree’ – 11 (51) 1965) as potential public at various 

concerts and shows. At the heart of depictions of the leisure time, however, 

are images and features about student clubs. 

As I mentioned in chapter 3, images of migration register both, ‘arrival’ 

and ‘departure’, as well as the feelings related to them. I argued that press 

photographs in the PRL register mainly as images of ‘arrival’. The ‘departure’ 

(its many types and consequences) register when the above-mentioned 

photographs enter the domestic space of a photographed person, the family 

of that person, or (on a different emotional level) other members of the 

diaspora, i.e. people who went through similar experiences and can identify 

with them. Images of student clubs printed in The Polish Review register both. 

They do so as, in the context of text they illustrate, and they bring up a theme 

of ‘home’. 

The first larger feature focusing entirely on a student club is ‘The Wide 

Open Door’ - 7 (47) 1965. It is a three-page feature with images taken at The 

New Africa Club. The title suggests that the club was open to everyone who 

wanted to find refuge, but the text of the article corrects that ‘the word 

‘everyone’ refers to young Africans who have come to Poland to study, and to 

the Polish students who are members of the Polish-African Friendship Society 

(7 (47) 1965).’  
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Fig 108. ‘The Polish Journal (7 (47) 1965)  

 

Fig 109. ‘The Polish Journal (3 (91) 1969)  
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In another article (focusing on The Three Continents Club) the 

journalist observed that ‘cosy feeling of belonging (of the club-goers – BN) is 

quite evident. They do not come here for just an hour, they come for the 

whole evening (3 (91) 1969).’ That feeling of belonging is strengthened 

because ‘every home event has its immediate reflection in the club activities. 

A holiday in someone’s 

home means a holiday at 

the club. A congress in the 

country – a discussion, film, 

or photo exhibition in the 

club (3 (91) 1969).’ Perhaps 

this is why the feeling of 

‘being at home’ is so strong 

at the club? No outsiders’ 

policy could be crucial in 

maintaining a friendly and 

safe atmosphere. Mirroring 

holidays, expressing the 

importance of events at 

home by organising meetings of the diaspora in Poland could, at least in part, 

ease feelings of longing and loneliness attached to migration. Most of the 

photographs taken in the clubs show groups of students interacting with each 

other comfortably. If someone felt lonely, clubs were antidotes to that feeling. 

At least this is how they are represented in photographs published by TPR. 

      

Fig 110. ‘The Polish Journal (4 (80) 1968)  
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These feelings may not be written about directly, but they register 

through an introduction in ‘The Wide Open Door’ text of the motherly figure: 

      

The manageress of the club takes care not only of the cosy interior 

with comfortable armchairs and coffee tables. In the first place she 

takes care of the young people who are looking for home 

atmosphere and friendly warmth. They have no secrets from her 

and they often tell her of their joys and sorrows (7 (47) 1965). 

 

A potential student who was reading the articles was assured that there 

exists in Poland support for foreign students. Two main student clubs TPR 

published features about: The New Africa Club in Łódź and The Three 

Continents Club in Warsaw were linked to the Polish African Friendship 

Society and (through it) to the PRL authorities229. The country leaders are 

therefore represented, as guardians responsible (partly at least) for the club’s 

friendly, domestic atmosphere. 

 

 

 

 

                                            

 

229	The	chair	of	the	society	and	the	Committee	for	Solidarity	with	the	Asian,	African	and	
Latin	 American	 Peoples	was	 Eugeniusz	 Szyr	 –	 Polish	 Vice	 Prime	Minister	 (The	 Polish	
Review,	3	(91)	1969,	p.	33).	
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5.5.3 Representation of the ‘personal’ sphere of life 

 

 

‘The Polish Review’ is a fascinating source of material related to 

African life in Poland. As I have showcased, its main characteristic was the 

diversity of the subjects I covered, which was unavailable on that scale 

elsewhere in the Polish press. Thanks to that diversity ‘The Polish Review’ 

deserves to be given the status of a diaspora chronicle. But ‘The Polish 

Review’ didn’t stop there. It broadened representation of ‘the African’ even 

further, to a status of husband and a family member. My use of the male form 

here is not accidental. The photographs featuring in the magazine show 

mixed couples consisting of an African/black man and Polish/white woman 

only. As I have previously written there are a number of photographs showing 

interaction between Africans and Poles, which could hint to a reader a 

possibility of a romantic relationship with representatives of the indigenous 

population. The ‘Wedding Bells’ feature from issue 1 (77) 1968 solidifies this 

possibility with a prospect of marriage. The double-page spread with seven 

photographs of a wedding was the first, and as I was to find out later, also the 

last of this kind that I have found in the press. It gives it remarkable 

importance.  



 

 

331 

 

Fig 111. ‘The Polish Journal (1 (77) 1968)  

 

I remember exactly when I saw these images for the first time. They 

took me aback, they made me excited for the discovery, and they were, what 

Tina M. Campt would call haptic images (see page 23). My feelings at the 

moment of the first encounter were surely related to the fact that I have not 

seen images like that during two years of data collating. This might have been 

the first time I have noticed its lack in the press designated for the Polish 

market230.  I found this absence surprising, especially that I remembered 

                                            

 

230	During	my	email	exchange	with	Tereza	Stejskalová,	she	sent	me	a	wedding	picture	of	
a	 Sri-Lankan	 student	 and	 a	 white	 Czechoslovak	 woman	 printed	 during	 a	 communist	
period	 in	 ‘one	of	 the	most	popular	women’s magazines.’	 	 I	 acknowledge	 that	 I	haven’t	
researched	 all	 titles	 available	 on	 the	Polish	market	 and	 that	 there	 is	 a	 possibility	 that	
such	images	appeared	in	the	press.	Still,	I’d	argue	that	the	presence	of	such	images	in	the	
press	would	be	an	exception	confirming	the	rule.  
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clearly the photographs published in ‘Dookoła Świata’ (26 (391) – 25.06.1961 

and 33 (398) – 13.08.1961) and ‘Magazyn Polski’ (2 – February 1961) of a 

‘mixed race’ couple whose marriage caused outrage in America. While 

‘Magazyn Polski’ printed it as a specific curiosity, a novelty, ‘Dookoła Świata’ 

used it as an excuse to carry out the open attack on racism in the United 

States of America. This in itself is not surprising at all; what might be 

surprising, however, is the lack of consequence manifested by not printing 

images of ‘Polish mixed couples’.  

‘Wedding Bells (1 (77) 1968)’ is a double-page spread with seven 

photographs depicting the wedding between a Congolese student of law at 

the Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznań – Grégoire Noe Baylon, and his 

fellow Polish student – Aleksandra Dworczak – a ‘mixed race’ couple. The 

magazine graphic designers divided the feature horizontally with a white strip 

on which they placed all of the reportage text (title, main article, and captions). 

