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Introduction

Mary Ginsberg

The mobilization of art for revolutionary aims is a defining feature of
communism.” As early as 1894, Friedrich Engels argued that posters were
‘the main means of influencing the proletariat’, making ‘every street into

a large newspaper’.* Posters have served as vehicles of persuasion, instruc-
tion, damnation and social discourse in every communist nation. They

are beacons of revolutionary art — an ideal format for propaganda. They
are fast and relatively cheap to produce and easy to transport, distribute
and display in public places. Their striking imagery and bold slogans are
purposefully clear and comprehensible to mass audiences. People may
take more notice of them than of daily transactional items such as stamps
or money, which also carry political messages and circulate the authority
of the state. On the other hand, posters can also be highly eftective weapons
of protest, both before and after the establishment of revolutionary regimes.

By their nature, posters are ephemeral markers of time, place, invocation
or triumph. Many, however, have far-reaching, long-lasting impact. Consider
Picasso’s dove, originally designed for the poster promoting the Soviet
backed World Peace Congress in 1949.> The dove had long featured in
Jewish, Christian and pagan imagery, but from this time became a political
symbol of peace in the propaganda of (ideologically atheist) communist
states (illus. 1). The dove frequently appeared in communist posters with
bellicose imagery, thereby mixing the metaphor (chap. 4, illus. 4; chap. 6,
illus. 15).* It also served to express dissent within the Soviet bloc (chap. 3,
illus. 148). The dove was gradually adopted worldwide and remains a
universal symbol for peace (chap. 6, illus. 4).

Even more widely disseminated and re-messaged are the posters derived
from Alberto Korda’s photograph of lifelong Marxist Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara
(1928-1967), Day of the Heroic Guerrilla, October 8 (illus. 2). The image
functions in countless versions as political inspiration, commercial adver-
tisement and dorm-room decoration. The symbolism of rebellion persists in
political and popular culture, even if contemporary standard-bearers have
no idea what Che actually did in Cuba and the rest of Latin America. Che

posters appeared in Tunisia’s Jasmine Revolution in 2010 (the star on his
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cap replaced by the crescent and star motif of the Tunisian flag), and were
carried in Athens by anti-austerity/anti-Europe protesters in 2015.

Posters from China’s Cultural Revolution (1966—76) are probably the
most widely recognized images of the People’s Republic, both within and
without. There is a strong collector’s market, both for genuine Mao posters
of the era and for cheap (re)productions (illus. 4).5 This phenomenon is
commercially motivated, not politically — and remarkable, since most people
wish those ten years had never happened. On the other hand, Liberation-era
Maoist imagery (1940s) has been revived officially under Xi Jinping,
celebrating Chinese national victories (chap. 4, illus. 180).

These are just three examples of how communist poster imagery evolved
and has persisted, even when the ideology that inspired it has mostly lost
its relevance. The medium, too, has been overshadowed by television, the
Internet and digital art. But in the long twentieth century, posters were
powerful means of propaganda in the revolutionary movements and gover-
nance of communist states. In homes, schools and workplaces, posters
played a part in people’s lives (illus. 3, 5; chap. 4, illus. 182). Many were
imbued with both artistic integrity and personal conviction; others were
derivative, formulaic and flabby in message or style.®

A broad range of political and visual cultures are revealed in these

pictorial documents. While most books about posters cover one country
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Introduction

or set of events, this one is the first survey across the history and diversity
of communist poster art. While we cannot cover every communist regime,
we hope to shed comparative light on the ideological and aesthetic elements
of this essential propaganda format. Some of the following chapters analyse
the posters of single collections, historically and thematically (Mongolia,
North Korea). Others trace revolutionary posters through various policies,
campaigns and leadership changes (Ussr, China, Vietnam). The essay on
Eastern Europe illustrates official propaganda and protest in nearly equal
measure: in some of those countries open dissent was tolerated, if only

for very limited periods. The final chapter examines the posters of Cuba,
which stand apart in style and priority of subject-matter.

In the twentieth century, socialist regimes were established in Europe,
Asia, Latin America and Africa — nominally, at least, under the banner
of Marxism-Leninism. Socialism was a stage on the way to communism,
the utopian goal.” At various times, these states worked together in a
bloc, towards a shared ideological vision. At other times, national political
interests, economic or social requirements prevailed. Ultimately, the
utopian vision failed. Formerly communist states live today under a variety
of economic and political systems. Four countries are still officially gov-
erned by communist parties, but the prevailing motivating political force is
nationalism: ‘primordial loyalties’ have re-emerged.’ The economic systems
of all but Cuba have moved towards state capitalism, or market socialism.
Marxist-Leninist revolutionary regimes are — or were — committed to
the realization of a classless, stateless society inhabited by free individuals
working for a common good. This seems to involve a fundamental transfor-
mation of human nature, since, prior to the revolution, productive endeavour
resulted from narrow, materialistic concerns. Ideally, then, the policies and
practices of political socialization create a new system of values, attitudes
and behaviour, preparing a ‘new man’ for the transition to communism.
The history of communist regimes shows, however, that ultimate goals
are frequently subordinated to the demands of political and economic reality.
This results from a conflict rooted in the revolution itself. No indigenous

communist revolution succeeded under the conditions predicted by Karl
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Marx. On the contrary, all occurred in conditions of ‘underdevelopment’.’
The new regimes therefore faced several tasks: achieving a high level of
economic development (implicit in the attainment of communism), and
fostering the classless society. At the same time, they had to ensure their
power against possible foreign aggression and secure the cooperation of the
unconverted masses. In nearly every case, the achievement of these diverse
goals entailed the full mobilization of economic, political and social resources.
The term ‘totalitarian’ was long used to characterize one-party states !
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constructing all-embracing systems for development and control.” Many

have argued that while ‘totalitarianism’ subsumes divergent ideologies, these

regimes produce the same ‘brand’ of art, relying on similar strategies to 6
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The USSR: Workers of All
are generally the Soviet Union, Nazi Germany, fascist Italy and the People’s Countries, Unite!, 1926

create ‘identical official aesthetic conceptions’.” The cases lumped together

Republic of China (PRC).” We take a different view here, examining artworks
only of communist societies. It is true that heroic realism and the monumen-
tal are hallmarks of these four, and of other one-party states; and leader
worship and enemy demonizing are favourite themes of all. However, the
motivations, policies and aesthetics differ in each case: Hitler and Mao, for
example, proffered very different utopias. Representations of modernity and
model social structures are just two examples of their contrasting visions.
Since art is determined by the conditions of its production, we must note .
a few factors that distinguish these countries from each other — apart from State emblem and flag of the
Turkmen Soviet SSR, 1926

their obviously different artistic traditions. One scholar of communist politi-

cal development emphasizes three points of comparison, which may be also - -
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applied to the production and reception of propaganda art.” These are: e o o

1. Circumstances of communists’ coming to power: indigenous revolu-
tions, won after decades of war or colonialism (Russia, China, Cuba)
clearly had more popular support than regimes installed with or by an
outside power (Mongolia, Eastern Europe). Some countries endured
long proxy wars as divided nations (North Korea, Vietnam). Indigenous
revolutions generally had the cooperation or even enthusiastic support
of the artists and educators who promoted them, and the populations

were more accepting of sacrifice and struggle for future goals.
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Introduction

Level of development: the less developed the economy and the less

educated the population, the more dependent was the government

on visual propaganda, rather than text. The less familiar people were
with concepts like ‘classless society” and the ‘New Man’, the more
necessary it was to saturate the country with new models and imagery.

Existing political culture: Marxism-Leninism was an international
ideology, and of course communist propaganda crossed borders, with
common elements of style, message and symbolic motif. Socialist
Realism, for example, was adopted more or less willingly by poster
designers in nearly every communist state. However, each regime made
use of traditional imagery, popular rituals and national heritage. Each
invoked and adapted the past — or broke with it — as necessary.” Each
invented its own traditions.™
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Communism in Posters: Sources, Imagery and Subject-matter

The Bolshevik Revolution was a touchstone for all the others. Soviet power
influenced the cultural policies of all communist regimes, but the relation-
ships were nuanced across time and place.” The visual culture of interna-
tional communism carried many universal themes, symbols and rituals;
national authorities adapted these forms for better accessibility and recep-
tion and, thereby, enhanced legitimacy.

The most common communist symbols were the hammer and sickle and
the five-pointed star. These feature on national flags, emblems, money and
other objects of authority, and appear on posters in a variety of contexts.

A photomontage poster from 1926 highlights the significance of the ham-
mer and sickle, which came to stand for the Communist Party (illus. 6).7
Adopted during the Bolshevik Revolution (1917), it represented worker-
peasant unity against exploitation. The photomontage is in the shape of the
national emblem, which also includes a wreath of grain, a red star, rays of
sun and the internationalist slogan, ‘Proletarians of all countries, unite!’
The many photographs present scenes of industrial, agricultural, military
and political life, as well as portraits of the Bolshevik leadership.™

All Soviet republics and several satellite states adopted this imagery for
their emblems, though each featured national economic and cultural motifs
(chap. 2, illus. 58). A Turkmenistan Republic poster is part of a complete
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Introduction

series of USSR flags and state emblems (illus. 7). The design includes symbols
of local agriculture (cotton, grapes), industry (oil) and a rug, an important
cultural product. The border patterns are traditional carpet guls.

The hammer and sickle took on a gendered meaning in the USSR, immor-
talized by Vera Mukhina’s Worker and Kolkhoz Woman, the monumental
statue designed for the Soviet pavilion at the 1937 International Exhibition:
he raised high a hammer, and she the sickle. The statue was moved to
Moscow, symbolizing the All-union Exhibition of Economic Achievements,
VvDNKH (illus. 8).” In Vietnamese iconography, a common male-female
pairing was a soldier and an agricultural worker. She may be holding or
planting grain, but instead of a sickle, she also carries a gun, representing
constant military preparedness (illus. 9).

In the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK), exceptionally, the
hammer, hoe and calligraphy brush form the symbol of the Korean Workers’
Party in illus. 1o. The brush signifies the white collar class, or intelligentsia,
indicating their equal status with factory and agricultural workers. Commu-
nist and other mobilization regimes need writers, scientists and bureaucrats
for modernization programmes, but generally distrust them for their
independent views. Some argue that this sign of inclusiveness belies the
North Korean regime’s strong anti-intellectualism.*

The five-pointed star was the other ubiquitous symbol in communist
iconography, but the motif had its origins much earlier, in European heraldry,
and has military connotations worldwide. In Russia, it came into general
use during or shortly after the Civil War, worn by soldiers of the Red Army
(chap. 1, illus. 22). It has various political interpretations: the five fingers
of the worker’s hand; the five continents; the five groups who will lead the
revolution to socialism/communism (workers, peasants, soldiers, youth and
intelligentsia). The flag and national emblem of China have red backgrounds,
signifying the spirit of the revolution, with five gold stars representing the
unity of the people. In Vietnam, the gold-filled star had revolutionary meaning
before the advent of communism and appears in a 1945 poster replete with
symbols of the French Revolution (chap. 6, illus. 267). Marianne, symbol of
liberty, also provided inspiration for early Soviet poster designers (illus. 247)

and for progressive Chinese illustrators of the 1930s.”

17
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Many other motifs crossed borders in poster design, but often carried
different meanings. The mask of deception in Civil War Russia hid the
greedy capitalist, while in Second World War China the face behind the
mask was the Japanese military aggressor. The serpent was an effective
sign against enemies of the Bolshevik Revolution and in the 1930s repre-
sented Stalin’s real and imagined villains, but later appeared in Cold War
calls for vigilance and appeals to ‘ban the bomb’ (chap.3, illus. 127).

Compositional and other stylistic devices were shared. Many adapta-
tions of Soviet and Chinese posters are easy to trace. The Montoglian
artist Sharav’s anti-nobility poster (chap. 2, illus. 82) could only have come
from Viktor Deni’s 1921 design condemning the church (illus. 4). The
repeating hands of the Latvian graphic artist Gustav Klutsis in the 1930s
(illus. 14) and post-war Hungary’s Fischer (chap. 3, illus. 125) foster
solidarity for national construction.** Viktor Ivanov and Olga Burova’s
Second World War Soviet poster Our Only Hope Is You, Red Soldier (illus. 11)
clearly inspired the DPRK’s Quintessential call to avenge the 1950 Sinchon
Massacre (illus. 16).”> China’s design with larger-thanlife soldiers (illus. 15)
features in an early Vietnamese call to resist the U.s. (chap. 6, illus. 236).

It is revealing to compare treatments of common political themes and
broad social subject areas. Personality cults, loyalty to Party and revolution-
ary struggle are among the subjects illustrated in the following chapters.
The authors also discuss portrayals of women, children, national minorities
and other political actors. Yet another representative topic comprises
celebrations and rituals: anniversary of the revolution; founding of the
communist party and armed forces; birthdays of national leaders and
revolutionary heroes; elections, anniversaries of military victories and other
unifying ceremonies.

In the early years of the regimes, anniversary posters often reminded
citizens of life’s hardships before the joyful revolution. The imagery is
powerful and easily accessible in Alexander Apsit’s renowned poster
celebrating the first Year of the Proletarian Dictatorship (illus. 18). Worker
and peasant stand at a doorway to the sun-filled, modern future society.
Happy crowds wave red flags. On the ground are broken accoutrements of

the imperial regime: crown, shield and chains.
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The Bolshevik Revolution was marked by most communist parties
every 7 November until the ussr collapsed (chap. 7, illus. 316).>* A fortieth
anniversary poster was in a common style, during a time of strong solidarity
within the communist bloc (illus. 16). It is readily distinguishable as
Czechoslovakian only by the lead flag in the procession. Other collective
celebrations included International Women'’s Day (8 March), International
Labour Day (1 May) and Children’s Day (1 June).*s

Much of the iconography illuminating these occasions was shared and
predictable, following evolving policy lines. In the Ussr, International
Women’s Day posters from the early five-year plans showed robust farm
and factory women hard at work (chap. 1, illus. 37). After the mid-1930s,
when Stalin declared that life had become more ‘joyful’, there were often
flowers and families in these images instead. On 1 May, proletarians of the
world united, armed or raising clenched fists. This type of militant, multi-
racial iconography served in most communist countries, working equally
well with anti-imperialist Cold War slogans or exhortations to defend the
revolution. In illus. 20, the protagonists forge ahead to the strains of “The
Internationale’.

Posters celebrating indigenous heroes and festivals are, understandably,
designed in national style with popular motifs and references. A poster by
Juan Antonio Gomez commemorates the 13oth anniversary of José Marti’s
birth (1853-1895). The flat, boldly coloured design, typical of Cuban silk-
screen prints, presents multiple images of the national literary and political
hero, still revered as the ‘Apostle of Independence’ (illus. 19). In Vietnam,
posters produced after Ho Chi Minh’s death in 1969 portray the leader
in outline or silhouette, while other figures are in colour, showing that he is
still there in spirit (chap. 6, illus. 39).”