The two largest photographs sit heavily on the top, while five smaller images 

at the bottom seem to be holding their weight like bricks. It is a very clean 

design. The top and the bottom are divided ‘thematically.’ The first two 

photographs depict civil (left) and religious (right) marriage ceremonies. Five 

images at the bottom are photographs showcasing moments just after the 

ceremonies have ended. In the top left photograph, the soon to be wedded 

couple sit on a pair of tall chairs at the register office. They are the main 

subjects of the photograph, so not surprisingly they are at the centre of the 

frame. They are neatly dressed, according to the occasion. They are looking 

content and confident at the same time. The bride holds a bouquet the groom 

most probably gave her moments before. On each side of the young couple 
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sit a witness (African/Black man on the Gregorie side, and a white woman 

next to Aleksandra). The front row they form looks polarised – two white 

women on the left and two black men on the right. Not for long. The union 

between an African man and a Polish woman is one of the outcomes of 

internationalism. It inspires further ‘mixing’ of other (often related to the young 

couple) people and the photograph showcases it here. Behind the four main 

actors of the evening, there is a crowd forming the supporting cast. One could 

assume they are the closest family and friends, as wedding ceremonies at the 

registry office are usually much smaller than the religious ones (this can be 

seen when it is compared with the image on the right) and there are rarely 

uninvited participants there. There are 11 adults in the photograph and two 

kids can also be seen. One of them is almost invisible in the top right corner 

(fourth from the right in the background). Two African men are smiling, but the 

white crowd seems mostly unmoved. Except for possibly the two women 

(second from the left and third from the right) on whose faces one could read 

at least a desire to smile. Only after an attentive analysis of the background 

crowd, one could register a man, whose body language and facial expression 

betray his discontentment. His hands are crossed on his chest and his face 

twists in a grimace of dissatisfaction, while he glances at a man to his left, 

almost like saying ‘so what we are going to do about it?’ (But to do something 

about what)? The other man is not looking back, he seems less concerned or 

at least his concern is expressed differently. He seems saddened. Who are 

those two men? Are they brothers, cousins, or close friends in the same way 

as we will likely never know what they (and other depicted people) were 

thinking at the time. One or another way, the contrast between Africans and 
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Poles attending the ceremony (and I don’t mean the skin colour here), makes 

me suspicious of this image. What is the reason for it? Is it related to the 

marriage, or maybe to the fact that a representative of the regime is 

photographing them? In the end, Poles and Africans could have a different 

experience with the authorities… One must remember that these images were 

taken most probably in mid-1967 near the time of the 6-day war between 

Israel and Arab countries (Egypt, Jordan and Syria), which resulted in 

repressions on Jewish Poles in the PRL, and followed by tensions between 

students and the PRL authorities in March 1968, shortly after these images 

were published. Was, therefore, the photographer seen as a representative of 

oppression?  

The text certainly does everything to push such reading as far away as 

possible. It reminds me of a fairy tale but with one difference. There is no 

tragedy or difficult situation the couple found themselves in before living 

happily ever after. On the pages of TPR their love story is perfect: 

 

The groom, Gregorie Noe Baylon from faraway Congo, came 

to Poland three years ago to study law at Adam Mickiewicz 

University in Poznań. Back then it never crossed his mind that he 

would choose one of the girls he met in Poland as his soulmate. But 

in the way these things happen a young Poznań miss stole his 

heart and the Congolese student popped the question. When the 

answer was “yes” there was nothing left but to ask parents formally 

for their daughter’s hand. Of course, there could be no difficulties: 

though seeking parental consent is an old tradition in Poland, today, 
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after coming of age, the girl decides for herself. In any case girl’s 

parents immediately took to the prospective lawyer and welcomed 

him to the family. The engaged couple quickly settled the necessary 

formalities in the Registry Office and the marriage took place as 

announced. Afterwards the bride’s parents gave a slap-up party at 

which everyone celebrated away until the small hours. Among the 

guests was a photographer from our magazine who recorded the 

whole occasion on film. The staff of The Polish Review sent Mr and 

Mrs Gregorie Noe Baylon their best wishes for many years of 

happiness together. (1 (77) 1968).’ 

 

Images and text execute skillfully the editorial aim of promoting Poland. 

Three years after coming to Poland, the Congolese student of law (Africans in 

Poland aim high!) is set to marry his Polish fiancé. There is an old tradition in 

Poland, which set the rules of how the couple should proceed. Refusal of 

giving their daughter away by parents is the only potential difficulty Gregorie 

might find on his way to marrying Aleksandra. Before a reader might begin to 

worry, however, the possibility is quickly dismissed by insertion about ‘Polish 

girls deciding for themselves’. Of course, in our particular example, the 

parents welcomed Gregorie as their son in law with open hands. As this is the 

only feature of this type a reader was able to follow, he (or she) is left assured 

that marrying a Polish girl is not too complicated.  

I will return to this theme a little bit later when I will introduce ‘Black and 

White’, a documentary film exploring love relationships of mixed couples in 

Czechoslovakia. Before I do that, however, I will analyse another suspicious 
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photograph, which, as I will prove below, showcases lack of honesty in 

communist propaganda, its subjectivity and inconsistency (depending on 

whom it is directed to) and contradiction with propaganda addressed to the 

recipient in Poland. 

In the photograph on the top right, the large interior of the church is 

packed with onlookers. It is difficult to say if it really was filled to the last seat, 

but in the picture, the standing crowd is squeezed enough to give the 

impression that there were no more seating (and standing to be exact) places 

left. It is hard to believe that participants of the ceremony were family and 

friends only. Their presence is surely related to the skin colour of the groom, 

and fascination with exoticism I’ve discussed in Chapter 1 (it never really went 

away, a black person in Poland was a sensation throughout the era of 

communism). However, that reason for the wedding’s popularity is well hidden 

from a reader who is directed to see it as societal (and religious!) approval of 

the ‘mixed-race’ marriage. This in itself is a mystification, one of the tricks of 

the communist propaganda. The PZPR was in constant conflict with the 

Catholic Church, working tirelessly to reduce its influence in society, both 

through the repression of security services and propaganda (Żaryn, 2005, 

p.13). A presence in the official press of an image showing a highly popular 

mass (yes there is no clergy visible in the photo, but this doesn’t change its 

reading) might be a surprise at first. But it is not. The image was never meant 

to be distributed in Poland and therefore would not undermine the 

propaganda distributed there. It would, however, fit in neatly with other images 

and texts contributing to the creation of an image of Poland as an attractive 

study destination. A country where the freedom of faith cherishes (there have 
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been images of Muslim Africans published in it as well – 10 (50) 1965) and 

there is no ‘bad water’ between the party and the Catholic Church.231  

There are two more images from this reportage I would like to give 

attention to. They are both at the bottom of the second page of the feature, 

under the image of the church ceremony. The first shows the couple kissing. It 

is the first photograph of a kiss between black and white couple I was able to 

find anywhere in the press. The first literal photographic trace of ‘mixed-race’ 

intimacy published. The second is the last photograph of the reportage. 

Placed at the bottom right corner, it is a perfect image to close a happy story 

with. No rigid officiality, no evidence of curious onlookers, in a room filled with 

family and friends we see the groom held by two men representing each side 

of the union. On the right side of the frame (and Gregories left hand) an 

African, on the left side (and Gregories right) a Pole holds the groom in a joint 

effort of throwing him into the air. Around the three there is a mostly white 

crowd (there is a third African depicted on the foreground of the picture as 

well, but we can see only the back of his head). In this image, we see people, 

for whom the idea of ‘race’ as a separating factor has left the room. These 

must be the most personal photographs printed in the TPR to date (and in the 

whole press material I have researched), but they aren’t the only ones.  

                                            

 

231	It	 is	probably	 impossible	 to	 research	 today	a	 case	of	 an	African	 student	who	chose	
Poland	thanks	to	reading	‘The	Polish	Review’.	It	would	be	fascinating	to	hear	about	his	
or	her	impression	before	and	after	arrival	to	the	PRL.	These	images	could	surely	spark	
such	analysis,	in	this	research,	they	expose	their	lack	of	authenticity	(while	they	clearly	
based	on	events	that	took	place)	of	the	communist	image	of	Poland	designated	for	Africa	
to	see.	
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Looking at a number of different features from ‘The Polish Review’ 

today, one can follow an imaginative development of an intimate, romantic 

relationship between an African man and a Polish woman. I say imaginative 

because images of students appearing in the photographs I am examining are 

rarely of the same people. 232  The ‘development’ begins with images of 

different couples dancing, talking and laughing (which could be seen as the 

dating period of their relationship) in a number of the ‘leisure’ features. Then 

‘Wedding Bells’ moves it forward towards the marriage. Finally, material 

entitled ‘Studies, Happiness, Family’ continues where the latter left off by 

showcasing images of two ‘mixed’ families with children – the fruit of their 

love.  

There are 10 photographs in the feature and Jan Morek, who doesn’t 

recollect this assignment very well, took all of them (Fig 1 and 2). The first 

photograph that the viewer sees when looking at the first page of the feature 

is an image of a couple (white female and black male) on a walk with a little 

child. They are all wearing jackets. It’s cold but not freezing. The family is well 

dressed and smiling. It is a happy family photograph. After contemplating it for 

                                            

 

232	Of	 course,	 there	 are	 instances	where	 some	 students	would	 appear	 on	 a	 number	 of	
features.	Gregorie	will	be	the	main	subject	of	a	graduation	reportage,	which	I	write	again	
on	pages	275-277.	
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a while, my sight moves clockwise towards the title of the feature (I 

 

Fig 112. ‘The Polish Journal (10 (98) 1969)  
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acknowledge that it is not the only way of looking at the page, just as reading 

from left to right is not the only way of reading and writing) and lands on the 

first, smaller picture placed on the top left corner of the page. It depicts the 

couple from the first image, but this time without the child. They are sitting 

side by side at a desk strewn with books. They are most probably 

photographed at their place, in the safety of what they call home. At first, it 

looks like at the moment of shutter release they are not focussed on studying 

but on themselves. What we see here is a moment of rest, a moment where 

the subjects have taken a breather from their studying to share an intimate 

moment of love. Their bodies touch and their hands meet, he appears to be 

saying something affectionate, she is not focussed on books but her partner’s 

words. Looking at the image again, a different reading is avaiable. His left 

hand is on the book she is reading, and his right hand, in which he holds a 

pen or a pencil, appears to be moving as though he is explaining something to 

her. One thing that doesn’t change in both readings of that image at all is the 

affection displayed on her face. The photographer most probably staged this 

photograph in order to get the image he thought was important for the telling 

of the story233. But even then, the adoration on the girl’s face seems not to be 

performed at all. It is a photograph representing studying and love between 

the two. It is a message, which seeks to emphasise that these two aspects of 

life do not interfere with each other – as the title states, there is space for 

                                            

 

233	Jan	Morek	told	me	during	the	interview	that	sometimes	he	would	ask	his	subjects	to	
play	out	 a	 role	 for	 the	 camera.	There	 is	 another	photograph	 in	 this	 feature	 showing	a	
couple	(a	different	one	this	time)	reading	at	home,	which	looks	even	more	staged. 
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‘Studies, Happiness, Family’. After contemplating this photograph for a while 

my eyes move right and I begin to read the article. It introduces me to the 

couple shown in the pictures. The man is Congolese - Milen Mongo and the 

woman introduced as Mrs Mongo, is Polish. The article follows the life of the 

couple from their meeting in Łódź, when Milen was studying the Polish 

language at the Studium to the present day in Warsaw, where they live with 

their son Alain Richard Mongo and where Milan studies at the Warsaw 

Technical University (aviation is his passion).234  It describes the fantastic 

relationship Milen has with his fiancés parents (Polish parents seem to love 

their Congolese son in law!), to the point she is quoted as saying: ‘I was at a 

loss at first whether Milen was coming to see my father or me’ (10 (98) 1969, 

p. 13). The approval from Mrs Mongo’s parents and other people in their life 

(the couple’s landlady and a neighbour - Magda, who are always willing to 

babysit little Allain, when the couple go out for a date) suggests that Africans 

in Poland are treated equally with the rest of Polish society. Life and studies in 

this tolerant country are additionally facilitated by good health care (Allain was 

born one month early, but modern Polish medicine enabled him to develop 

into a healthy boy, which readers can see for themselves in the boy's current 

pictures). Milan and his wife are not an exception in Poland. No one indeed 

knows exactly how many ‘mixed’ marriages there are as ‘no one has been 

keeping track of this in Poland’ (10  (98) 1969, p. 14), but if one person only, a 

                                            

 

234	Upon	 arrival	 in	 the	 PRL,	 before	 taking	 on	 studies	 in	 their	 chosen	 subject,	 African	
students	were	 required	 to	undertake	a	one	year	 long	 course	of	Polish	 language	at	 the	
School	of	Polish	Language	for	Foreigners	at	the	University	of	Łódź.	
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Polish director of the Three Continents Club danced at twenty such weddings 

in Warsaw alone, there must be many more of them all over Poland… The 

photographs in the feature seem to confirm this possibility. In the end, we see 

four photographs of a different ‘mixed’ couple. They are friends of the 

 

Fig 113. ‘The Polish Journal (10 (98) 1969)  

Mongo’s – Nicolas Bakenda (also Congolese), his Polish wife – Alina and 

their child – Nicolas Junior. Thanks to these photographs and text, the reader 

learns that Poland has institutions, which provide childcare for parents who 

are both working and studying, and that Mrs Mongo’s decision to take a break 

in her education was a choice, and not an obligation, as Alina decided to 

continue her studies. The article also informs the reader that the two couples, 

whose life we get to know in the feature, are good friends with each other. 

But, although the text harmonises with the photos perfectly for the most 
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part235 (one aspect of the publication informs about the other and vice versa), 

we do not see photographs of them spending time together. 

 As in previous examples, reading this article one would believe that 

Poland is a dream racism-free state, which gives a lot of support to students 

and young parents, making possible the fulfillment of their responsibilities. 

The only hint against this reading is in the fragment of text quoted below: 

 

Little Alain is learning his first words in the Polish language, too. 