Some symbolism may be meaningful to a local audience, but not to
outsiders. A poster honouring Jan Palach (1948-1969), who immolated
himself protesting the 1968 Soviet Occupation, would be understood in the
Czech Republic and much of Eastern Europe, but not where people don’t
know his story (illus. 20). Similarly, the clear reference to The Romance of the
Three Kingdoms would be missed by most non-Chinese viewers of the Great
Leap Forward poster in illus. 22.7

20
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Introduction

Folk art was frequently used to depict national heroes in communist
posters. Traditional stories and imagery were more accessible to illiterate
populations, and their subject-matter could be adapted to nationalist/
communist themes. Trotsky appeared as St George battling counter-revolu-
tionaries on a white horse; Mao Zedong replaced the ubiquitous Kitchen
God. The heroic Trung sisters (c. 12—c. 43 AD), ancient freedom fighters,
wage the battle for independence in twentieth-century Vietnamese posters
(illus. 21), while the legendary Chollima — the horse who covered 1000/
(about 650 km) a day — is regularly invoked in the posters and other propa-
ganda media of North Korea (chap. 5, illus. 228).

Traditional markers were especially necessary in less politically developed
countries, where communist ideology was totally new. The Mongolian
flag combined the Soyombo (national symbol) with a five-pointed red star
(chap. 2, illus. 109). Posters promoting new forms of political participation
and social development relied on familiar scenes and signs for decades.”®
Elections were important occasions, ritualizing ‘democracy’ and emphasiz-
ing the unity of citizens from all generations, occupations and national
minorities. Eager voters feature in the posters of all the countries discussed
here (chap. 2, illus. 110; chap. 6, illus. 264).

Political rituals and processions, meetings and mass organizations,
monuments, film and print media — all with ubiquitous symbolic systems —
reinforced ideal images of the new society. This is how it should be; how it
will be (even if we’re not there yet). Everyone looks forward, marching to
the future, striving to achieve, happy to sacrifice. A North Korean poster,
overfull with iconography, commands: Bring Honour to Our Glorious Country
Forever! (illus. 23). Revolutionary citizens gaze ahead with gratitude and
wonderment; a Party member raises high the wisdom of Kim Il Sung (1912
-1994); the intellectual waves the DPRK flag; the girl holds a bouquet, which
includes magnolias (the national flower) and blooms of Kimilsungia and
Kimjongilia; Young Pioneers and enthusiastic gymnasts participate in a mass
event. The national logo, the Chollima Horse Monument (representing
super-fast development) and sacred Mt Paektu (or Baekdu) all feature.*
This may be an iconographically extreme example, but every chapter in this
book portrays national visions of life under communism.

21
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Introduction

The New (wo)Man is an enthusiastic political and economic actor — a
tireless worker-hero in agriculture or industry. It was everyone’s duty to
raise production, to (over)fulfil the five-year plans, to be frugal and vigilant
(chap. 1, illus. 49; chap. 7, illus. 23, 24). Bold and dramatic images lead
the charge to modernization. Steel production signifies rapid industrial
development (chap. 4, illus. 164). Trains, aeroplanes and rockets mark the
race to technological mastery and the future (chap. 1, illus. 52, 67). Tractors
— especially driven by women — herald agricultural mechanization.” In the
early years, most communist economies were agrarian, so a great many
posters encouraged all-out collective effort for animal husbandry and crop
production (chap. 2, illus. 50, 68, 70, 71; chap. 8, illus. 22). Agricultural
surpluses provided the capital for industrial development, so concomitant
themes were cooperation between economic sectors and the unity of town
and country (chap. 1, illus. 63).

The utopian principle of distribution under communism was summa-
rized as, ‘From each according to his ability; to each according to his
need.”’" However, this lofty goal fast gave way to economic reality. Lenin’s
version was ‘He who does not work shall not eat.”® The ideal of egalitarian-
ism did not survive in most communist states, as Party, technical and
military elites developed, resulting in great gaps between the more and less
privileged groups in society. Mao Zedong insisted that only ‘permanent
revolution’ would prevent bureaucratization, hierarchy and a return to the
evils of capitalism. In post-Mao China, however, Deng Xiaoping’s dictum
has prevailed: ‘It is glorious to be rich’ (chap. 4, illus. 177). Perhaps only
Cuba still professes the egalitarian ideal. A baseball player chose pride of
country over American incentives, famously declaring, ‘I would rather play
for ten million people than ten million dollars.”® Although the notion of the
classless society withered, rather than the state, hard work and vigilance
are still promoted for national production and defence. North Korea, in
particular, still produces a great many posters on these themes (illus. 24).

Life in the new society was distinctly public, though it is much less so
today in all these countries.>* Political, economic and social activities were
carried out in groups and in public spaces, and were depicted as such in

every medium. This is obviously for public activities as opposed to social
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Introduction

or domestic ones. It is remarkable, however, how few posters represent
private pursuits or domestic interiors.

Walter Benjamin (1892-1940) wrote of the abolition of private life under
communism.’ In the early Soviet years, some utopian planners envisaged
communal child-rearing and the disappearance of the family.* Shared living
facilities were common themes on posters (chap. 1, illus. 46). The reinstate-
ment of the family and conservative sexual mores in the 1930s coincided with
the encouragement of leisure activities and the greater availability of con-
sumer goods. A 1934 Soviet poster shows a rural family enjoying the modern
conveniences of electricity and a gramophone (illus. 25). It was criticized at
the time for crowding the figures, making the living space appear small.”
The Second World War required sacrifice and public-spiritedness from all,
and personal life again disappeared from view. In the 1950s, as post-war
reconstruction progressed, scenes of domestic comfort returned, but they
constitute a very small part of propaganda output.

After the establishment of the PRC, posters illustrated the success of
land reform by showing family life at home. However, with collectivization
(mid-1950s) and especially the establishment of the communes (1958),
private domestic scenes disappear. People are shown outside their homes,
engaged in various shared activities. A 1972 poster makes this point
emphatically (illus. 26). In Red Loudspeakers Are Sounding Through Every
Home, ‘Loudspeakers are attached to the village’s PA system, so this family
can enjoy the political songs, slogans and lectures broadcasted all day.?*
What they can’t do is turn them off. The people are all outside the house,
not in it. The only things you see inside are Chairman Mao’s portrait
framed by slogans and some red books — Mao’s Quotations or Collected Works.

The remaining essays in this book include few posters of home life.

A North Korean poster shows a woman in her kitchen, but the subject is
frugality, and the scene is sparse indeed. It is entitled In Famalies, Let’s Save
Even a Single Drop of Water.® Two Mongolian interior scenes promote
cleanliness (chap. 2, illus. 119, 120), but they relate to modernization and
communal well-being.

Health and other social issues feature in the posters of every country.

Practising sports and maintaining physical fitness were important not just

24
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for individual well-being, but for national pride (chap. 2, illus. 116; chap. 7,
illus. 299, 313; chap. 6, illus. 271). International sporting events offer a
venue for all nations to exhibit their athletic prowess and competitiveness.
There is an important political dimension to these occasions, and this was
especially true during the Cold War. The Ussr participated in the Olympics
for the first time in 1952, but held Spartakiads from 1923. Some of these
were international, while others were ‘All-Union’ affairs. For other coun-
tries, too, hosting the Olympics or Spartakiads offered an enormous
opportunity to showcase national economic, social and cultural achieve-
ments (chap. 3, illus. 3).* The poster production of these events has always
been varied and high-volume, proclaiming international friendship, peace
and welcome. For 2008, the Beijing Organizing Committee presented the
rather cutesy Five Friendlies as mascots. Their names joined together
spelled out ‘Beijing welcomes you’.#" Each represented a continent, a sport,
one of the Olympic ring colours and an aspect of China’s unique traditional
culture.

Two sports posters illustrate the Soviet transformation from dynamism
to stagnation — of both socialism and its visual expression. A design for
the 1928 Spartakiad is full of vibrant, internationalist revolutionary imag.
ery: a powerful athletic hero in the foreground, with images of industry,
agriculture, Lenin’s mausoleum and a parade of youth marching to the future
(illus. 31). Compare this with a static creation produced for the 1980 Moscow
Olympics — historically informative, carefully composed and absolutely
lifeless (illus. 28). By this time, both poster artists and their intended viewers
were merely going through the motions.

Still on the subject of health, and just as important, posters implied
that bad habits harm not only the body, but the economy and social order.
In the ussr and Eastern Europe, drinking alcohol was the subject of
constant propaganda campaigns throughout the decades of communist
rule (chap. 1, illus. 53). Vietnam ran poster competitions publicizing social
issues and published some remarkably strong graphics (illus. 31). Drug
addiction and sexually transmitted diseases, both long denied in commu-
nist paradise, finally became issues for public discussion. A cleverly
designed AIDs poster from the last days of the USSR warns against casual
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Introduction

relationships, with two figures lying together on a park-bench-cum-hospital-
gurney (chap. 1, illus. 32).

Essential to the propaganda programmes of all communist countries
were posters relating to education and culture. Except for parts of Eastern
Europe, literacy rates were low where communist regimes came to power.
In all those countries, posters insisted on the importance of education and,
especially, literacy (chap. 7, illus. 295, 296, 337). Libraries and workers’
reading rooms were established, and books and newspapers were sent to
the countryside, where literacy rates were particularly low (chap. 1, illus.
63; chap. 2, illus. 9o). Students helped their parents learn to read, and
parents were encouraged to attend part-time schools (illus. 30). Ho Chi
Minh put it succinctly: “You must study in order to know . . . and you must
know in order to carry out a revolution.” For social, political and economic
development, the masses had to read and write.

China flipflopped on the issue of education during Mao’s episodes of
permanent revolution. Literacy was much encouraged in the early PRC
years, and specialists were acknowledged to be necessary. However, during
the Great Leap Forward and even more so in the Cultural Revolution,
Mao insisted that ‘red” was better than ‘expert’. In 1964, he made the
oft-quoted remark that “To read too many books is harmful.# At the same
time, however, publishing houses were still issuing ‘Study hard’ posters.*
Following those tumultuous years, China adopted the Four Moderniza-
tions, since when studying has been essential (chap. 4, illus. 192).

There has been an enormous output of posters for cultural festivals,
performances and especially films. Lenin and then Mao both stressed the
importance of film as the most effective revolutionary form of art for
‘modernisation, nation building and transformation of the individual’.s
Soviet film posters of the 1920s were among the most exciting graphics
produced, although this ended with the clampdown on Constructivism and
the advent of Socialist Realism in the early 1930s. Sometimes numerous
posters were designed for a single film — innovative and startling in concep-
tion and perspective. Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin (1925) is the classic
example, considered by many to be the most influential propaganda film of

all time (illus. 31). Eastern European poster designers also created bold,
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sometimes quirky graphic works, a number of which are illustrated in
Chapter Three (illus. 132, 133). While many were propaganda posters,
some were apolitical — created just for entertainment or for local releases of
acceptable foreign films.

Films in Maoist China emphasized the new life under socialism —
collectivization, modernization of agriculture and industry — while remind-
ing people of the hardships of war and imperialism. Historical dramas
and patriotic extravaganzas on these themes are still produced in Quantity.
The 2009 Founding of the Republic was followed in 2011 by The Founding of a
Party, celebrating the ninetieth anniversary of the cpc (illus. 35).4°

Film posters were, of course, advertisements. Consumer product ads
may be considered as a completely separate category, but also carried political
intent. Advertising provided a platform to contrast communism with the
greed and economic injustice of capitalism (chap. 3, illus. 136). It serves
socialism to buy state-produced goods, and displays of consumer goods show
how life has improved. Unity among social groups and other messages could
be embedded in commercial advertisements (chap. 1, illus. 61).

Last but not least is the evolution and depiction of the communist
movement and its organizations, the Comintern and Warsaw Pact (illus.
34).* The worldwide revolution envisioned by the Bolsheviks never
happened. Communist governments were installed in the other Soviet
republics, Mongolia, Eastern Europe and North Korea. The Comintern
was useful in differing degrees to communist revolutionary movements, as
it suited Soviet interests.**

The Cold War divided the world into seemingly unified blocs, and for
some years the communist nations accepted the leadership of the ussr
(chap. 6, illus. 254). Many posters declared the unity of the movement and
of bilateral, or leader-to-leader relations (chap. 2, illus. 104; chap. 4, illus. 1).
All communist countries declared solidarity with revolutionary and anti-
imperialist movements in less developed countries (illus. 36). Hundreds of
communist posters supported Ho Chi Minh and the Vietnamese struggle
against American imperialism (chap. 2, illus. 112; chap. 3, illus. 139; chap.
00, illus. 25). Cuba’s graphic designers were particularly prolific in this
activity, through the organizations 0sPAAAL and Editora Politica (chap. 7,
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illus. 313).* While supporting specific nationalist/communist movements,
and opposing American/imperialist/colonial regimes, OSPAAAL also made a
general stand for human rights and social development (illus. 33).

Yugoslavia was the first to pull away, years before Khrushchev’s bloc
‘buster ‘Secret Speech’ of 1956. The 1956 uprising in Hungary was Quashed,
but revealed cracks in the system (chap. 3, illus. 148). The Sino-Soviet split
was public and irrevocable by 1960, after which both claimed leadership of
the communist movement, as alliances shifted. Romania played one against
the other; Albania allied itself firmly with China; Cuba stood with the UssrR
(chap. 7, illus. 281, 320).

It all fell apart at the end of the 1980s. Starting with Poland, the Eastern
European countries seceded one after another (chap. 3, illus. 145, 149). In
1991 the USSR disintegrated. There is no longer a communist movement,
though ruling communist parties and workers’ parties refer to their coun-
tries’ policies and programmes as socialist. China, Vietnam and Laos operate
increasingly as mixed/market economies, with nationalism the driving
political force. North Korea remains highly mobilized and has jettisoned
communism for Fuche (self-reliance). Only Cuba seems still to be inspired
by revolutionary goals, but the American flag is flying above a newly
reopened embassy, and Castro’s death may put an end to a once-powerful
international secular faith.
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Russia/Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics, 1917-91

Mary Ginsberg

The posters of the early Soviet era are enormously
diverse, ideologically inventive and aesthetically
imaginative — surely among the best graphics ever
produced. Mikhail Cheremnykh (1892-1962), one
of the great innovators of Soviet revolutionary art,
called one formative type of poster ‘flowers of the
revolution’, but these flowers had traditional Russian
roots, as well as nineteenth-century sources."

The popular illustrated broadside, known as
the /ubok, came to Russia from Germany in the
sixteenth century, but was Russified in style and
subject by the seventeenth century. Lubki were
produced in great Quantity, first as woodblocks,
then as copper engravings. Characterized by
deliberately crude strokes and native realism, their
composition combined narrative illustration and
text. Their subject-matter was originally religious,
but later included folk tales and legendary heroes,
political caricature, town life, festivals and fashions.”
In times of war, they carried nationalist messages,
often hanging in homes near the spiritual images in
the ‘red corner’ or ‘icon corner’.’

In 1914, a group of avant-garde artists, notably
Kazimir Malevich (1879-1935) and Vladimir Maia-
kovskii (1893-1930), produced propaganda prints
and postcards for a short-lived publishing house,
Segodniashnii Lubok (Contemporary Lubok). In
illus. 39, Malevich ridicules a fat Kaiser Wilhelm 11
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near the Vistula River in Poland, marking an early
success for the Russian forces in the First World
War.* Maiakovskii wrote the crude text, referring
to Prussian flatulence. In these lubk:, the central
figure, whether hero or enemy, is often shown as
gigantic, a device that was continued for many
decades in Bolshevik posters. Segodniashnii Lubok
closed after a few months, but other publishers
produced mass editions of patriotic prints throughout
the war. These have been criticized as stereotypical,
chauvinistic and ‘simply bad illustrations’, but their
wide circulation had a great impact on popular
attitudes.’ Their direct visual language links tra-
ditional /ubki to post-revolutionary posters. Many
of the Segodniashnii Lubok artists went on to serve
the Soviet cause.

Another important source of the Bolshevik
poster was religious art, particularly icons. While
Marxism is ideologically opposed to religion, artists
relied on familiar imagery with meanings that were
accessible to the largely illiterate population. Red
— the colour of revolution and communism — was
also the colour of fire, holy war, salvation, hope
and faith in Russian icons.’” The poster in illus. 39
shows Lenin as patron saint of the future society.

It mixes the ancient iconic motif of a saint in a red
circle with futuristic structural visions of town

and village, and qQuotes Lenin’s declaration that



Russia/Union of Soviet Socialist Republics

‘communism equals Soviet power plus
electrification’.

A third influence was the Russian satirical
journals of the later nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, which had derived from Western Euro-
pean sources and spread in response to social and
political issues. Many of the most prolific and
hard-hitting Civil War poster artists had worked
on these journals at the end of the Tsarist period,
including Viktor Deni (1893-1946) and Dmitrii
Moor (1883-1946). Also important were commercial
posters, whose production techniques, styles and
imagery spread through many countries with the
advent of the Machine Age. Dmitrii Moor once
identified the work of Jules Chéret (1836-1932) as
the basis of all modern posters.”

Designers of revolutionary posters adapted
the traditional forms and themes in the service of
the new social, political and economic order. ROSTA
windows (Cheremnykh’s ‘flowers”), for example,
were a Quickly produced form inspired by the lubok.’
Other types of visual propaganda followed from
new techniques of mechanical reproduction, such
as photomontage.

This essay traces the production of Soviet
posters from the October Revolution to the end
of the communist period. Techniques, objectives
and the visual language of propaganda changed
with economic and political circumstances, as in
any nation’s graphic history. Like most accounts
of the subject, this one emphasizes the early years,
when the aesthetic variety and political urgency
of visual propaganda were at their peak. Some

histories stop after the first two five-year plans in
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1937; others at the death of Stalin.” Later posters
merit a selective viewing, however. While it is true
that most posters after the 1950s were formulaic and
largely ignored by their intended audiences, they
influenced designs in other communist countries, for
better or worse. Finally, there were some interesting
developments near the end of the era, when social

and political truths managed to break through.

Revolution and Civil War (1917-21)

The storming of the Winter Palace on 25
October 1917 was not a mass revolution, more an
insurrection, staged by about 15,000 people.” It
overthrew the Provisional Government that had
been in place since the forced abdication of Tsar
Nicholas 11 in February that year. The Bolsheviks
claimed power, but the political and military
victories were not secured. An array of domestic
and international forces (Whites) lined up against
the Bolsheviks (Reds) in a civil war that lasted for
four years. The Red Army contended with numer-
ous independence movements and interventions
by Russia’s First World War allies, who openly
supported the Whites. Conflicts in the Soviet Far
East were not finally resolved until 1922.

Lenin’s power came from workers, including
the many newly arrived seekers of labour from
the villages, and from the ever-growing ranks of
radical and deserting soldiers, drawn by the Bol-
sheviks’ fierce opposition to the world war. The
workers were the vanguard of the revolution, and

the Bolshevik Party, with its discipline and central-

h Shass and
h Kobelev

Lenin and Electrification, 1925
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ized organization, would lead the proletariat to

the future society. Other political parties, however,
still enjoyed strong popular support, particularly in
the countryside.

The revolution was to bring about a new,
communist world order. The goals were social
and political reorganization, and economic mod-
ernization through technological advance and
industrialization. However, the post-First World
War economy was near collapse, as agricultural
and industrial production had declined drastically,
and Russia was deeply in debt. “War Communism’
— policies and institutions established during the
Civil War — mixed utopian goals with pragmatism.”

Tor Lenin, cultural revolution was as important
as political transformation. Education, propaganda
and mobilization were essential to create a new
people’s consciousness — a new Soviet identity.
Propaganda would be directed by the Party to
generate popular support, but also to control infor-
mation flows. Although Lenin and his cohorts had
recognized the need for political activist agitators
as early as 1903, they had no formally prepared
propaganda programme when they suddenly came
to power in 1917." Peter Kenez calls the Bolsheviks
‘the great unconscious innovators of twentieth
century politics’.”

The Commissariat of Enlightenment (Narkom-
pros) was quickly established to oversee education,
culture and censorship, with Anatolii Lunacharskii
(1875-1933) at its head. The low rate of literacy
meant that mass communication had to be visual,
rather than printed words, and in 1918 the first

formal propaganda programmes were launched.”



Lenin decreed the removal of Tsarist statues and
other monuments, to be replaced with commem-
orations of revolutionary heroes. Innovative types
of propaganda were mobilized, including agitprop
(agitation propaganda) trains.” These were
covered with revolutionary imagery, carrying public
speakers and printed materials on various routes
throughout the country. Some trains were equipped
with a printing press and film projector. Other visual
means of propaganda included street processions,
theatrical productions, huge billboards, wall news-

papers and pOStCI’S.

Civil War Posters

The posters of the Civil War years were military
and heroic. Their themes included the glorious
victory of the workers’ revolution and the evils of
the old society; supporting the Red Army to defeat
domestic and foreign enemies; the forthcoming
triumph of worldwide communism; nationalization
of the economy; increased production in factories
and on farms; brotherhood with minority nationali-
ties; health; family law; literacy; and atheism. The
examples here aim to demonstrate the variety of
style, iconography, motif and message. According
to an authoritative source, 3,126 different posters
were produced in the years 1918—21. More than

a thousand had military themes, or 32 per cent of
the total.” The three most important producers
were the Military Publishing House (Litizdat), the
State Publishing House (Gosizdat) and the Russian
Telegraph Agency (RosTA). However, posters
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were produced by an astonishing 453 institutions

in 76 different places.” Camilla Gray noted that
poster designers were working independently, semi-
independently and officially — and so there is much
organizational and institutional confusion in the
history of these early years. The revolutionary artists
were redefining and constantly debating their role
in the new society they served.”

The first poster produced by the Soviet regime
was, in fact, a reissue of an early First World War
poster by Leonid Pasternak (Boris’s father), enti-
tled Help the War Victims (illus. 55). The reissue in
1918 was called The Price of Blood, but the drawing
was identical. The publisher made clear to Paster-
nak that all his work now belonged to the state and
could be used without any payment, or even his
permission.”

More uplifting and, by contrast, urging Every-
one to the Defence, was Dmitrii Moor’s 1919 poster
designed as a star atop the walls of a fortress (illus.
40). This complex poster draws together many of
the slogans and visual tropes of Civil War propa-
ganda. After 1917, the red star symbolized the five
fingers of the worker’s hand and, more generally,
communism. In the centre, a trinity of worker,
peasant and communist plan strategy, armed with
electricity and a telephone. Between the points of
the star, and likewise bathed in light, are five groups
fighting for the revolution (clockwise from the top):
the communist points out the enemy and leads into
battle; the peasant delivers bread; the youth learns
soldiering; the woman takes over for the fighter at
the front; and the worker forges weapons. In the dark

ness (top corners), Hunger and Slavery threaten.
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Artists mixed new symbolism, allegory and
traditional motifs in their work. All contributed to
the iconographic repertoire of the revolution and
Civil War. Alexander Apsit (1880-1944), who had
illustrated popular journals before the revolution,
was criticized as derivative and vulgar by his con-
temporaries, but is recognized today as a founding
master of the Soviet graphic.” He produced over
seventy posters before leaving Russia in 1919.
Many of Apsit’s posters dealt with historical events
and heroes; others with contemporary victories
and celebrations (see Introduction, illus. 18). His
allegorical demons are hideous and bloodthirsty,
his victims blank-eyed and emaciated (illus. 57).
He turned to tradition in The Red Rifle (illus. 56),

a deliberately folksy illustration of a poem by
Demian Bednyi (1883-1945), who wrote new words
to an old, melancholic song, “The Cudgel’. Bednyi
proclaims that the old song was ‘born out of difficult
life and despair’, but ‘now the people have grown
smarter, and are going after the former lords — and

')ZI

not with a cudgel, but with a rifle!’ The poster is
in the style of a lubok, mixing narrative illustration
and text. It celebrates the rupture of revolution —
the before and after — a device used by many of the
poster artists.

As early as 1918, posters were issued in several
languages and with motifs to suit the local nation-
ality. An image of a priest, a tsar and a capitalist
was published in Russian, Lithuanian, Polish,
Tartar and several other languages.” This trio of
class enemies was one of many tropes of the Civil
War years, appearing in varied styles. The ‘first

significant political poster featuring Lenin’ — a 1920
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cartoon by Deni and Cheremnykh — shows him
sweeping away these enemies on the way to global
revolution.” Another Apsit poster, The Tsar, the
Priest and the Rich Man on the Shoulders of the Work-
ing People, was adapted for a Ukrainian audience
with the addition of a Catholic priest and a rabbi.
The image clearly alludes to Ilya Repin’s realist
masterpiece from 1873, Barge Haulers on the Volga.™*

Capitalists, foreign imperialists and counter-
revolutionaries were depicted with great imagination
and satirical thrust. Apsit, Deni and Moor created
particularly vile enemies. Apsit’s 1918 poster
The International shows a hideous crowned beast
atop a ‘Capital’ pedestal (illus. 57). The world’s
workers will defeat this horror. Verses of “The Inter
nationale’ provide the poster’s text. One of Apsit’s
clearest allegories, this image is exceptional for its
monster’s female gender.” A popular and effective
poster by Deni showed capitalism as a porcine
figure, revelling in his pile of gold (illus. 58). A fat
cat in a top hat became a standard image for foreign
and Russian capitalists. In this image he is framed
by a spider’s web, which represents neglect, decay
and ruin.**

There was also standard iconography for heroes,
especially workers and the Red Army soldier.
From the start, the worker had certain illustrative
attributes, notably an apron, boots and the hammer
he carries (see Introduction, illus. 18). In early
posters, he is often pictured as a blacksmith, but
this changed with industrialization. Victoria Bonnell
notes two aspects of the worker as represented in
the Civil War years — dignified contemplation and

action. In the 1920s, action prevails.” The worker is
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depicted as a red knight defeating the dark force;
as the giant breaking the chains of slavery. He
marches with the peasant and soldier, celebrating
Red October.

Inillus. 41, the worker is the central figure,
larger than life among the crowd’s banner-wielding
revolutionaries. The poster, however, is about
unity of the nationalities, in this case, bringing
the Caucasus into the Soviet fold: Long Live the
Brotherbood of All the Peoples of the Caucasus!” Very
similar imagery appeared on other posters and on
different media, as on a plate produced the same
year at the reorganized Imperial Porcelain Factory
in Petrograd.” In this futuristic scene, the worker-
hero is stamping on Capital. In both cases and in
a great many others, the sun serves as background.
Traditionally in Russia, the sun stood for enlight-
enment, but now it signifies hope, progress and

the future.*

ROSTA Windows

In 1919, Mikhail Cheremnykh, Vladimir Maia-
kovskii and Ivan Maliutin (1889—-1933) established
a new propaganda format — the ROsTA window.
ROSTA was the Russian Telegraph Agency, and the
artists created poster bulletins as fast as the news
came in.” They were large stencilled sheets hung
at stations, at the battlefront, on the street and

in empty shop windows. Shortages of paper and
printing equipment made them a highly effective
format for distribution and display. Cutting the

stencils and colouring them in was much faster



than lithographic printing, although every copy
was produced by hand, so edition numbers were
limited. The number of copies was generally only
about 150-300, while printed posters were issued in
the tens of thousands, depending on their political
significance and visual Qualities.

Most of the posters were multi-framed (illus.
43), with individual panels pasted on to a backing
in the proper sequence. Highlighting a particular
event, decree, battle or social issue, they mixed illus-
tration and text, a format accessible to all from the
lubok. A standard lexicon of images was developed.
A flag, for example, meant victory; a handshake,
solidarity, and a trio of capitalist, tsar and priest
signified capitalist enemies.” ROSTA 649, Salute
the 8th Soviet Congress (which took place in 1920),
exhorts all who support the Soviet system to show
discipline and take responsibility: dig for coal (panel
2), help repair the railways (4), build the communal
inventories (6) so they are warm (77) and bathed in
light (8). He who doesn’t support the Soviet system
prefers the capitalist enemies (12).

Although the RosTA windows were all
unsigned, the designers of many have been iden-
tified by style. Maiakovskii wrote the short, sharp
captions for most of the Moscow posters. Following
their great success, ROSTA studios were established
in more than thirty centres, the most important
being Petrograd (formerly St Petersburg). Gener-
ally, the Petrograd ROSTA posters were produced
as linocuts, which allowed editions of up to about
2,000;” others were produced by stencil and chro-
molithography. Many of these were single-panel

graphics, as in a futuristic poster of the fires of rev-
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olution (illus. 48). Vladimir Kozlinskii (1891-1967)
and Vladimir Lebedev (1891-1967) led this RosTA
location.

Other important centres included Smolensk,
Odessa and Vitebsk. In Odessa, paper shortages
led to production on plywood, the panels being
repainted for new bulletins.” Vitebsk was the most
‘innovative and controversial’ ROSTA location.®
Vitebsk hosted an art school and museum founded
by Marc Chagall (1887-1985) and Malevich, and
artists from all contemporary movements were
represented. Malevich and Lazar (EI) Lissitzky
(1890-1941) were producing Suprematist works at
this time.* Best known today, perhaps, is Lissitzky’s
Beat the Whites with the Red Wedge (illus. 59), which
was likely inspired by Nikolai Kolli’s street sculp-
ture from 1918.” Both works depict a Red wedge
(the victorious Bolshevik Army) breaking through
the White forces of counter-revolution. Unlike
ROSTA windows using folk styles and standardized
motifs, this poster would have been incompre-
hensible to many. Like other graphics, though, its
message was ‘us or them’; hero or villain; Bolshevik
or counter/revolutionary enemy.

About 1,600 ROSTA posters or series were
created during the Civil War years.38 They were
popular at all levels of society: inspiring, often
wickedly humorous and topically up to the minute.
Maiakovskii summed up the achievement and

impact of the ROSTA enterprise:

That was a fantastic thing. It meant a nation of 150
million being served by band by a small group of painters.

It meant news sent by telegram immediately translated
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into posters, decrees into couplets . . . It meant Red Army
men looking at posters before a battle and going to fight

not with a prayer but with a slogan on their lips.”

The importance of propaganda posters to the war
effort was clear from ‘the autonomy, technical
assistance and privileged access to supplies granted
to it by the government’.** Shortages of paper and
printing equipment worsened each year. Published
book titles declined by more than 50 per cent in the
first year after the revolution, but poster production
peaked in 1920." The quantity of posters produced
by hand, rather than printing, increased from 1.8 per

cent in 1918 to a desperate 62.9 per cent in 1921.%

New Economic Policy (NEP), 1921-8

The Civil War years are often called the time of
‘Heroic Communism’ and “War Communism’. The
severe features of Bolshevik rule in those years
were discipline, sacrifice, strict economic controls,
growth of bureaucratic centralism, censorship and
terror. Even for Lenin, the revolution went too far,
too fast.