“Polish will doubtless be useful to him in the future,” Mrs Mongo told 

us. “A Congolese with a knowledge of that language will be needed 

in Kinshasa, for contacts with Polish experts, businessmen and 

scientists are becoming more and more numerous.” 

It is the privilege of every mother to dream about a most wonderful 

future for her son, but neither does Mrs Mongo forget about her own 

future. In Kinshasa, where she will sometime go, she wants to be a 

working woman, active and useful. Next year she intends to start 

studies at a post-school certificate course. Perhaps for laboratory 

assistants? (10 (98) 1969, p. 14). 

 

There is something worrying about the Polish society that comes out of 

the words printed in that feature. Everybody in the Mongo’s surroundings 

                                            

 

235	Jan	Morek	stated	in	my	interview	with	him	that	usually	the	text	was	written	for	the	
photographs.	Not	the	other	way	around	(although	there	have	been	exceptions	from	this 
rule). 
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loves little Alain. Everyone wants to babysit him, some people, like ‘self-

proclaimed “auntie”’ Magda, even beg for an opportunity! The doctors and 

nurses adore him so much that he becomes their ‘pet baby’ and the images 

confirm these words. Alain is depicted being held, hugged and smiled upon. 

There is no doubt that the boy is surrounded by love. He was born in Poland, 

to the Polish mother, and yet, in the article, he is spoken about as a foreigner, 

and the writer uses his mother’s words in support of such an idea. It is his 

blackness and the blackness of his father that makes society perceive him in 

this way.   

I have already mentioned the continuous promotion in TPR of the 

return to the home country at the end of one’s studies. It is hinted in this 

feature as well. We can see how happy the Mongo family is in Poland, and yet 

we are being told they will not be staying there for too long. This is how Maciej 

Ząbek writes on the subject of Africans staying versus leaving Poland: 

 

After their (African students – BN) graduation, the 

administrative authorities usually forced them back to their countries 

of origin. Some of them married with Polish citizens and could stay 

in Poland, but usually, they also went. There were also those who 

managed to get a doctoral degree or, in the case of medics, take a 

professional internship and then extended their stay even by a 

dozen or so years. Generally, however, until the nineties, only a few 

Africans remained in Poland permanently. Poland's economic 

unattractiveness, formal difficulties in the event of staying, lack of a 
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wider African environment in our country effectively discouraged 

such decision (Ząbek, 2007, pp. 40-41). 

 

  Formal difficulties, forcing a return and lack of a wider African 

environment are far from what is close to what TPR makes the reader believe 

Poland to be. It is quite possible, however, that a reader in Africa would not be 

concerned by it at 

the moment of 

reading the 

magazine, before 

his or her arrival to 

the PRL. In the 

end, the rules 

were clearly set 

and many Africans 

never considered 

staying in Poland 

as an option for 

them. A student 

was meant to 

learn his skills and 

put them to work in his or her own country in order to help build a socialist 

society there. This was the case with Abdel Harbim, for example. His 

daughter Nadia told me once that the family never considered staying in 

  Fig 114. ‘The Polish Journal (7 (119) 1971)  
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Poland. ‘He always meant to go back to Sudan’ (Nadia Harbi-Grabowska in a 

conversation with the author).  

 But what if an African the TPR wrote about wanted to stay in Poland, 

despite the difficulties? Would the editor let such information slip through amid 

the censorship? Not likely. Information about such instances is unseen in the 

magazine photo reportages, but the feature about the Gregorie Noe Baylon 

graduation could be seen to provide a hint at how it was dealt with. The 

feature consists of two pictures and some text. Photographs show Gregorie at 

the graduation ceremony and in the office of his supervisor Dr Józef Gorski 

(who is depicted in a position of authority over the Congolese student). 

Gregorie has accomplished his goal to become a lawyer. The article 

introduces us to his personal life as well. We get to know that he is a father 

and a husband. Interestingly, there is no mention of his future, which is 

something not seen in this type of article. We don’t get to know his plans for 

their life in Congo. We do not even get to know if he plans to go back. Since 

there is no mention of it, maybe he has decided to stay? Maybe he is an 

example of a student who chose not to return. The feature itself could be seen 

to showcas how TPR chose not to promote remaining in Poland simply by not 

mentioning it as a possibility at all.  

Of course, one could suggest that the above statement is a 

speculation, not the greatest example to showcase the way the TPR is silent 

about a specific subject in order to create a vision they want to promote. 

However, one has to acknowledge it as a possibility, especially in the light of 

the omnipresent promotion in TPR of the return and research produced by 

Marta Przybyło Ibudallajev.  
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Ibudallajev is interested in industrial photography in ‘The Polish 

Review’. Her investigation is based on the documents of the editorial office, 

which I have quoted at the beginning of this chapter, photographic archives of 

two TPR photographers – Tadeusz Sumiński and Jan Jastrzębski and, 

naturally, of ‘The Polish Review’ itself. Such an approach allowed her to trace 

changes made to original photographs before running them in print and to 

showcase how these changes modified their ‘original’ meaning for one that 

better suited TPR propaganda. Her analysis of the feature about the dry dock 

in Gdynia (‘Dry Dock’, TPR, 1963, nr 3 (19) s. 6.) is especially relevant. 

Ibudallajev refers to three original Jan Jastrzębski photographs out of the four 

that have been published in the feature: 

 

While the manipulation in the last picture, showing people at 

work, seems to be a rather aesthetic correction of the composition 

(...), the changes in the first two photos are more significant. In the 

picture on the title page of the article, presented in the form of a 

vertical rectangle, the proportions of the original frame have been 

radically changed, and the final frame is less than half of the original 

frame. On the negative, there is not only a characteristic palisade 

structure but also a wider perspective of the dock during 

construction. The deletion of the lateral parts of the image 

obliterates the awareness of space behind the construction and 

emphasizes the graphic qualities of the photograph with the 

geometric arrangement of shadows in the central part. In 

combination with the characteristic increased contrast associated 
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with the printing technique, this procedure prompts the viewer to 

concentrate on the artistic qualities of the photograph. The same 

was done for the second picture, where it is true that the space in 

the background is better seen, but the crane present in the 

background is significantly cut and is not clearly legible. (Przybyło-

Ibadallajev, 2017, p. 10) 

 

 Przybyło analyses the images in the context of the text, which informs 

of the completion of the ‘miracle’ construction. In the feature, text, and images 

work perfectly with each other, just as in case of the stories about family life I 

discussed previously. However, setting it against the original prints allows her 

to highlight the trickery of propaganda. Ibudallajev points out that the 

uncropped images showcase a dock, which is far from finished, while the 

article suggests the project is already completed. She acknowledges that 

such mystification could be related to the long publication process of the 

magazine (6 months from finishing the issue by the editorial office to 

publication - BN), but she points out that ‘even a reader who is not familiar 

with construction can see that the work is still far from complete (2017, p. 10).’ 

And therefore, she concludes that ‘graphic form and aesthetic solutions 

legitimize the meaning of the text and distract attention from the inconvenient 

truth about the state of work on the investment ' (Przybyło-Ibudallajev, 2017, 

p. 10).  

This is a great example of how unwanted truth was hidden from a 

foreign reader who is fed an illusion in the form of a ‘perfect feature’. As 

shown by my analysis, at the time of its publication ‘Studies, Happiness, 
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Family’ was undoubtedly one of such perfect features for sure and that one-

sidedness is at least suspicious. What is being hidden? What don’t we see? 

What was cropped out from original photographs, and which photographs 

were not shown in order to maintain the illusion of a tolerant and supportive 

society? Unfortunately, we will never get to know the answers to these 

questions, at least not on this feature’s specific example. A comparative 

analysis of Jan Morek features is impossible because as he told me, the box 

with the negatives from ‘this subject’ was destroyed and subsequently 

disposed of after his cellar was flooded.  

What I will offer instead is an analysis of a contact sheet with images 

taken by Tadeusz Sumiński (Warsaw, June 1963). None of the images I will 

discuss were printed in the TPR and therefore, my analysis will not be based 

on comparison of original and printed material. What I will be able to do, 

however, is to point out a number of images that are similar to photographs 

printed in the ‘Studies, Happiness, Family’ feature and compare them to 

photographs that do not seem to be suitable for it (at least in their original 

uncropped version), as they would disturb the laboriously constructed image 

of Poland as an open-minded, racism-free society.  

The set of images I would like to discuss comes from negative number 

913 from the Tadeusz Sumiński archive (held at Archeologia Fotografii in 

Warsaw). It contains 12 images out of which 7 depict a scene in a coffee 

shop/bar, on which I will concentrate below. In the foreground of the first 
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photograph (Fig 4)236 we see three people sitting at the table in a bar. On the 

left, a black African man smokes a cigarette; he looks at a beautiful blond girl 

sitting on the other side of the table. Her attention is set on something outside 

the frame as she looks curiously (and joyfully) to the left. Between them, there 

is a woman who is noticeably older than the two. Perhaps it is the girl’s 

mother? It is difficult to deduce from the photograph if the two are a couple, 

but the image could surely be used in a feature about family life/intimate 

relationships between black students and white Polish girls. If we follow this 

reading of the photograph, it represents a loving couple spending time with a 

caring mother who is openly accepting the relationship. In the background we 

see other people sitting at the bar, but they are minding their own business. 

The presence of the black man seems to be nothing out of the ordinary, he 

isn’t the focus of attention of other customers of the bar.  

                                            

 

236	There	are	three	more	photographs	of	this	scene. 
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  Fig 115. Tadeusz Sumiński (c) Tad Boniecki / Fundacja Archeologia Fotografii 

 

That vision is disrupted by three other images showing the scene from 

a wider perspective (Fig 116, 117 and 118). The illusion of normality 

represented in the first photograph fades away when we consider the curious 

looks of other white people depicted that the African had to endure. 
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Fig 116, 117 and 118 Tadeusz Sumiński (c) Tad Boniecki / Fundacja Archeologia Fotografii 

 

   

 These images show a wider perspective on the scene and were 

arguably unprintable in its original form at the time (they would surely be 

cropped, so that the curious looks would be unavailable to see to their 
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potential reader). They provide a lot of additional information about the 

‘original’ setting. First of all, we get to know that the café our three subjects 

are sitting in is open to the street allowing the passers-by and customers of 

the café to exchange looks and even, if one would like to, to talk to each 

other. Bizarrely, none of its customers who are sitting at the three tables 

facing the street have a cup of coffee or any other drink next to them. They 

might be waiting for their drinks to arrive, as judging by the queue now visible 

in the frame, the place was quite busy at the time of the shutter release. As 

mentioned previously, everyone in the background seems to be minding their 

own business, everyone, but the man sitting alone at the table to the left of the 

African and his two female companions. He doesn’t change his position much 

on any of the images he is visible in. He faces and stares at the three. At this 

stage, one could still argue that there is nothing suspicious in his look. The 

look could have been only of a few seconds in duration and it was during this 

short time that the photographer took these images. Possibly the man would 

otherwise be gazing at other features of his surroundings. Maybe he happens 

to glance at the group discussed here merely because they are seated in front 

of him. But the four passers-by depicted in these images quickly erase this 

impression of normality. Each of them turns their head around to take a look 

at the black man. It is undoubtedly the blackness of the African that attracts 

their attention. The elderly woman stops and turns around to take a better 

look at him. The girl and a man depicted in another picture stare at the African 

as well (so does the girl in the third photograph) and none of the passers-by 

look at anyone or anything else. 
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It is impossible to know today how much time Sumiński spent between 

taking these pictures and what was his intention when he took them. Did he 

release the shutter only when a passerby glimpsed at the African? How many 

people passed by without looking at him? How many of them did Sumiński not 

photograph? He was surely aware that such images ‘will not go’, why waste 

material on taking them?237 These are all valid questions, some of which 

could theoretically undermine my reading of the image. But if we look at these 

images in the context of the analysis from chapter one, or if we keep in mind 

that such curiosity of a white Poles towards a black person is still observable 

in Poland today, any attempt in dismissing the racial dimension of these 

stares is nothing but a denial of truth.  

 

 

5.5.4 Racism in the PRL 

 

‘I feel terribly awkward when people look at me as if I were some 

spook, just because I am black’ (‘Black and White’, 1968). This quote could 

serve as a caption for each of the three images discussed above. It comes 

from a documentary film entitled ‘Black and White’ written and directed by 

Krishna Visvanah, an Indian student at Film and TV School of the Academy of 

                                            

 

237	Perhaps	 it	 was	 a	 photographic	 exercise	 whilst	 working	 on	 the	 assignment?	 Marta	
Przybyło	observes	that	although	the	films	themselves	were	issued	by	the	editorial	office,	
‘black	and	white	materials	were	not	spared,	expensive	materials	for	color	photography	
were	issued	with	more	care	(2019,	p.	28)’,	thus	confirming	the	above	observation.	
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Performing Arts in Prague (FAMU). The film is a fascinating account of race 

relations in Czechoslovakia238, precisely because it openly discusses the 

racism of the society, a subject, which according to Tereza Stejskalova, was a 

taboo in the CSSR (2017, p. 52). My research confirms that this statement is 

true in relation to Poland as well, where writing about racism might have been 

omnipresent, but few articles reported it to be happening in Poland. Racism 

was one of the greatest points of criticism raised by communists against 

capitalism, and Poles were exposed to it through the media. They were able 

to read about it happening in the United Kingdom, South Africa, USA, or as 

part of colonialism in general and yet there was close to no word about the 

racial abuse of Africans in Poland.   