By 1921, the Civil War had been won, but the
economy was a shambles. The grain shortage was
critical, and industrial production had dropped
catastrophically. Transport, communications and
administration were chaotic. The Bolshevik gov-
ernment faced protests on every front. Massive
resistance to forced grain requisitions continued
in the countryside. Workers in the cities staged

strikes because there was no food. Millions of newly
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demobilized soldiers were unemployed, armed
and hungry. The Kronstadt sailors revolted — an
especially significant breach of loyalty, given their
critical support in the October Revolution.

The New Economic Policy (NEP) was launched
in the spring of 1921. It was a partial retreat from
utopian measures of nationalization and collectiv-
ization. Many hard-line communists denounced
the NEP, but Lenin pushed for economic recon-
struction, accepting that the new system might
last a decade or more. First and most important
was an end to forced requisition of grain, replaced
by a 20 per cent tax in kind. The state kept control
of banking, railways, steel and the like, but light
industry was reborn in private hands. Small traders
were allowed to operate, and the economy began
to recover very Quickly.

Before these measures were effective, however,
the Volga and Ural River regions suffered a terrible
famine, which lasted until 1922. The famine resulted
from a combination of natural drought, state requisi-
tion policies and broken-down transport networks.
The death toll from starvation and epidemics in
1921-2 exceeded the combined casualties from the
First World War and the Civil War.* Dmitrii Moor’s
startling poster Help may be the most telling image
of the famine (illus. 56).

Many of the iconic posters of the NEP years
were commercial advertisements, and so ideologi-
cally problematic. While these posters differed
from capitalist ads in message and rationale, they
promoted consumption, which was potentially
corrupting. The pragmatic Lenin won out on this

issue against opposition from Marxist purists,
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arguing that the Communist Party newspaper
Pravda couldn’t publish if it had no funding, and
the only available funding was from advertise-
ments.** Numerous quasi-state advertising
agencies were established in the 1920s, but state
propaganda units played no part in NEP graphics.®
There was much debate on how advertising could
promote both the economy and Soviet revolution-
ary goals. The plan that emerged emphasized
three main objectives: ‘Competition with Nepmen
(private traders), building relations between social
classes, and consumption asa path to modern-
ization.** Posters aimed at meeting these goals
illustrate the diverse styles employed to combine
design, politics and commerce during the NEP
years. Some look very much like the advertisements
which flourished before the revolution; others
bring new imagery, typography and technology
to poster production.

Buy Cheap Bread was one of many collaborative
ads by Alexander Rodchenko (1891-1956) and
Maiakovskii in their service to revolutionary
transformation (illus. 44). Rodchenko designed
the images, while Maiakovskii wrote the rhyming
texts. ‘No need to fear the Nepman and high
prices, the poster declares. ‘All types of fresh
bread are available, with discounts of 15 per cent
at all Mosselprom outlets, just two steps from
every home.””” Mosselprom sold a huge range of
food, beverages, cigarettes and other consum-
ables. Rodchenko and Maiakovskii promoted the
organization and specific products with modern,
geometric designs. Their poster of the avant-garde

Mosselprom building was recognized everywhere,
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and they created the ubiquitous slogan, ‘Nowhere
but in Mosselprom’. These commercial posters
promoted consumption as a means of serving the

state. Maiakovskii declared that,

The Bourgeoisie knows the power of advertising. Adver-
tising is industrial, commercial agitation ... Face to
face with the NEP, in order to popularize the state and
proletarian organizations, offices and products, we bave
to put into action all the weapons which the enemy uses,

including advertising.*

The Donskaya State Tobacco Factory (formerly
Asmolov & Co.) had been producing cigarettes
since 1857 (illus. 61). Tobacco was nationalized
under War Communism and generated essential
revenue. The poster shows the sharp turn away
from class struggle under NEP and promotes the
cohesion of all classes. Of course, the soldier and
worker are on the left; the possibly reliable intel-
lectual is in the middle, and the Nepman and
his overdressed wife are on the right. Apart from
the wife, who is looking back, all the classes are
moving forward together. Donskaya produced
many different cigarettes, but the product here is
called ‘our brand’. The image ties in well with a
trade name that could emphasize cooperative pro-
duction or collective ownership, or both; ads for
their other brands, such as Karmen and xp, exhibit
no such social unity.

Anton Lavinskii’s (1893-1968) complex poster
of 1926 demonstrates the Constructivist insistence
on art as functional (illus. 45). It identifies and

promotes the products and agencies of Soviet foreign
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Anton Lavinskii
Export of USSR.
Import of USSR,
1926
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trade. The network of banks and organizations is
displayed in the yellow panels of the globe. Both
imports and exports were essential for economic
reconstruction, and were growing fast, as shown in
the colourful graphs. As industrialization was still
at an early stage, agricultural equipment and other
machinery were imported, pictured on the bottom
trains. These were paid for through exports of
grain, timber, oil and furs, named on the top railway
trucks. The geometric shapes, dynamic diagonals
and multilingual typography of this striking image
signal movement and economic progress.

The importance of trade and extent of NEP
pragmatism are evident in a poster advertising
the products of an American concession. Illus.

62 is very much in the style of American travel
posters of the 1920s. Armand Hammer (1898-
1990), whose father had left Odessa in the 187o0s,
brought pharmaceuticals and wheat to Russia

in the early 1920s, then was granted a concession
to manufacture and sell stationery supplies and
typewriter parts, which Russia did not yet pro-
duce. Hammer also helped the Soviets sell much
Romanov treasure abroad — most notably Fabergé
eggs — to raise the hard currency needed for rapid
industrialization.” Some art from museums and
religious relics had been sold during the Civil War,
but Lenin and Lunacharskii favoured preserving
the national heritage.” In the late 1920s, when
Stalin was in charge, he ordered aggressive exports
of art and antiques to fund the increasingly desper-
ate balance of payments shortage.”

Union of Town with Country serves both rev-

olutionary and commercial goals (illus. 63). Its
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Anonymous

Working Woman, Build the
Cooperative Movement,

. 1926-7
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political subject, the loudly trumpeted smychka
(urban-rural cooperation), was a Bolshevik goal,
not a realized fact. The instruction at the very top,
‘Hang this in a conspicuous place,” highlights the
importance of the theme. The bottom of the poster
promotes Books to the Countryside, organized in
1925 to distribute books in rural areas; achieving
universal literacy remained an essential goal.” The
top half is a composite of product and service adver-
tisements, generating revenue for the cause.
Conditions in the countryside had improved
dramatically by the mid-1920s. Cooperative agri-
culture proved a success, whereby land was farmed
communally, but tools and animals were maintained
privately. By 1927, half the peasant farms had vol-
untarily joined cooperative organizations.” In town
and country, Lenin had been a great supporter of
the cooperative movement as a gradual way to build
socialism. Posters highlighted the benefits of the
cooperatives, especially for women, as in Working
Woman, Build the Cooperative Movement (illus. 46).>*
Liberated women would be happier with equal
rights and a new lifestyle. It compares the old
times — always at the mercy of kulak (rich peasant)
traders, living with alcoholism, endless household
drudgery — and the new ways of cooperative eating,
education and childcare. Sexual equality was an
oft-proclaimed, unrealized goal of the revolution.
Although economic life was less regulated under
NEP, social and private life were more organized and
scrutinized. Walter Benjamin wrote from Moscow
in 1927: ‘Bolshevism has abolished private life.
The bureaucracy, political activity, the press are so

powerful that no time remains for interests that



do not converge with them. Nor any space.” Clubs
and reading rooms were organized for workers.
Schools emphasized practical work, collective
socialization and control.** Children were political
actors, encouraged in school and in extracurricular
forums to carry out the policies and tasks of the
revolution. They marched in parades, handed out
leaflets, organized exhibition corners and the like.
The official children’s organization, the Pioneers,
was founded in 1922, for children aged ten to four-
teen. Pioneers were ‘the Quintessential empowered
children, called upon to harangue their parents
into mending their ways, and also to agitate among
adults generally’.”” ‘I’'m an atheist,’ declares the boy
on an advertising poster for The Atheist magazine
in 1925 (illus. 44). Here is a child activist, eager to
grow into the role of adult agitator.

The boy’s Lenin badge is a manifestation of
the cult that erupted following the leader’s death
in 1924, officially sanctioned by the Party and
directed by a specially established Immortaliza-
tion Commission. The embalming and public
display of the body was one important step in the
‘construction of the eternal Lenin’.** Lenin corners
were established in schools, factories and clubs,
borrowing the religious form and function of the
domestic ‘red corners’ that housed icons. Bonnell
observes that ‘Considering Lenin’s position in the
Bolshevik pantheon, it is striking how few political
posters of his image appeared before 1924 and
how reserved was the depiction of his relationship
with ordinary people.”” But after his death, a huge
Quantity of paintings, posters, statues, badges and

other likenesses appeared. The poster in illus. 58

a7

shows Lenin in various roles — as revolutionary, as
leader-statesman and in repose. A group of black
marchers, presumably mourners, are lit by the sun,
for although he is dead, ‘He Lives in our Hearts!’
As Maiakovskii so Quotably put it, ‘Lenin lived;
Lenin lives; Lenin will live!” Lenin’s survivors, espe-
cially Stalin, and all future Soviet leaders, invoked
Lenin and Leninism at every turn to justify their
policies. Needless to say, these often differed from

Lenin’s real objectives.

The First Five-year Plan, 1928-32

The first five-year plan put an end to the NEP’s
mixed economy, class tolerance and the notion of
gradual socialist transformation. The economy
was renationalized, more urgently, forcefully and
effectively than under War Communism. The
Soviet Union was at war — with domestic and foreign
enemies — and Stalin was determined that, this
time, revolutionary Russia would win. In a speech
to industrial managers, he declared that the old
Russia had been beaten many times because of her
backwardness — military, cultural, political, indus-
trial and agricultural. “We are fifty or a hundred
years behind the advanced countries. We must
make good this distance in ten years. Either we
do it or we shall go under.* This was a battle,
and the bywords for development were military:
workers’ brigades, industrial mobilization, class
struggle, cultural front.

To achieve rapid industrialization, production

focused heavily on metal: Fulfilling the Programmes
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for Cast-Iron, Steel and Rolled Steel — A Fob for All the
Country’s Workers (illus. 65). The leading worker
here is muscular, steady, fiercely loyal and deter-
mined. He is the new proletarian hero. Bourgeois
experts are no longer needed or even tolerated, as
they were during the NEP. The posters of the first
five-year plan use photomontage to show workers
en masse, as parts of the system. They march
forward together, indistinguishable as individu-
als. In keeping with the military-industrial tone

of propaganda, the Red Army was celebrated as
the ‘Fighting school of the workers’. Illus. 37 is a
fabulous photomontage of military activities in the
shape of a multilayered five-point star, framed above
a grand procession in Moscow’s Red Square.

Women had a new image. Lenin said that

every cook should also be an accountant, but
— Stalin wanted every woman to be a shock-worker

and organizer. Physically strong and politically

. . dedicated, Soviet women were now machinists and
Pavel Liubarskii
Born April 23rd 1870/ Died tractor drivers. In March 8 15 the Militant Celebration

January 21st 1924/ He Lives

; A es, their economi
in Our Hearts!. 1524 of Working Women of All Countries, their economic

contributions are enumerated in various categories
(illus. 67).

Measurement is a fundamental feature of
five-year plan posters. Charts, graphs, percent-
age increases and fulfilment multiples appear in
every context. Production of timber, coal, sugar,
machine tools and every other commodity were
graphically quantified, promising to achieve the
plan in four years or even three. Quantity and time
were equally urgent.

Not all sectors kept up with the headlong

pace of industrialization, particularly transport
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and energy. “The development of transport is one
of the key tasks of fulfilling the Five-Year Plan,
declares the poster in illus. 48, which details
increases in freight transported, capital funds and
investment. However, here it is acknowledged that
challenges remained in the steppes, signified by
the camel. The conditions of the past had to be
overcome, and the system modernized throughout
the Soviet Union. Trains were often shown rock-
eting the USSR to the future — from socialism to
communism — a trope adopted by revolutionary
artists elsewhere.

Illus. 48 and 66 were designed by Gustav
Klutsis (1895-1938), one of the pioneers of photo-
montage. His and other artists’ posters feature
a larger-than/life Stalin among massed workers
or peasants, and many include Quotations from
the Vozhd (leader). In illus. 66, Stalin looks to the
future and demands that, ‘By the end of the Five-
Year Plan, the collectivization of the USSR must
be basically complete.” The forced collectivization
beginning in 1928 consolidated households,
animals and land into kolkhozes and sovkbozes.”
The leadership believed that the procurement
achieved by large-scale agriculture would fund
the ambitious plans for industrialization and
technological modernization. The peasants
resisted this in many ways — peacefully, through
meetings; then by hoarding or burning grain,
killing their draught animals and simply leaving
the land. Many thousands were imprisoned for
sabotage, and an all-out war was launched against
kulaks. Class struggle was reinstituted ideologically,

politically, economically and culturally, in marked
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contrast to the NEP. The revived association of
capitalists, Tsarism and the church - the Civil
War troika of evils — led to violent repression of
religion and imagined remnants of the old society.
Millions died from starvation and disease
in the resulting famine of the early 1930s.” The
famine was denied, and collectivization advanced,
in all propaganda media. The Day of Harvest and
Collectivization celebrates life on the kolkboz ‘Atheist’
(illus. 69). Tractors and communal facilities make
for huge, easy harvests, unlike the backbreaking
hungry old days. The folksy, colourful style was
common in posters about the collectivization.
Propaganda of the late 1920s and early 1930s
also stressed social and cultural themes. Literacy
and workers’ reading rooms were frequent subjects.
Smoking and alcoholism were targets of major
campaigns: not only bad for the individual’s health,
they were terrible for society and the economy.
Smoking wasted time and money; alcohol led to
hooliganism and poor-Quality work. Production
cost and qQuality were everything, as illustrated in
a poster of the Socialist Propaganda Campaign
(illus. 49): Every Worker Must Pay Utmost Attention
to the Cost of Goods at his Factory. Some Work Poorly,
Otbhers Better, and Some Work Well. Keep Up with the
Best and Achieve Overall Growth. The poster, with
Constructivist elements, was, unusually, designed
by two women, Lydia Naumova (1902-1986) and
the LEF artist Elena Semenova (1898-1986).”
Constructivism was at its most influential in
the late 1920s, particularly in the work of Rod-
chenko and Klutsis, and in film posters — a totally

separate design category unmentioned thus far.
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Gustav Klutsis

The Development of Transport
Is One of the Key Tasks of
Fulfilling the Five-year Plan,
1929

opposite:
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Lydia Naumova and

Elena Semenova

Every Worker Must Pay Utmost
Attention to the Cost of Goods
at His Factory, 1929
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Most important here are the Stenberg Brothers,
Vladimir (1899-1982) and Georgii (1900-1933).
Montage, movement and plays with perspective are
all evident in the remarkable poster for Man with a
Movie Camera, a documentary of 1929 about Soviet
urban life and the interaction of man and machine
(illus. 68). Such experimental creativity would not

be allowed for much longer.
The 1930s
The posters of the 1930s showed two views of

the world: the rosy, active optimism of Socialist

Realism and the sinister graphics of the dark side.