This is why ‘Black and White’ is an astonishing source of information 

about the Social Democratic society’s relation to race. It opens our eyes to a 

subject, which is almost unseen in the official discourse and sheds new light 

on the reality within which it was produced. It was produced in 1968, and just 

like the ‘Studies, Happiness, Family’ feature, it concentrates on the life of 

‘mixed-race’ couples. It tells a story of love between black man and white 

woman, from the moment they meet through to their wedding ceremony to the 

birth of a baby and through their story, it presents an image of a society - just 

like ‘The Polish Review’. ‘Black and White’ bears visual similarities with the 

                                            

 

238	Although	not	produced	in	the	PRL,	there	is	no	doubt	that	there	are	plenty	of	parallels	
between	 the	societies	of	 these	 two	Social	Democratic	countries.	 In	 the	end,	 their	post-
war	history	is	dictated	by	the	Soviet	Union.	Both	the	PRL	and	the	CSSR	were	subordinate	
to	USSR	ideologically	and	politically,	and	this	resulted,	among	other	things,	in	the	arrival	
of	African	students	to	both	countries.	The	film,	therefore,	brings	a	valid	context	to	this	
research.	
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TPR and still frames from it could be easily used in one of the magazine 

features (Fig 8). The narrative Visvanah creates with them, however, shapes 

a different reading of the visual material. Local girls dating black men are 

being judged, they are called gold diggers and sluts. A mother won’t accept 

her daughter’s boyfriend, she beats her up and kicks her out of the house for 

dating a black man239. 

 

     Fig 119. ‘Black and White’ 

 

White Czechoslovak men are jealous of the possibilities the status of a 

foreigner gives to Africans in Czehoslovakia: 

                                            

 

239	The	still	images	from	the	movie	and	their	captions,	which	will	now	follow,	should	be	
read	as	quotes	for	the	main	text. 
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I think Czech lads are envious of them coloured ones, they smoke 

good cigarettes, they frequent posh bars, so they look well-off, and 

it’s pure envy that registers some of these things. They tend to 

exaggerate. I think Czech students are jealous. It’s because they 

think either these foreigners have more money, or that these black 

guys score with hotter chicks than they’ll ever get (Black and White, 

1968, 10:16). 

 

That quote brings back to mind the opening photo from the ‘Wedding 

Bells’ feature and 

the two men in the 

top right corner. 

Could the one 

with his hands 

crossed be 

jealous too? 

Another man 

whose voiceover we hear in the movie admits openly that ‘in this respect 

(white girl dating black man – BN), I guess I’m kinda racist.’ 

Few scenes from the movie follow a black man and a white woman 

while they are walking on the busy streets of Prague. It seems like an easy 

trick by Vasvanah in order to get the footage he needed for the film. The black 

and white couple could be just actors, the director’s friends. They might have 

been instructed on how to behave on the streets (the African is playing with 

Fig 120. ‘The Polish Journal (1 (77) 1968) 
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the Czech girl’s hair in public), they might have not. What is obvious, however, 

is that the passers-by, the Czechs, were not actors. They were everyday 

people walking on the streets, minding their own business. Therefore, their 

reactions to accidentally meeting a mixed couple are natural and honest. We 

can see them staring, shaking heads in disapproval and commenting to each 

other on what they have just seen. Before shooting these scenes the director 

must have seen similar situations, similar looks, similar comments towards 

mixed couple numerous times, to the point that when it came to the shooting 

he knew what kind of footage he was going to get. Of course, we might not 

hear what the passers-by are saying, but the voiceover we hear while viewing 

the scenes leaves no illusions of how the director wants us to read them: 

 

When I’m in the city on my own troubles are scarce and 

random. But when I’m in the city with Hana it’s catastrophic. Every 

now and then someone shouts at us. They scream Hana’s a whore. 

And when I ask them why they tell me off. We’re a source of unrest 

to the people (Black and White, 1968, 09:45). 240 

 

These quotes don’t leave any doubt about how a foreign, dark-skinned, 

filmmaker sees the issue from his own perspective.241  As Tereza Stejskalova 

                                            

 

240	After	 this	 quote	 the	 fragment	 of	 voice-over	 starting	 with	 ‘I	 think	 Czech	 lads	 are	
envious’	that	I	have	already	quoted	begins.	
241	The	 above-mentioned	 scenes	 reminiscent	 Sumiński’s	 unpublished	photographs	 and	
quotes	 from	 the	 voiceovers	 could	 be	 used	 as	 the	 captions	 for	 these	 images.	 Their	 use	
would	spark	a	totally	different	reading	from	the	one	we	know	from	‘The	Polish	Review’	
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observes: ‘the voiceover constantly confronts the opinion society has of itself 

as tolerant, modern and progressive with a reality that remains taboo because 

it does not fit the accepted image’ (Stejskalova, 2017, p. 52). There is a 

connection visible between the criticism of racism in socialist society and the 

crisis of communism within it. Tereza Stejskalová believes that the making of 

‘Black and White’ was made possible because communism in Czechoslovakia 

was in crisis, and that the movie is a part of the Prague Spring. ‘For a short 

period of time the Prague Spring made possible the open criticism of racism 

by those who had been directly affected by it’ (2017, p. 56). 

Similar criticism of the societies’ approach to race could be found in  

‘Adopcja’ (‘Adoption’). This film by Mustapha Derkaoui is interesting in the 

context of race in the PRL. Just as ‘Black and White’ it was produced in 1968. 

Visually it concentrates on the youngest children in an orphanage. Off 

camera, we hear a conversation between a couple looking to adopt a child 

and an employee of the institution (Ośrodek Matki i Dziecka in Łódź). The 

camera focuses different children while the employee describes their 

background and character. ‘Pawełek (...) from a good family. Mother is lonely, 

just an accident… This little laughing boy is Jacuś.’  The couple giggles 

pleasurably at the sight of Jacuś. The female says: ‘Great. He is so funny’ and 

the male responds ‘he looks like me.’ After three boys have been described 

the camera focuses on two girls. This is when wee see Agnieszka (a girl of 

                                                                                                                             

 

features.	 
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African descent) for the first time. The future parents realise that only boys 

were offered to them and ask about a girl ‘this one for example, on the rocking 

horse.’ The employee informs that the girl is not for adoption, as the mother 

will take her back after serving a jail sentence. The second girl is not for 

adoption either, as ‘she is deaf’. The employee suggests ‘maybe you will like 

Agnieszka. The mother is Polish and the father comes from Kenya, but the 

mother gave up her child due to marriage with a Pole.’  The voices of the 

couple change as they discuss the proposition between themselves. They 

both agree that they like the girl, but now they do not sound so upbeat. The 

situation becomes awkward. The man suggests that Agnieszka wouldn’t be a 

good choice. The employee asks the female if they would be willing to adopt 

Agnieszka but the future mother hesitates before finally answering that they 

wish to wait a little longer before making a decision. After confirming that the 

couple is looking for a girl the employee and the couple says goodbye.   

Although there is no sign in the conversation of a straightforward 

racism, the movie showcases the societal responses to ‘race’. A white woman 

gives a child away for adoption under the pressure from a white husband to 

be. The couple, whereas before they were cheerfully looking upon their 

possible future child, change their tone immeidietly after seeing the color of 

Agnieszka’s skin. They fear the controversy it may arouse. 242 

                                            

 

242	(The	film	synopsis	available	at:	
https://etiudy.filmschool.lodz.pl/material/Adopcja?search_type=fulltext&query=adopcj
a	,	access	18.12.2019).’		
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As Monika Talarczyk observes ‘in the tradition of the Polish 

documentary school from the People's Poland period, one can point out a 

tendency to choose certain institutions for example, the primary school, the 

hospital, the office, as places that reflect the principles applied on the macro-

social scale. If the adoption center is considered to be an institution that would 

reflect the hidden aversion of Poles to otherness, then this 1968 film seem to 

contain a double meaning. On one hand observation of the center itself and 

on the other a the metaphor of xenophobic Poland (Talarczyk, 2019).’243  

It is clear from the analysis of these marginal student voices that Polish 

society was at least partially racist, and yet in the press (including TPR), this 

fact is covered up with layers of propaganda promoting the image of a tolerant 

society and all the efforts to fight western racism loses their impact. Not 

because the society is racist, but because the leaders fail to tackle the issue, 

because they choose to pretend rather than act. This could be in part because 

of fear of a negative reaction from the Soviet Union.  In the end: 

 

Racism in socialism is unthinkable (…) If it begins to appear in any 

socialist country, it is indicative of certain practices that take place 

and of the fact that something is wrong with the socialism in the 

country in question. (Prohaska quoted in Stejskalova, 2017, p. 52). 

 

And that is something the authorities fighting for bigger influence in 

                                            

 

243	https://artmuseum.pl/pl/news/gdzies-pewnego-dnia...,	access	18.12.2019.	
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international politics could not let anyone see, even when they were aware of 

it.244 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            

 

244	Błażej	 Popławski	 quotes	 a	 PAFS	 report	 about	 what	 the	 Ghanaian	 Ambassador	 to	
Poland	 had	 to	 say	 about	 Polish	 society’s	 positioning	 towards	 Africa	 and	 Africans:	 ‘in	
contrast	to	Yugoslavia,	Czechoslovakia	and	the	GDR,	Poles	are	generally	ignorant	about	
the	 continent	 of	 Africa	 and	 do	 not	 have	 the	 most	 basic	 information	 in	 this	 area.	 He	
mentioned	that	the	only	"work"	that	almost	everyone	knows	in	Poland	is	a	book	written	
by	 a	 famous	 Polish	 writer,	 which	 the	 ambassador	 could	 not	 remember	 (...)’	 The	
ambassador	complained	that	he	held	a	lot	of	frustration	because	wherever	he	appeared	
in	 public	 he	 was	 besieged	 by	 a	 crowd	 of	 children,	 onlookers,	 shouting	 Negro,	 or	
Lumumba	(AMSZ,	Dep.	V,	31/66,	w.	1,	Ogólne,	1962,	Notatka,	k.	2.	quoted	in	Popławski,	
2011,	p.	75).’	
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6.0 Conclusion 

 

Representations of Africans and PAD in Poland are complex and 

informed by a larger European context. For decades, even centuries, they 

were influenced by Western imperial thought, which held the white man’s 

superiority at the centre and therefore, they were dismissive of Africans.  

A new representational direction began with the end of the Second 

World War and the newly imposed Soviet domination. The introduction of 

internationalism stimulated a gradual emergence of a new kind of 

representation. Promoted by propaganda and controlled by censorship the 

new image formed part of the larger political direction of the communist 

governments. Analysis of the data suggests, however, that this shift from 

imperial to socialist ways of seeing was not as radical as the first glance 

would imply. While press photography in the PRL created a new image of the 

African as a friend, a revolutionist, a freedom fighter, a comrade and an 

intellectual, it is important to remember that this was only a small part of the 

overall production of representations (in comics, movies, literature, and so 

on). In a few remarks that emerged in dominant discourse, African students 

complained about excessive exoticisation of Africa (and therefore Africans) in 

Polish media. 

In this enquiry I aimed to answer essential questions regarding 

representations of Africans in the PRL. My intention has been to initiate the 

process of bridging the gaps in knowledge about the photographing of black 

lives in Poland, and to lay the foundations for future research. Although I have 

concentrated on press photography (I was by no means able to explore all of 
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its aspects) I have touched on other subjects that could and should be 

investigated further.  

 Vernacular photography is a prime example here. As with imperial 

representations of race, the official communist representations were produced 

to act as a projection of themselves. Where the first shaped the impression of 

superiority over non-white peoples, the latter sought to generate exactly the 

opposite, a progressive and non-racist counterpart to the West. However both 

were underneath all of this, only acting to further their own interests. Taking 

Deborah Willis’s observation that vernacular photography was a remedy to 

hegemonic and dismissive representations of African Americans as a starting 

point and acknowledging the creation of positive representations in Polish 

press photography, I set off in search for bridges between the official and the 

vernacular in the PRL. I found them, however, they were not a part of the 

official (mainstream) production of meanings. Today, in the hands of curators 

and researchers (and soon hopefully artists as well) the vernacular 

photography of black Polish lives acts as the non-aligned movement did 

during the cold war. It brings an alternative, third point of view, into the public 

discourse.  

 I agree with Darren Newbury who observes that photographic archive 

have the power to ‘interrupt the flow of time, opening up a space for critical 

reflection, and the possibility of dialogue between past and present (2009, p. 

317).’ It is crucial, however, to allow this dialogue a public space, as 

constrained only to the academic sphere it looses its impact. It remains a 

barely heard whisper. Perhaps this is why the ‘Afro PRL’ exhibition has 

become to me a central outcome of this study, even if at the early stages it 



 

 

365 

wasn’t fully designated to play that role, and treated as a tool in research 

rather than a subject of close analysis in the thesis. In practice, however, the 

exhibition became a link bridging the official with the vernacular, the past with 

the present, both on the gallery walls and in discussions that took place during 

the accompanying events (and beyond). By bringing this historical discourse 

to life I was able to begin to tackle to some extend the invisibility of black lives 

in the history of Poland, to help to stimulate the public discourse that has 

continued to emerge since. The exhibition was featured on television and as a 

result thousands of people, sitting at home were able to listen about and to 

see photographs depicting lives and the history of People of African Descent 

in Poland. A part of Polish history and a world history that they had no idea 

had existed.245  

 The last question I’ve asked Jan Morek and Mamadou Diouf during our 

conversation at the opening of the ‘Afro-PRL’ exhibition was if they saw 

importance in exhibitions such as this, where a photographic dialog is being 

triggered. Although neighter of them answered directly, favouring photography 

implemented rather as an excuse for the discussion of life, they both agreed, 

from their own perspectives, that the past brought forward today has the 

potential to inform the future: 

 

                                            

 

245	To	 be	 clear	 this	 relates	 to	 all	 people	 living	 in	 Poland,	 not	 any	 particular	 ethnic,	 or	
national	group.	
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Fig 121. Radek Zawadzki. Jan Morek, Bartosz Nowicki, and Mamadou Diouf in the conversation during the 

launch of the ‘Afro PRL’ exhibition at the History Meeting House in Warsaw, Poland  (21.04.2018).  