Russia/Union of Soviet Socialist Republics

Beginning in 1931, cultural activities were con-
solidated under central organizations. All poster
production was to be organized by Izogiz, the State
Publishing House for Art.

Official unions of writers and artists were estab-
lished in 1932, eliminating previously independent
associations. This spelled the end of avant-garde
revolutionary movements and the creative debates
of the 1920s. ‘Socialist Realism’ appeared as a term
in the press in 1932 and became official policy in
1934. The prescribed style, combining realism and
revolutionary romanticism, was optimistic, heroic
and accessible to the masses. It showed the commu-
nist ideal in the process of becoming — a visionary

conflation of present and future.
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Posters exalted Soviet achievements generally,
and huge individual projects, such as the Moscow
metro and Dnieper hydroelectric power station.
Crowds thronged the grand squares in public
rituals, with Stalin the focus of their pride and
commitment. Illus. 7o celebrates Soviet aviation,
but is called Long Live Our Happy Socialist Mother-
land. Long Live Our Beloved Great STALIN! ‘Vladimir
Lenin’ is the name on the first aeroplane, but the
eye focuses on the second, red plane, with ‘Josef
Stalin’ under the wings. The planes on the right
form the letters for ‘Stalin’; Stalin, in fact, was
visible everywhere. By the mid-1930s, when Lenin
and Stalin appear in the same poster, Lenin is now
in shadow or otherwise placed in the lesser position.

The second five-year plan (1933—7) moved away
from doctrinaire proletarian equality and brought
back hierarchy. The new Party elite comprised
experts and bureaucrats, and the system was based
on material incentives for all. Constant sacrifice
was relegated to the past, and consumption was
no longer bourgeois. ‘Life has become better,
comrades; life has become more cheerful, announced
Stalin in 1935. Varieties of food and drink, clothing,
cosmetics and perfumes were available; restaurants,
theatre and jazz were in vogue. These things con-
stituted ‘culturedness’ (kulturnost). Only a limited
number of people could afford such things, but the
advertisements sold hope for all: “Things mattered
enormously in the Soviet Union in the 1930s for
the simple reason that they were so hard to get.’64
Posters belied the dreariness of most people’s mate-
rial situation. The Duty of Every Worker shows a

clean, spacious housing complex (illus. 71); in fact,
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Mikhail Cheremnykh
Triple Your Vigilance,
Comrades!, 1933

53

urban housing in the 1930s was dark, crowded and
communal, with individual space declining steadily
throughout the decade.”

The poster’s slogan is promoting social
responsibility for the environment, but the image
of the mother and her baby illustrates another
important theme of the time. The family had
regained its status as the basic unit. Conservative
social values were in force: the early revolutionary
attitudes to divorce, abortion and free love were
now condemned. Classical literature and folk arts
were promoted, while avantrgarde writers, compos-
ers and artists were attacked.

Enemies were everywhere, real or imagined.

A campaign in 1933 assailed counter-revolutionary
remnants and economic saboteurs. Triple Your
Vigilance, Comrades! shows Cheremnykh’s continu-
ing use of the window poster format into the 1930s
(illus. 50). The call for vigilance — against spies,
blabbermouths, hooligans — is one of the most
common themes in Soviet propaganda of all periods.

The Great Terror of 1937-8 purged millions
of Party members, military personnel and ordinary
citizens.” Stalin went after former allies and revo-
lutionary heroes, eliminating anyone he thought
represented a potential challenge to his leadership.
The red arm of true revolution strangles ‘spies,
deviationists and fascists’ in illus. 70, and the poster
promises that we will eradicate them. Bukharin
(rightist) and Trotsky (leftist) are linked here with
Hitler. Antifascist imagery, often bestial, was
common from the early 1930s, as Stalin used the
threat of foreign attack to justify his headlong

economic campaigns.
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The Second World War and Late Stalinism

Because the Ussr had signed a non-aggression pact
with Germany in 1939, Stalin was unprepared for
Hitler’s attack when it came. The Soviet armed
forces and population made extraordinary sacrifices
in the Great Patriotic War, as it is still called. Their
struggle was for Mother Russia, not for the Soviet
system. Propaganda of the Second World War
referred to past wars and heroes. The brave fighting
men of the Kukryniksy’s poster are inspired by the
red-silhouetted figures of Alexander Nevsky, Alex-
ander Suvorov and Vasily Chapaev (illus. 72).” The
Kukryniksy was the collective name for three artists
who worked together on posters, large paintings,
book illustrations and theatre sets, but who are best
known for their wartime cartoons.”

Earlier graphic forms also returned. Cartoon
posters using the illustrated text design of Jubks
were commonly produced.69 A popular theme was
the victory over Napoleon in 1812. Illus. 73 shows
Napoleon’s retreat from the Russian winter, and
Hitler’s army fleeing the Soviet Air Force. The
caption reads: Napoleon Was Cold in Russia, but
Hitler Will Be Hot! Multi-panelled window posters,
so popular during the Civil War years, reappeared
almost immediately. Mikhail Cheremnykh, the
guiding light behind the ROSTA enterprise, orga-
nized the project at TASS, as it was now known.””
The first TASS poster was on the street five days
after Hitler declared war on the Ussr. Some 1,240
designs were produced during the war years,
circulated by the TASs teams in Moscow, Lenin-
grad and Tashkent.””

51

Sergei Igumnov

We’ll Uproot Spies and
Deviationists of the Trotsky-
Bukharin Agents of Fascism,
1937
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Stalin appeared far less often in Second World
War propaganda. This was a war of, for and by
the heroic people who wholeheartedly supported
their forces. El Lissitzky’s outstanding composition
combines patriotic elements with photomontage
(illus. 74). All for the Front! All for Victory! immedi-
ately recalls his better known poster for the Russian
exhibition in Zurich in 1929, with the fused heads
of the boy and girl. The 1941 rendition is less star-
tling, less experimental but, arguably, more effective
propaganda.

When the Great Patriotic War was over, the
USSR turned to reconstruction on the home
front and aggressive expansion abroad, forcibly
establishing communist satellites in Central and
Eastern Europe. The visual propaganda employed
to support these activities has been described as
‘High Stalinism’. These were years of great mate-
rial deprivation, but posters ‘projected the radiant
Communist future as present reality’.””

The People’s Dreams Have Come True is a fine
example of post-war trends in style and message
(illus. 74). In a comfortable ship’s cabin, a grand-
father figure proudly gestures towards the clean,
modern scene of Soviet ships and factories. Pravda,
the Communist Party newspaper, is on the table,
and the young Pioneer is reading a book by Nikolai
Nekrasov (1821-1878), the passionate writer on
and critic of urban social conditions. On the wall
behind them is the famous Repin painting Barge
Haulers on the Volga, confirming how terrible things
used to be. The contrast between ‘then and now’
was a time-tested theme; today’s characters and

colours are rosy and serene.
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The theme of Soviet achievement was empha-
sized by contrast to the capitalist states as the Cold
War began. The United States was a particular
target, with posters using the familiar ‘us and them’
format from Jubki. The Same Years, Different Weather
compares late 1940s industrial production figures
(illus. 52). The Soviet worker basks in the sun,
while a suffering capitalist holds ‘war plans’ under
dark clouds. The yellow lightning feature reads
‘Crisis’. It is true that in the post-war years, until
about 1958, the Soviet economy grew faster than
the American, offering a convincing development
model to many, in countries on both sides of the
Cold War divide. ‘Peace to the world’ was a con-
comitant Soviet theme, despite interventions in
Europe and Asia. Andrei Zhdanov, who directed
cultural policy, divided the world into the u.s.-led
‘imperialist’ camp and the Sovietled ‘democratic’
one.

Stalin imagery had been much reduced during
the war, but reached new heights in the years fol-
lowing the victory. Often depicted in medal-covered
uniform, Stalin was the great hero/leader/strategist
of Soviet triumph. He sometimes stands giant-
sized above workers or farmers, as in the 1930s. In
illus. 76, the admiring crowds are multi-ethnic, and
a background map testifies to imperial leadership
(illus. 53). Often, though, in his final years, he is
portrayed alone, hard at work, with a slogan glo-
rifying his achievements as he guides the nation
ever closer to communism. This Stalin is older and
dignified, bringer of prosperity in the peace. He is
also shown with children, workers or soldiers, all of

whom try their best to earn his praise.
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V. I. Govorkov

The Same Years, Different
Weather, 1949-50

above, bottom:
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Anonymous

The Red Army is the Fighting
School of the Workers,

late 1920s



The Cold War, Khrushchev and Brezhnev

When Stalin died in 1953, the USSR lost its charis-
matic, unifying symbol.”* A collective leadership
was established which was soon controlled by
Nikita Khrushchev (1894-1971). His ‘Secret
Speech’ of 1956 rocked the whole Soviet bloc,

as Stalin’s crimes were revealed. The cult of the
personality disappeared, as propaganda focused
on the Party and the Central Committee, and the
achievements of the Soviet system. Graphs and
charts appeared again, as in the 1930s, trumpeting
successes of the revived system of five-year plans.
The centralized model was adopted by the whole
Soviet bloc, China and Cuba, and appealed to
many unaligned developing nations.

A major achievement was in the space race. The
USSR launched the first dog, man and woman into
outer space (in 1957, 1961 and 1963, respectively).
Yuri Gagarin (1934-1968) orbited the Earth and
became a worldwide celebrity (illus. 76). Soviet
aviation and pilots had been celebrated since the
1920s; now spaceflight was a spectacular triumph
for socialism.

Not all was well with the system, however.
Campaigns against drinking and smoking, slacking
and hooliganism continued throughout the post-
war period. Viktor Govorkov (1906-1974) was a
master of these designs, in Socialist Realist and
cartoon-style posters. In illus. 54, drinking results
in flawed, rejected production (brak). The slogan
was one of Maiakovskii’s witty rhymes, first used
in a 1929 poster: ‘Let’s drive out drinkers from the

midst of workers.
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Khrushchev was removed in a palace coup in
1964. The Party governed as a collective leader-
ship under the visibly revived banner of Lenin.
Leonid Brezhnev (1906-1982), first among ageing
equals, declared that the ussRr had achieved ‘mature
socialism’. In fact, the system was stagnating.
Political and economic posters combine numerous
elements to fuel inspiration, as in illus. 77. This
poster of 1984, The Course of the Party and the People
is Creation, includes revolutionary-red workers and
technocrats, workers with a Lenin flag, five-year
plan statistics and profound words from the Cen-
tral Committee. The slogan belies the fact that the
objective of the Party at that point was self-preser-
vation.

While much of the late-Soviet propaganda is
perfunctory and lifeless, there was some innovative
graphic work, largely inspired by Polish design.”*
Under Mikhail Gorbachev’s ‘glasnost’ (openness)
and ‘perestroika’ (reconstruction), some posters
dealt truthfully with long-standing social and polit-
ical issues for the first time. In 1988, Alexander
Medvedev’s (b. 1963) stylish work criticized bul-
lying in the Soviet Army as a disgrace (illus. 78).
The open discussion of this issue was an important
achievement of glasnost.”” At long last, some post-
ers openly reviled Stalin: the show trials, countless
murders, starvation, collectivization, arrests and
day-to-day fear and brutality. There were calls for
post-mortem trials and honest reckonings of his
legacy. Alexander Vaganov (b. 1951) used a silhou-
ette to depict Stalin’s profile and a bloody scythe
in his condemnation of Collectivization, 1929 (illus.

79). One clever poster showed a rifle with a tongue



for a trigger, damning the treatment of those
denounced by others.”” Others used religious
imagery, which would not have been sanctioned
before. The openness marked a genuine possibility
for systemic reform, but by then, it was too little
and too late.

When it finally happened, the Soviet empire
collapsed more quickly than anyone would have
imagined. The Eastern European countries

declared their independence one by one from 1989.
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In 1990-91, the Soviet Union disintegrated as the
non-Russian republics seceded in a nationalist
stampede.”” More than a decade followed of poorly
managed political and economic liberalization,

as Russia’s global power declined. Since 2000,
Vladimir Putin (b. 1952) has led the country in

an increasingly nationalistic, less pluralistic way.
Military expansionism and one-man rule have not
made him unpopular. The West is once again the

enemy, and the glories of empire beckon.
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Viktor Govorkov

Let’s Drive Out Drinkers from
the Midst of Workers, 1966
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Alexander Apsit
The Red Riffe, 1919

chromolithograph

opposite:
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Leonid B. Pasternak
Help the War Victims, 1914
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Alexander Apsit
The International, 1918

opposite:
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Viktor Deni
Capital, 1919
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Beat the Whites with
the Red Wedge, 1920
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Donskaya State Cigarette
Factory, 1925
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Help, 1921
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A. Hammer, American
Industrial Concession. Pencils.
Pens. Moscow-New York, 19277
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Dmitrii Moor
| Am an Atheist, .
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Natalia Pinus

Fulfilling the Programmes for
Cast-Iron, Steel and Rolled
Steel — A Job for All the
Country’s Workers, 1932
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Gustav Klutsis
Shock-workers of the Fields
in the Battle for the Socialist
Reconstruction of Agriculture,
1932
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8 March Is the Militant
Celebration for All the World’s
Working Women, 1932
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The Day of Harvest and
Collectivization, 1930
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Vladimir and Georgii Stenberg
Man with a Movie Camera,
1929

) KOAAEKTHRN3ALN




-_—

fIA 3OPABCTBYET HAWA CUACTANBAU COUMANHCTHUECKAS POINHA.
J1d 3/IPABCTBYET Halll JTObMMBIN BEJMENH CTA HH!

70

Gustav Klutsis

Long Live Our Happy Socialist
Motherland. Long Live Our
Beloved Great sTaLIN!, 1935
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Kukryniksy (Kuprilianov,
Krylov, Sokolov)

We’re Good at Beating, We
Thrust Our Bayonets Boldly;
We’re the Grandsons of
Suvorov, the Sons of Chapaev,

1941
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Landres

Napoleon Was Cold in Russia,
But Hitler Will Be Hot!, 1941
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The People’s Dreams Have
Come True, 1950
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All for the Front! All for Victory!,
1942






7

Anonymous

The Course of the Party and the
People Is Creation, 1984

HAPOAA-
O3UAAHME




X
=

W A & 8 FF f F 58 &% =&

78 opposite:
Alexander Medvedev 79
Bullying Is a Disgrace to the Alexander Vaganov

Army, 1988 Collectivization, 1929, 1989






R by b




Mongolian People’s Republic,

1924-92

Morris Rossabi

After the collapse of the Mongolian Empire in the
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, most Mongolians
had returned to their native land. The disunity that
had characterized their societies before Chinggis
Khan (c. 1162—-1227) and his descendants organized
them into a powerful confederation plagued them
for the next five hundred years and would make
them vulnerable to their enemies.” Struggles among
eastern, southern and western Mongolians, along
with divisions within each group, weakened them
and pushed them off the world-historical stage they
had occupied during their conquests. The rest of
the world would scarcely be aware of Mongolia for
the next five centuries. Starting in the 1570s, one of
Chinggis’s descendants attempted to end hostilities
by promoting the ultimately successful project of
converting the population to Tibetan Buddhism, but
religious unity did not translate into political unity.
An increasingly powerful China, under the
Qing dynasty (1644-1911), capitalized on the Mon-
golians’ weakness. By 1634, it occupied South (or
Inner) Mongolia; by 1691, it compelled the eastern
Mongolians to accept Qing rule, and by 1756, its
armies had crushed the western Mongolians. The
Qing, with the collusion of some Mongolian aristo-
crats and monks, governed Mongolia for a century
and a half, and, according to Mongolian accounts,

exploited and pauperized the population. Many
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Anonymous

Our Mongolian Future,
early 1980s
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Mongolians would not forgive the aristocrats and
monks for collaborating with the Qing.