 

I think that, in general, these early attempts by our authorities were 

positive from the present point of view, that we have in the countries 

from which future engineers and doctors came, such private 

ambassadors who may know the Polish (language – BN) (…) they 

can say something about Poland and Europe (…) Certainly. These 

attempts to brainwash, after all we were a communist state, now 

turn out to be positive, in this context (Morek during the opening of 

the Afro PRL exhibition, 2018) 

 

This is an interesting point (…) in the world there are thousands of 

people, students who graduated here and it are neglected. I think 
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they (of course, some might clean the street, the second might be a 

minister, the third might be somewhere in a large company) can 

cultivate good relationships (…) I said in various places, at various 

conferences, that it would be worth working on these relationships, 

because they can be very important, for example for economic, 

business, or even cultural exchanges.(…) I hope that maybe 

something will be done in this direction in the future (Diouf during 

the opening of the Afro PRL exhibition, 2018) 

 

 

 History Meeting House, where the exhibition took place, continues a 

collaboration with Diouf and his Foundation Africa Another Way, by co-

organising new events relating to Africa and Africans in Poland. New research 

on race and visual culture is being produced.246 Finally, important questions 

about citizenship and race in the Poland were raised during an online event 

discussing Black History Month in the Polish context. Questions that I tackled 

briefly in this thesis and in fact in the exhibition. Questions that I aim to 

investigate further through the prism of photography.  
                                            

 

246	Curating	 Polish	 Patriotism	 ‘Otherwise’:	 Queering	 and	 Racializing	 August	 Agboola	
Browne	 (Roundtable)	 with	 Nicholas	 Boston,		 Karol	 Radziszewski,	Magdalena	
Wróblewska	(Decolonising	Museums	conference:	October	21 – 24th,	2020	|	Online)	
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Appendix 1 – A brief chronological summary of key events in the 

history of the PRL. 

 

June 1944: Trial of the Sixteen, a show trial of the leaders of the Polish 

Underground State for their alleged actions against the Soviet Union. The 

process was intended to discredit powers linked to Polish Government in Exile 

(the continuation of the Polish pre-war government) in the eyes of Polish 

society. 

 

July 1944: The proclamation of the PKWN Manifesto in Chełm. The 

Manifesto was the final preparatory act for the taking control of Poland by the 

authorities installed by the Soviet Union.  

 

August 1945: The final meeting of The Big Three to discuss the outcome of 

the war, in the result of which Poland became subject to the Soviet Union.  

 

January 1947: A rigged legislative election in which the Polish Workers’ Party 

formed an electoral coalition with the Polish Socialist Party, the People’s Party 

and the Democratic Party. According to official results, the Block of 

Democratic Parties obtained 80,1% of votes. 

 

December 1948: The PZPR is established as a result of the unification of the 

PPR and the PPS. It marks the beginning of one party rule in the PRL.  
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July 1952: The Legislative Sejm passes the Constitution of the PRL. The 

document based on the Soviet original (1935) was edited by Joseph Stalin 

and completed (entering Stalin’s remarks to the Polish language version of 

the document) by the Polish leader Bolesław Bierut.   

 

March 1953: The death of Joseph Stalin starts the destalinisation process in 

the Soviet Union. Criticism of Stalinist methods sparks a chain of changes in 

the PRL and other countries of Social Democracy.  

 

May 1955: The Warsaw Pact of military and economic cooperation is signed 

between the Soviet Union, Poland and a number of other communist states of 

Eastern and Central Europe. The treaty was signed during the Cold War as a 

direct reaction to the creation of NATO. 

 

August 1955: The Fifth Festival of Students and Youth (for Peace and 

Friendship – Against the Aggressive Imperialist Pacts) takes place in Warsaw. 

 

June 1956: A workers protest against living standards in the PRL turns violent 

in Poznań. The PRL authorities use the army to suppress the protest, as a 

result of which dozens of protesters die.  

 

October 1956: Władysław Gomółka (previously sentenced and jailed for his 

criticism of Stalinism) is reinstated as the new Leader of the PZPR. It marks 

the beginning of the Polish ‘thaw.’  
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April 1965: Extension of the pact of friendship between the PRL and the 

Soviet Union until 1985. 

 

June 1967: Following the Six Day War between Israel and Arab Courtiers 

(Egypt, Jordan and Syria) Poland breaks diplomatic contacts with Israel. The 

conflict sparks hostile ‘Anti-Zionist’ propaganda, which sees the clearance of 

Jews from various posts in the party, government and other positions of 

power.  

 

March 1968: Students protest against the censorship of a play by the famous 

Polish poet Adam Mickiewicz. Protests turn violent. The press points at the 

‘Zionists’ as provokers of the unrest. 

 

August 1968: the Polish army enters Czechoslovakia as a part of the 

Warsaw Pact missions to supress the Prague Spring. 

 

December 1970: Two days after the announcement of a drastic increase in 

food prices, protests in Gdańsk, Gdynia, Elbląg and Szczecin erupt. 

Representatives of the authorities kill protesters. As a result of his response to 

the protests Władysław Gomułka is removed from power and Edward Gierek 

takes his place as the leader of the KC PZPR. 

 

June 1976: Plans for another food price increase causes a new wave of 

protests. 
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October 1978: Cardinal Karol Wojtyła becomes Pope John Paul II. The 

Catholic Church hold an important position in the opposition to the communist 

party. Through years of campaigns (official as well as through repression) the 

communists have aimed to minimise the churches influence on Polish society.  

The choice of a Pole as leader of this powerful organisation is a blow to the 

communists’ plans for its subordination. The Pope’s 1979 pilgrimage to 

Poland is hugely popular among the population.  

 

July 1980: An increase in the price of meat sparks a chain of strikes.  

 

August 1980: Lech Wałęsa emerges as the leader of the Inter-Factory Strike 

Committee. 

 

November 1980: The oppositional NSZZ “Solidarność” becomes an official 

organisation. 

 

December 1980: Edward Gierek resigns as the leader of the KC PZPR. 

 

June 1981: The KC KPZR in Moscow sends a letter to KC PZPR expressing 

concerns about the ‘revolutionary accomplishments of the PRL’ and hopes to 

‘prevent the worst’ by the PZPR, trusted ‘defenders of communism’. 

 

December 1981: The leader of the PZPR, Wojciech Jaruzelski, announces 

the beginning of Martial Law. 9 people die in the pacification of a protest in the 
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“Wójek” Coal Mine. After the incident the USA imposes economic sanctions 

on the PRL.  

 

August 1982: The largest population protests of the PRL period take place on 

the streets of Poland.  

 

July 1983: The cessation of Martial Law.   

 

1989: After years of struggle Poland begins a transitional period heralding the 

end of communism in Poland. 
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Appendix 2 – Documentation of the ‘Afro PRL’ exhibition 

 

The ‘Afro PRL’ Exhibition poster 
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Documentation of the ‘Afro PRL’ exhibition 
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Screenshots from the TVP Kultura programme. 
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The ‘Afro PRL’ newspaper – an exhibition publication. 
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