The Qing dynasty’s collapse in 1911 did not
end the Mongolians’ travails. Unity still proved
elusive, and the period from 1911 to 1921 was chaotic,
with Mongolian patriots, White Russians (fleeing
from the Bolshevik Revolution of 1917), Chinese
warlords and the Bogdo Gegen (1869-1924), the
leader of the Buddhist establishment, vying for
power. A bizarre and murderous Russian named
Baron Ungern-Sternberg (1885-1921) briefly occu-
pied the capital city of Urga (now Ulaanbaatar)
and initiated a reign of terror. Finally, Mongolian
nationalists, with the vital support of Russian
communists, took power in 1921, and Mongolia
became the second communist state in world
history. Under Soviet tutelage, Mongolian leaders,
including Siikhbaatar (1921-3), Choibalsan (often
referred to as Mongolia’s Stalin; 1930s-1952) and
Tsedenbal (1952-84) alternated between moder-
ation from 1921 to 1928, 1932 to 1936, and 1939
to 1945, and the destruction of monasteries and
killing of monks between 1928 and 1932 and 1936
and 1939, the latter imitating the Moscow purges
of the same period. The Soviets did assist the
Mongolians to develop a modern medical structure,
an educational system and pensions and social

welfare regulations. However, Mongolian leaders



and the USSR were determined to destroy their
class enemies, the nobility, Buddhist monks and
‘avaricious’ merchants, the last of whom included
many ethnic Chinese. By the late 1920s, the state
had expelled nearly all the Chinese, and the purges
of the late 1930s virtually eliminated the nobility
and monks. The state sought to turn the herders
into wage-earning and so-called semi-proletarians
organized into collectives. In the post-Second
World War period, it initiated industrialization
and urbanization policies.

The communists’ main objective was to develop
New Socialist Men who collaborated with and
perceived the Soviets as their ‘elder brothers’.
Education, the media, public pronouncements and
literature and the arts were all enlisted in this
effort. Posters also proved to be effective tools for
inculcating the values of this new socialist society.”

Like their communist predecessors and advisers
from Russia, Mongolian communist leaders sup-
ported and commissioned the production of posters
as a valuable part of their propaganda efforts.? To
be sure, posters had a lengthy history before their
use for political purposes; by the middle of the
nineteenth century, advances in technology had per-
mitted the printing of ten thousand sheets an hour.*
Thus European and American and subsequently
]apanese artists began to create posters for commer-
cial advertising, theatrical productions, expositions
and government services. The early twentieth
century witnessed one of the first elaborate uses
of posters when combatants in the First World
War ordered them to encourage their own nationals

and to portray the enemy as rapacious criminals.
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Communist Regimes and Posters

Russia and, later, Mongolia were among the
pioneers in the development and employment of
posters to support a regime’s political goals, to
inculcate its values and to promote its economy.
When the Bolsheviks came to power in Russia
in 1917, they faced considerable opposition. Four
years elapsed before they defeated their enemies
in the Civil War. At the same time, they needed to
define themselves and to explain their objectives
to a populace that knew very little about them.
In order to be successful, they needed to gain
support from at least a substantial segment of
the population.

Posters proved to be optimal in the Bolsheviks’
attempt to influence and perhaps win over ordinary
Russians, as well as the country’s other ethnic
groups. Radio and television naturally had not
developed. Printed materials offered a means of
transmitting the Bolsheviks’ ideology and policies.
Yet many printing plants had been closed as a
result of the turbulence of the revolution, and the
country suffered from a severe shortage of paper.’
Posters, however, did not require elaborate printing
plants, or as much paper as books, and could be
produced cheaply and convey striking images.*®
The Bolsheviks could draw upon the Russian
artistic tradition for their posters, including the
icons which helped to disseminate Orthodox ideas.
Lubki or popular prints, which had developed
in the seventeenth century and, on occasion, had
satirical intent or political connotations, together

with icons, inspired many of the early poster artists.
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Buddhist Monk Swallowing
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Avariciousness of Mongolian
Nobility, mid-1920s.
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Mongolian People’s Republic

Advertising broadsides and satirical journals also
influenced them.”

The Mongolian communists came to power
in 1921 and faced the same difficulties, as well as
others, in disseminating their objectives. They had
been cut off from Europe and thus did not initially
know about posters. It was only through the ussr
and Buryat and other Mongolians who studied
there that they became exposed to poster art. In
particular, Ts. Sampilov (1893-1953), for whom
the national museum in the Buryat Republic is
named, was a significant intermediary in providing
information about posters, as was the distinguished
Mongolian scholar and writer Byambyn Rinchen
(1905-1977), who collected posters that he brought
back to Mongolia.?

They, too, contended with problems in printing
and paper supply.” In addition, the territory under
their control was huge, and the population was
widely scattered over this vast domain. In 1922,
Mongolia had a population of about 650,000 in a
land three times the size of France, making it the
world’s least densely populated country.” The new
communist government could not readily reach
countryside inhabitants who constituted the vast
majority of the population. The lack of railways and
the rudimentary and limited road system ham-
pered transmission of books, newspapers and other
printed materials, while posters were light and
could be transported by the caravans and the postal
relay system that linked countryside locations.™
In addition, the postal relays kept the ever more
populous capital city, originally known as Urga and
then renamed Ulaanbaatar (‘Red Hero”) by the



Mongolian People’s Republic

communist government, in touch with the pastoral
peoples. Yet the relatively poor infrastructure exac-
erbated the difficulties the Mongolians traditionally
encountered with unity, and had indeed been

a major factor in the collapse of the Mongolian

Empire of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries.

Literacy and Posters

The low rate of literacy, paradoxically, contributed
to the posters’ appeal. On the eve of their com-
munist revolutions, Russia, North Vietnam and
China had high rates of illiteracy, as did Mongolia.”
However, Mongolian communist leaders, as well

as some scholars, have probably underestimated
the availability of educational opportunities for
young Mongolians in the pre-communist period.™
The Buddhist lamaseries, which enrolled a large
number of men, had acted as schools, emphasizing
basic literacy for ordinary monks and sophisticated
studies for the leaders in the monastic community.
Some officials also started so-called tent schools to
help youngsters in their employ to master reading
and writing. For example, . Sambuu (1895-1972),
who eventually became Chairman of the Presidium
of the Khural (or parliament), developed these
skills, in part, in such an environment.”s After the fall
of the Qing, authorities during the pre-communist
period until 1921 planned to organize scribe schools
and secular schools, yet they did not succeed in
their efforts.” Neither type of school admitted girls.
Thus, as the scholar Charles Bawden summarized,

“There was for at least two decades after 1921 a

20
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Officials Undermining Mongolia
vs Officials Working for
Mongolia, late 1920s
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Sharav

Elites Evading Taxes vs Proper
Tax Collection, late 1920s



crippling illiteracy among the ordinary people.”
Even later in the communist period, anecdotal
evidence suggests that as late as the 1950s some
rural areas in Mongolia did not have elementary
schools, and if they did, they had only a limited
number of classes.” For example, some children
living near Kharkhorin, the ancient capital of the
Mongolian Empire and site of the country’s first
Buddhist monastery, had no nearby school. Only
with the onset of the negdels (herder collectives) in
the mid-1950s did many rural regions finally have
neighbouring schools in gers (or tents), specially
constructed buildings or dormitories.

Yet again posters proved to be optimal in light
of the limited educational opportunities until the
mid-1950s. If necessary, they could be produced
in an astonishingly short time. Two specialists on
modern Chinese art estimate that a poster could
be fashioned in ten hours from the initial drawing
to the finished printed version.” A Mongolian
poster would presumably take the same length of
time. The production process was inexpensive, so
that the posters could be sold at low prices. Their
messages were simple and direct, the symbols they
portrayed were easily recognizable and the specific
slogans they employed could be repeated and well
understood.”® They had to be visually arresting
because they were meant to appeal to both illiter-
ates and the better educated. Many exaggerated
the features of figures they represented in order
to convey their message to the widest swathe of
the population. Moreover, some of these agitprop
posters were not of the highest quality because they

were executed rapidly and were not well printed.”
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The message had to be readily comprehended
because the vast majority of the Mongolian popu-
lation was totally unfamiliar with Marxist ideology
and the communist leaders’ objectives. The Qing
dynasty had, as much as possible, prevented
Mongolia from interaction with the outside world,
and the European philosophy of Marxism had not
reached Mongolia. The herders in the countryside
had never heard of socialism, communism or other

nineteenth-century European ideologies.

New Socialist Man and Art

Herders would have been startled to realize that
the communist leaders planned to construct an
extraordinarily different society, which entailed the
creation of a New Mongolian Man with different
ideals, values and ideas. These leaders intended
to change the behaviour of herders, indeed of the
entire population, in an attempt to build socialism
and then communism. In this new system, social
class, rather than religion, ethnicity or gender,
would form the basis for unity. The ‘heroic position
and the collective identity of the working class’
were paramount, and the communist leaders thus
aimed to turn the herders into semi-proletarians
and, eventually, proletarians whose interests and
values resembled those of industrial workers.>
The communist elite planned to enlist the
services of artists to promote these goals and to
inspire the people to create a new society. Soviet
and Chinese ideologues had maintained that art

must serve the people and that the self-express-



ion of the artist, through his works, was not as
critical.”® Mao Zedong (1893-1976) had devoted
considerable time and effort to delivering speeches
on art and literature to the assembled communist
cadres at their base in Yan’an in 1942.>* Asserting
that the arts always represented the interests of

a particular social class and could not be labelled
‘art for art’s sake’, he demanded that artists reflect
the objectives of the proletariat, as interpreted by
the Communist Party.” Mao’s talks at Yan’an are
well known, but Mongolia had adopted the same
ideology earlier. Mao and other communist leaders
had classified artists as intellectuals who could

be infected with bourgeois ideas and values and
thus would be regarded with some suspicion. Mao
prescribed physical labour in the countryside or
factories to rid them of bourgeois or feudal notions
in order to adopt the perspectives of the workers,
peasants or herders.”® The posters they produced
had to portray both heroic and villainous figures
and not the traditional landscapes, flowers, birds or
animals.” They also needed to support the govern-
ment’s messages.

The various communist states attempted to
recruit the leading artists of their day to produce
the posters, though some professed that amateurs,
often identified as peasants or workers, were the
main artists of particular posters or paintings.”®
Vladimir Maiakovskii (1893-1930), the renowned
Russian poet, was a pioneer in Soviet poster art
and transmitted his posters through ROSTA, the
Russian Telegraph Agency, which had offices
throughout the Soviet Union. He was an enthu-

siastic proponent of posters as weapons of mass
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persuasion and was willing to use any techniques,
even so-called capitalist tools, to support commu-

nism.* He explained that

We neglected advertising, treating scornfully this
‘bourgeots thing’. In the NEP conditions, we must use, for
popularizing state and proletarian organizations, offices,
and products, all the weapons employed by enemies,

including adpertising. >

Pre-.communist Mongolia did not have the art
trends associated with modernism in Russia and
the Soviet Union, such as Constructivism and
Suprematism (whose most renowned figure was
Kazimir Malevich, 1879-1935), and learned about
modern design from the Russians rather than from

their own artistic tradition.

B. Sharav and the Origins of Mongolian

Posters

Baldugiin ‘Marzan’ Sharav (1869-1939), sometimes
referred to as ‘Mongolia’s Brueghel” and perhaps
the most renowned Mongolian painter of the early
twentieth century, proved invaluable to the new
Mongolian communist government. Born to a
herder family in the modern province of Gov-Altai,
which was adjacent to the Chinese border, he
visited Inner Mongolia as a young adult and saw
numerous Buddhist images.?* Thus he began his
career as a painter of Buddhist pictures. Before
the communist era, the Buddhist authorities had

selected Sharav to paint the portraits of the Bogdo
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B. Sharav
Chinese Monsters, late 1920s
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Gegen, the most important figure in Mongolian
Buddhism, and his wife, Dondogdulam (1876—
1923).% These almost photographic images, in
which the Bogdo Gegen is treated as a real person
and not a saint, were completed around 1912 and
provided Sharav with additional commissions.
He had been exposed to photography in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and
these portraits, as well as one of the Green Tara or
Avalokitesvara, show its influence on him - that is,
painting realistic depictions of people.??

He earned great public recognition with his
painting One Day in the Life of Mongolia, a large
kaleidoscopic and secular work that sought to
encompass as much as possible of Mongolian soci-
ety.’* It requires numerous views of the painting,
which was produced in the traditional Mongolian

style, or zurag, to observe the milking of animals,
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B. Sharav

Japanese Imperialists and Their
Allies, early 1930s

94

:

o e

it

I

e — By e B

the fleecing for felt, the castration of young animals,
the lassoing of horses, the branding of cattle, the
mowing of hay, the sexual intercourse and the
performance of rituals.’ About three hundred
people are working, playing and resting in this
remarkable work, which reveals Sharav’s anthro-
pological imagination. During the period between
1912 and 1915, Sharav also executed One Day,
Koumiss Festival (another secular work), Green
Palace, White Palace and Lhasa.*

Despite Sharav’s eccentricities, his fame
and his willingness to produce posters provided
greater legitimacy to the newly formed communist
government that took power in 1921. Apparently
brought up as an only child, he moved as an adult
to the capital city of Urga, certainly not a booming
metropolis at that time but more populated than his

native region. Here he earned his keep by painting



Buddhist works for the lamaseries. He was self-
taught and his talent was quickly recognized, but
contemporaries found him odd. He frequently
did not wash, would on occasion disappear, and
would not accept commissions from ‘people he did
not like’.’” Adorning himself in Tibetan outfits,
he would visit the Tibetan lamas, gamble and lose
his money, and then return to his original lama-
sery to paint Buddhist images in order to survive.
The fashioning of Buddhist objects provided
him with income until he took up the communist
cause. Nonetheless, even after the success of
the communist movement, he continued to seek
supplementary income beyond the posters he
produced for the state. Thus, in the early 1920s, he
painted a portrait of Lenin (1870-1924) and in 1930
of Siikhbaatar (1893-1923), the first leader of the
communist revolution. Even more unusual, in 1937
he illustrated a Mongolian translation of Daniel
Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe.®®

Sharav produced some of the earliest Mongolian
posters, which focused on defending against and
identifying the exploiters of the previous social
system and portraying the new government in a
positive light. Playing cards, which portrayed the
lifestyle of Mongolians, served as examples for him.
They often depicted social injustices and exagger-
ated, to an almost grotesque extent, the features
of the powerful and despised. Another influence
derived from dice with depictions of animals, often
symbolizing the oppressed and the oppressor.
However, later posters reflected different themes
and objectives. A historian of posters in the Soviet

Union has written that,
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As. . . ideological perceptions and understandings
changed, so major cultural elements also changed. The
regime’s message was not static but was a dynamic and
developing stream . . . when policy changed, the symbols
and their meanings may also have had to change »

Similarly, the Mongolian communist government
changed its objectives as it moved from one stage to
another. The posters that the Communist Party,
known as the Mongolian People’s Revolutionary
Party (MPRP), the government and local organi-
zations commissioned were required to reflect the
new policies. Mao Zedong had argued that artists
had to meet the people’s needs, as defined by the
Communist Party, but the interests of the popula-
tion frequently shifted in each successive period.
Mongolian poster artists faced the same instructions
from the state and government.

Because the MPRP and the new government,
which were on shaky grounds in the early 1920s,
still faced opposition, they demanded that artists
educate the population about its enemies.* The
Buddhist monasteries, the country’s wealthiest
institutions, were natural targets. In addition,

a significant portion of the population was hostile
to the lamas, and Sharav and his fellow artists
capitalized on such resentment to portray the clergy
as avaricious, ignorant and taking advantage of

the population’s credulousness. The late Joseph
Fletcher noted that “There was little that ordinary
Mongols could do to protect themselves against
the growing exactions that banner princes, monas-
teries, and Han [Chinese] creditors imposed upon
them.* The late Larry Moses offered this devas-



tating appraisal: “The Church, its dogma, and its
officers were responsible, in part, for the illiteracy,
poor health, and poverty of the population . . .
Every Mongol recognizes the venality of the lamas
and the parasitic nature of the organized church.’*

Abiding by the instructions of the new govern-
ment, Sharav, who now worked at the capital’s first
printing plant, produced two posters showing the
monks’ destructive influences. In the first (illus. 81),
a huge and greedy Buddhist monk dwarfs every
other figure and is shown literally swallowing up
the country’s resources through demands for trib-
ute.” Tiny depictions of men leading carts pulled
by oxen and sheep, as well as camels loaded with
goods, head straight for the monk’s mouth. In
the second poster (illus. 100), the monk’s mouth
has been locked shut and a caravan with goods and
animals moves away from him.* The inscription
on the second poster reveals that the Mongolian
government and the Mongolian People’s Party
(eventually the MPRP) had reduced the tribute
accorded to the monasteries by a third, a policy
Sharav approved and for which he praised the
communist government. Paradoxically, despite the
communist attacks on Buddhism, its images and
art, which conveyed its religious message, may have
served as a model for the use of images to transmit
the communist message.

In any event, the images on the poster can be
readily understood. The central figure wears the
yellow robes and prayer beads that identify him as
a monk, and the buildings in the background are
clearly monasteries or temples. The caricature of a

monk shows him as a grotesque and evil individual.
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The ordinary Mongolian easily comprehended the
meaning of the poster. Yet Sharav, whose mastery
of the traditional Uyghur script used for the
Mongolian written language was limited, appar-
ently commissioned a calligrapher to describe

the scenes in detail.* These inscriptions seem to
attest to Sharav’s desire to appeal to both the small
group of the educated and to the illiterate part of
the population. The literate naturally could recite
the inscriptions out loud to those unable to read
and thus bolster the themes presented through
Sharav’s visual images. To be sure, his ideas are
sometimes crudely presented, but the posters’
colourfulness and charm often outweigh the some-
what simplistic themes. There is some evidence
that his sketches were sent to Petrograd (until 1914,
St Petersburg, and after 1924, Leningrad), where
Russian professional artists may have reworked a
few before printing them, but his role should not
be minimized.*

Sharav also had inscriptions placed on posters
caricaturing other enemies, including noblemen
and officials. In illus. 82, he depicts an aristocrat in
almost the same posture as his portraits of monks
in illus. 81 and 100. The greedy and all-powerful
nobleman is as huge and grotesque as the monks
and, similarly, dominates the scene. He is shown
commandeering the property of the people in his
territory and orders his henchman to beat those who
cannot provide the tribute he demands. Ordinary
people have their heads bowed and appear to have
accepted their dreadful fates. One part of illus. 83
shows an obese judge crushing tiny representations

of human beings in his hands, colluding with
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aristocrats to rob ordinary humans of their hard-
earned cash, and having his servants beat and
torture a pathetic lower-class man. The other
section offers a striking contrast by depicting three
senior and honest-looking officials who adjudicate
a case without using torture or accepting bribes.
A similar construction may be found in illus. 84,
which again is composed of two frames. In one
half of the poster, the ruler’s men carry sizeable
bags on their horses, representing the taxes they
had evaded in the old system while the poor had
onerous burdens placed upon them. In the other
frame, tax officials, having learned that all Mongo-
lians, including the wealthy, would pay taxes based
on their incomes and revenues, head home proudly
to inform their people about the new government’s
more positive policies. The government would
be more equitable and would relieve the ordinary
people from unjustly having to pay all the taxes.¥
Sharav and other poster artists then turned to
foreign interventionists and aggressors.** The 1911
collapse of the Qing dynasty, which had controlled
Mongolia since 1691, generated political instabil-
ity, which foreigners took advantage of. Conflicts
among Mongolians precluded unity and allowed
foreigners to seek influence or control. Again work:
ing in two frames in illus. o1, Sharav first portrays
a Chinese man and Baron Ungern-Sternberg, a
White Russian (or anti-Bolshevik), as dogs joining
and, on occasion, fighting with Mongolian monks
and nobles as they jump on the prone body of the
Mongolian people. The resolute soldiers of the
Mongolian People’s Party, with the assistance of

the Soviet Union, appear in the second frame and
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force the Chinese, Ungern-Sternberg and the Mon-
golian monks and nobles abjectly to flee in terror.#

In illus. 85, Sharav again lambastes China,
which seemed to be Mongolia’s most dangerous
enemy. His portrait of a Chinese man is similar
to his depictions of Mongolian monks and nobles.
The Chinese in the poster is huge, totally out of
scale and ominous. Holding weapons in his hands,
he threatens the unprotected Tibetan peoples. The
hammer and sickle at bottom left and the Buddhist
image at top left signal the correct path for Tibetans
— that is, collaboration with the Mongolians, fellow
Buddhists and the Soviet Union, the centre of the
proletarian revolution, which would prevent the
Chinese from annexing Tibet.

At that time, Mongolia actually faced greater
threats from Japan, and Sharav turned his attention
to the growing militarism of his overseas neighbour.
Yet again, illus. 86 is divided into two frames, and
yet again in the first frame, a sizeable Japanese sol-
dier leads fierce dogs representing White Russians
and reactionary Chinese to crush Koreans and
ordinary Chinese. Sharav’s use of dogs reverberated
with and made an impression on the nomadic
pastoralists because “The dogs of Mongolia are
notorious, and every traveler has dramatic stories
about the ferocious Mongolian dogs kept around
the camps for protection and assistance in handling
the animals.’®* In the first frame, the Japanese soldier
attacks Russians and Mongolians, but in the second
frame the combined forces of the Russians, the
Mongolians, the Chinese and the Koreans kill his
dogs and shoot him down in the ocean separating

Japan and the Asian mainland.
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Posters and Counter-revolutionaries

Resisting the threats posed by belligerent for-
eigners, the MPRP is idealized in the posters. Its
supposedly splendid reputation attracted former
believers in the feudal system to join in its efforts
to foster the interests of the Mongolian population.
Yet the MPRP had to be on its guard; posters often
portrayed monks and nobles, especially the latter,
who joined the revolutionary groups but sought to
spread false rumours about them and to subvert
the MPRP. The poster artists appeared to be confi-
dent that these renegades would be discovered and
killed. The government may have commissioned
such themes in order to justify the first of the
Mongolian purges. The state executed D. Bodoo
(1895-1922), the first prime minister of the new
regime, and several of his associates, in 1922 and
Danzan ‘Khorloo’ (1873-1924), the Secretary of
the Central Committee of the Mongolian People’s
Party, in 1924, portraying them as traitors who
worked for but ultimately sought to overthrow
the Mongolian People’s Party.s In both cases, the
evidence against them was ambiguous and flimsy.
The posters sought to bolster the MPRP claims, but
many innocent men lost their lives in such purges.

However, many of the posters presented a
happy ending. A few posters consisted of two
frames, one of which would show civil servants
smoking, drinking and relaxing instead of work-
ing.* The second frame provided the contrast of a
conscientious official reading reports and writing
up judgments. Even more optimistic was the

depiction of the increasing number of people who

929

had joined the Mongolian People’s Party (illus. go,
91). One noteworthy feature is that no women are
included in the depiction of new Party members.
The emphasis in the posters of scenes of conflict
and war, or of officials, may explain the omission of
women, but that females do not appear as members
of a Party that professes to foster gender equality

is strange and may reflect their actual limited posi-

tions in the Party.

Posters and Education

Despite these omissions, the posters emphasized
many of the traditional concerns of modernization
and of communist governments, including
dissemination of newspapers, magazines and books
as a vital means of influencing the literate group
in the population. In illus. 92, the artist shows the
spectacular increase of printed material fostered
by the MPRP. The growth in the number of books
and printing houses is illustrated in diagrams.
The posters also attest to the considerable efforts
to deliver the government’s printed materials.
For example, a man on horseback speeds along
to deliver books, magazines and propaganda mate-
rials to the countryside (illus. 9go).” Yet by the late
1930s, there were five newspapers in Ulaanbaatar,
as well as movies and especially theatre, all of which
were meant to contribute to literacy.5

The emphasis on books, magazines and news-
papers accompanied campaigns for literacy, one of
the most significant MPRP objectives. A higher rate

of literacy would facilitate its propaganda efforts
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and its attempts to create a New Man with new
values. At the same time, more educated herders
and workers would more readily profit from printed
technical materials relating to their employment,
leading to greater output and more efficiency and
productivity in the as yet rudimentary industries
and in the more traditional and much larger herding
sector of the economy. A significant increase in
literacy had far-reaching consequences for the
transmission of communist morality as well as for
economic growth.

It is thus no accident that posters about literacy
would be formidable assignments for artists.* In
the 1930s, the rate of literacy concerned the Mon-
golian government, but it became a more pressing
problem after the Second World War. In the late
1940s, five-year plans would be initiated in which
the development of industry would be critical, and
such modernization would require a more educated
populace. Even after 26 years of communist rule,
only 29.6 per cent of the population was literate,
although the number of students and schools had
increased. Whatever the precise numbers, the
MPRP’s ambitious plans for economic growth could
be thwarted if only just over a Quarter of the popula-
tion had achieved basic literacy. It is important
to keep in mind the concept of ‘basic literacy’
because the 29.6 per cent rate encompassed all who
could read a page of simple instructions or text
and not necessarily a sophisticated work with an
elaborate vocabulary.>® Advocacy for literacy and
education needed to be attractive. Illus. 102 fits in
with this requirement by showing a lovely young

girl sporting a Young Pioneers red scarf and a red
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bow and carrying a school bag, with her school
represented in the background.

The inscriptions on the early posters were
written in the traditional Uyghur script until the
mid-1940s when both that script and the Cyrillic
alphabet — which, under pressure from Russia,
began to be used for Mongolian — were depicted.
By 1945, because even the most literate Mongolians
had had only minimal exposure to the Cyrillic
alphabet, some of the posters, of necessity, used
the traditional script. By the early 1950s, however,
nearly all the inscriptions were in Cyrillic, placing
Mongolia further into the Soviet cultural orbit.
Numerous god-like portraits of Vladimir Lenin
(1870-1924) and Stalin, the Soviet heads of state,
at the top frames of posters (illus. 103) benevolently
looking over a scene of prosperous Mongolia or
as exemplars and supporters of the MPRP, reveal
the strong links with the ussr. Depictions of Kh.
Choibalsan (1895-1952), the Mongolian head of
state, in association with Lenin or Stalin or alone,
attest to the ‘cult of personality’ that would be
condemned after Stalin’s death.

Support of Government Policies

A series of posters produced in the 1930s resemble
ones from the Soviet Union in depictions of villains.
Illus. 91 consists of fifteen separate scenes that
inveigh against poor attitudes and behaviour. The
indolent, as well as women who use housework

as an excuse for not reading, are castigated, as are

those who fail to participate in Party work or are
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tax evaders. As in the Soviet Union, the Mongolian
authorities were concerned about alcoholism and
devoted considerable attention to its eradication.”
Thus they commissioned posters relating alcohol
to criminal behaviour. Other villains depicted in
illus. g1 are fake revolutionaries, who included
unreformed bureaucrats, old feudal nobles and new
groups of capitalists. The significant heroic group
portrayed in the posters is the Party Disciplinary
Inspectors who ferret out these fake revolutionaries.
Sketches are colourful and vivid and require little
explanation. The viewer can easily identify alco-
holics, anti-Party villains, backward thinkers and
honest officials.

The MPRP often used visual images to bolster
its policies. More revealing is the relatively small
number of schools and students founded by
the Ministry of Education by the 1930s. Most
provinces or aimags provided few institutions for

students, with the largest number amounting to

b
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124 primary-school students. About one hundred
students enlisted in foreign universities, principally
in the Soviet Union and in Germany, and nearly all
were learning foreign languages or at pedagogical
universities learning to teach, along with six who
went to art school. Few had as yet enrolled in
universities to study in technical fields, such as
veterinary medicine, engineering, mathematics or
science, which Mongolia would require to foster
economic growth. Several decades elapsed before
Mongolians travelled abroad, mostly to the Soviet
Union and Eastern Europe, to train in specialities
that the country needed. Mongolia would not have
its own university until 1942.5*

Posters served to inform the public about
government and MPRP policies, one of which was
ever-closer connections with the Ussr. Japanese
expansionism in the 1920s and '3os and the threats
it posed to Northeast Asia compelled the Soviet

Union and Mongolia to forge formal assertions of
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their links. In 1936, the two countries signed a ten-
year mutual aid treaty by which an attack on one
would be considered an invasion of both, and each
would supply the other with weapons and other
assistance but would withdraw from the other’s
territory once the danger had ended. They then
signed a Treaty of Friendship. The treaties were
copied in illus. 92, which could be readily circulated
among the population. Because these posters were
dull and could not be read by the large number of
illiterates, artists also created more enticing visual
images of the bonds between the UssrR and Mon-
golia. They included the typical images of Lenin
and Stalin observing the handshake of a Russian
and a Mongolian. In illus. 104, representatives of
the two peoples with arms around each other hold
aloft the Soviet flag, with a red star above a hammer
and sickle, and the Mongolian flag, again with a red
star above the national symbol, the Soyombo, an
indication of the unalterable friendship between the

two peoples.

The Second World War and Patriotic Posters

The onset of the Second World War provided
artists with greater opportunities to create vivid
images. In the summer of 1939, Soviet and
Mongolian forces defeated an attempted Japanese
incursion into Mongolia at the battle of Nomonhan
(or Khalkhin Gol).* The Japanese made no
turther efforts to attack eastern Siberia or Mon-
golia, permitting the USSR to focus its attention,

soldiers and weapons on the Nazis’ invasion in

Mutual Defence Treaty,
USSR and Mongolia, 1936
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the West. Although Mongolia was landlocked and
not critically involved in the Second World War,
it supported the Ussr with meat, horses, shoes and
other goods.® Its artists joined in the propaganda
efforts, portraying, as in illus. 100, heroes deter-
mined to defend the ussk and Mongplia against
the Nazis and the Japanese.” Beautiful traditional
calligraphy, in bright red ink, complemented

the dramatic images of determined and patriotic
soldiers and women.* The posters were generally
upbeat and asserted that the combined forces of
the USSR, the U.s. and Great Britain would destroy
the Nazis: for example, the swords of the three
Allies are shown piercing and allegedly severing a
Nazi soldier’s spine.

Artists portrayed the Japanese as ruthless,
wearing belts adorned with swastikas and hold-
ing blood-stained bayonets, burning gers, killing
Mongolians and stealing their animals. Yet the
united Soviet and Mongolian forces had decisively
defeated the Japanese at Nomonhan, and now they
would use their splendid cavalry forces to crush the
Japanese and, at the same time, to prevent Mao and
the Chinese from occupying the territory of their
Inner Mongolian ‘brothers’. These inspirational
poster tableaux concluded with a remarkable image
illustrating a poem by the renowned Mongolian
writer and linguist Tsendiin Damdinsiiren (1908-
1986). Illus. 107 shows the head of a Japanese from
which emanate snakes surrounded by the swords
of the allies cutting them to pieces. Yet again a
swastika adorns the body of the soldier.

Poster artists contributed to the war effort not

only by inspiring the population but also by offering
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advice on weapons of war. They outlined specifics,
with carefully drawn images, on the use of hand
grenades and bayonets and the optimal methods
of destroying tanks (illus. 108). At the same time,
they provided instruction on defence in war,

including the proper means of digging trenches,

the discovery and deactivation of land mines (illus.
93), navigating with maps and compasses, training
soldiers to follow commands and the ways medical

specialists could treat patients on the battlefield.

Precise pictures of rifles and machine guns con-
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veyed additional information to both soldiers and

ordinary citizens.
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The most important post-Second World War issue
was recognition of Mongolian sovereignty. Neither
the Chinese nationalist government of Chiang Kai-
shek (1887-1975) nor the communist government
under Mao Zedong had accepted Mongolia as an
independent country. In fact, Mao, in an interview
with renowned American journalist Edgar Snow,
had said that Mongolia would inevitably return to
Chinese jurisdiction after the communist victory
in China.” He repeated this observation in at least
one other interview with a Western reporter.* The
Soviet Union, the dominant foreign influence in
the country, was thus eager for China to relinquish
its claims to Mongolia. In February 1943, Stalin,
recognizing that the American president Franklin
D. Roosevelt (1882—1945) wanted the Soviet Union

to declare war on Japan and to dispatch troops for a
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projected and protracted invasion, elicited u.s.
support to pressure Chiang Kai-shek to allow
self-determination for Mongolia in return for Soviet
involvement. Roosevelt and Stalin’s insistence com-
pelled Chiang to accept a plebiscite for Mongolia.*s
The Mongolian government scheduled a vote on 20
October 1945 for what was a foregone conclusion
— the Mongolian population’s approval of indepen-
dence rather than acquiescence to Chinese rule.
However, the Mongolian government and
the MPRP did not want to take chances. They
unleashed a major campaign to urge a vote for inde-
pendence. Seeking to persuade the vast majority of
the population, including workers, the elderly and
soldiers, to vote, the government helped to issue
a barrage of posters. For example, artists showed a
happy family in their traditional deels in illus. 109,
with the Soyombo, a five-pointed red star repre-
senting communism, and sheep and camels in the
background, encouraging a vote for independence.
They relied on nationalism and markers of national
identity to promote their efforts to galvanize the
population. One theme of this drive was that voting
for independence supported the leadership of Sitkh-
baatar, the founder of the communist state, and
Choibalsan, the current head of state. In illus. 110,
a heroiclooking figure leads groups in the country-

side to vote.

Drive for Economic Development

The end of the Second World War resulted in a

significant shift from posters emphasizing patriotic

105

themes to those stressing economic recovery and
growth. Mongolian herders had supplied numerous
animals and animal products to the Ussr during its
most difficult times in fending off the Nazi inva-
sions.® The war had also precluded investment in
new industries and the country still depended on

a herding economy, with little cultivated agriculture
or industry. As early as the 1920s, posters were
produced that emphasized industrial expansion
(illus. 107), with images of cranes and factories,
yet few manufacturing complexes had been built.
At the same time, invocations to herders to form
collectives, in a campaign that lasted from 1928

to 1932, proved to be abortive. The post-Second
World War period ignited a renewed effort to foster
rapid industrial growth and to establish herder
collectives (or negdels), and posters played a role in
these vital campaigns.”

The development of animal husbandry had to
be the first step because it would generate profits
and then investment in other sectors of the
economy. The government exhorted herders to
be more productive in the interests of the entire
nation. It pleaded with them to shear sheep and
goats carefully to avoid loss of wool and cashmere.
Encouragement to the herders was insuflicient, as
they needed practical advice. To Wang, a colourful
figure in the nineteenth century, had written a
manual for herders, and J. Sambuu, the Mongolian
Ambassador to the ussr during the Second World
War and Chair of the Presidium of the Parliament
starting in the 1950s, had also written such a guide-
book based upon the best practices.* Later, in the

1980s, the renowned herder Ts. Namkhainyambuu



would write his own manual.® Such comprehensive
texts did not receive wide circulation, and would
not have been useful for herders, most of whom
remained illiterate. Lively and colourful posters
could transmit information more effectively. The
government thus commissioned artists to provide
simple advice for the herders. Protection of the
newborns was one of the artists’ main themes,
and they wrote helpful guides, with images of men
and women fixing up pens and barns as living
Quarters for newborn animals to protect them
from the bone-chilling Mongolian cold and wind
(illus. 112). Success was characterized by a smiling
woman feeding a lamb and by fulfilment of the
Quotas of newborns mandated by the authorities
(illus. 113). Also vital was adequate preparation of
hay and fodder in summer and autumn (illus. 114)
and proper allocation of these life-saving grasses
throughout the winter. The results would include
horse carts and trucks transporting abundant piles
of hay (as in illus. 94).

Neither the government nor the poster artists
ignored agriculture. Herding was central to the
economy, but the state authorities had determined
that Mongolia should seek to grow its own grains
and vegetables in its limited cultivable lands.
Eventually, they would organize state farms to
foster agriculture, which would be modelled on
the “Virgin Lands’ programme initiated by Soviet
premier Nikita Khrushchev (1891-1971).7° Even
before the state farms movement, the authorities
had encouraged proper mowing, which they claimed

had led to a 130 per cent growth in production from
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1940 to 1946. The authorities also paid attention to
hunting and highlighted progress in fur production,
with one poster showing a hunter holding several
pelts (illus. 115).

Like the posters they produced on herding,
the poster artists offered practical advice on
farming. They show techniques of ploughing, with
tangible images, and caution farmers not to delay
in ploughing in spring. Illus. 114 shows the proper
row-planting of cabbage and the need to kill moths,
also pictured, which are threats to the plant. The
farmer at the top of the poster holds two cabbages
that appear larger than he is, a bit of artistic licence.
Illus. 117, 118 and 95 depict the proper procedures
for growing carrots, turnips and potatoes, includ-
ing planting, harvesting and the use of animal
manure. Small pictures portray the various steps.
The artist shows both men and women working in
the fields.

Transportation of food from the countryside,
including animals and animal products as well as
vegetables, is another theme of poster artists, who
present images of a variety of animals carrying
goods slated for towns and cities. Ox carts and
camel carts are portrayed. Artists also depict horse
carts and assert that many in so-called feudal times
mistreated horses, undermining both transport and
communications. They point out that horses were
vital to the speedy transmission of messages, with
riders using relay stations to obtain fresh horses
and thus to move expeditiously. Nonetheless, as the
economy developed, trucks would replace animals

4as conveyors of pI'OdLICtS .
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Health and Physical Conditioning

In the post-Second World War period, poster artists
became concerned not only with the economy but
with the good physical condition of individuals.”
Thus they prescribed the proper ways to sprint
and to run long distances, which strengthened
muscles and promoted circulation of the blood.
They also depicted other athletic endeavours such
as the jump (illus. 96), high jump, discus, shot put
and parallel bars. These posters may have origi-
nated with the state’s desire to train athletes who
could compete in Asian and international contests.
Success in such competitions permitted the state to
promote nationalism and to imply that communism
contributed to such victories.”” Another unusual
note is that the athletes portrayed in the posters are
exclusively male. Whether other posters showing
women taking part in such activities were produced
would be worth researching.”

Other public health posters in the post-Second
World War period proved invaluable.” Because
infectious and parasitic diseases had taken heavy
tolls both in the countryside and in the cities,
the government had instituted a campaign about
hygiene once the war had ended. As part of the
campaign, poster artists drew scenes illustrating
ways of preventing typhoid fever, tuberculosis and
tapeworm. These very vivid and colourful depic-
tions complemented the visits and work of
travelling teams of public health workers. Artists
emphasized cleanliness and a healthy living
environment. They urged herders and showed

them how to dig toilets and to dispose of garbage
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and the corpses of dead animals away from their
gers, and warned them to ensure that their children
be kept away from swamps and ponds, to avoid
washing clothing near wells for drinking water, to
wash kitchen utensils and pots and pans with hot
water, to air out mattresses and to wipe all furni-
ture, among a plethora of useful advice. Illus. 119
shows young and attractive parents setting a good
example by taking baths, brushing their teeth and
wearing clean clothes. Still another lovely poster
(illus. 120) pictures a healthy young boy and girl
having their hair and bedding inspected for lice.
Artists also emphasized the individual’s public
responsibilities. The highest values were dona-
tions of blood to save others and support of the
Mongolian Red Cross, which helped everyone in
emergencies. Other posters proposed expanding
the number of hospitals and an increase in govern-
ment investment in kindergartens and museums
to promote the cultural exposure and health of the
‘beloved children’. Such advances in public health
and medicine would translate into the creation of
a stereotypical family scene (illus. 121), with a beau-
tiful landscape in the background, each member
with a joyous appearance, the little girl carrying a

doll and the little boy hanging on to his mother.”s
Posters, Nationalism and Internationalism
Posters concerning specific government campaigns
were also produced. The state supported North

Korea during the Korean War of 1950 to 1953 and

thus commissioned posters that reflected opposition
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to U.s. involvement. In illus. 122, a North Korean
soldier with an exaggeratedly large rifle is shown
crushing a u.s. soldier who seems to be about to use
his knife to harm a child. The bottom background
depicts buildings destroyed in u.s. bombing. The
top background depicts Kim Il Sung (1912-1994),
the Korean president, as an inspirational figure.
Another foreign relationship in which artists were
enlisted was the Sino-Soviet dispute that flared up
in the communist world from the late 1950s until
the mid-1980s. By the early 1960s, Mongolia had
chosen to support the Ussr and expelled Chinese
workers and rejected Chinese economic assistance.
A propaganda war ensued between Mongolia and
the USSR on one side and China on the other. Post-
ers played a role in the struggle. A typical one (illus.
98) shows a red flag proclaiming the unity of the
socialist countries with a weapon labelled ‘the Mao
dictatorship’ shooting at the flag. Less controversial
and less violent was a 1947 poster providing statis-
tics for the production of coal in the Nalaikh coal
mine and planning for an increase (illus. 97).
Perhaps the proudest moment in Mongolia was
the launching into space in 1981 of a Mongolian
cosmonaut, Jiigderdemidiin Giirragchaa (b. 1947),
in a Soviet spaceship, an event commemorated in
numerous colourful and cartoonish posters. For
example, illus. 99 lauds the “Wings of Friendship’
between Mongolia and the USSR, and a depiction
of a rocket ship dominates the design.”® Many
posters during this time highlighted the flags of
both countries, the Soyombo with the red star on
top representing Mongolia and the hammer and

sickle the UssR. Bright reds, yellows and blues
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and a light brown dominated the posters and
revealed the ‘people’s pride’ in having a Mongolian
on the cutting edge of exploration. Indeed pride
recurs as a theme in many of the posters, and it may '
be appropriate to end by discussing a poster (illus.
80) that proclaims the rise and prosperity of ‘our
beloved nation, Mongolia’ and depicts a Mongolian
riding swiftly on horseback, the abiding image of
the Mongolian people.

Pride and nationalism aside, the USSR’s
influence on Mongolian posters cannot be ignored.

Soviet posters appeared first, and their techniques

and themes affected Mongolian versions. Mongolian
artists naturally introduced their own variations
and emphasized themes relating to herding and
other specific Mongolian practices and traits. Yet
many Mongolian artists received their training in
the USSR, and some of the early Mongolian posters
appear to have been printed in Russia. Like the
Soviet introduction of Western-style ballet and
opera into Mongolia, Russians contributed signifi-

cantly to the development of Mongolian poster art.””

Transmission of Posters

Transmission of these posters with their striking
images in a country of such a wide expanse and
limited roads, and other impediments to travel,
posed significant logistical problems. For much of
the twentieth century, few cars ventured into the
countryside, and certainly not into the more remote

areas. To be sure, distribution and displays of post-

ers in the capital city of Ulaanbaatar and in a few
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industrial centres such as Darkhan and Erdenet
did not encounter major obstacles. The arrival in
1930 of a more sophisticated German-made offset
printing machine from Shanghai also added immea-
surably to the quantities of posters that could be
produced, presenting greater opportunities for the
dissemination of these materials.”® Posters could be
hung in factories, offices and other workplaces,
hospitals and classrooms, on the fronts of buildings,
on walls and in meeting rooms.” Images could be
reproduced in newspapers and magazines and on
stamps and postcards.®

However, the herders dispersed throughout the
countryside could not be easily reached. In fact,
some communist leaders blamed the failures of
the collectivization movement from 1928 to 1932 —
which forced its abandonment — on the difficulties
of purveying propaganda and ‘education’, including
posters, about the advantages of collectives to the
herders. The state did send so-called propaganda
brigades to the countryside, and around 1940,
one rural informant reveals that they exposed him
to his first movie. He writes: ‘I was seventeen or
eighteen when I saw my first movie . . . The kino
was called a shadow film. We thought there were
people behind the screen.” Another herder saw
his first phonograph in the 1950s.* There was some
contact between the cities and the countryside,
but changes in rural organization in the late 1950s
provided greater opportunities to influence the
countryside population.

In the mid- to late 1950s, the establishment of
state farms for agriculture and of cooperatives (or

negdels) for herding facilitated efforts to transmit

12

state and communist propaganda. Many of the
negdels, which had hundreds or thousands of mem-
bers, built ‘cultural palaces’ in the central offices for
theatrical performances, movies and libraries and,
as perhaps the most renowned founder of a negdel
remarked, “Whenever possible there was art in the
auditorium.’® Wall newspapers, which consisted

of articles, posters and announcements, were
displayed in these same negdel headquarters. Horse
relays from Ulaanbaatar, as well as from provincial
towns, arrived regularly in the negdels and brought
mail, posters and government propaganda. An
American anthropologist who spent considerable

time in a negdel in the early 1970s wrote:
gL y 197

The second method of party agitation and propaganda
work . . . graphic presentations, is highly characteristic of
Mongolian socialist life. In every productive enterprise

in Mongolia which I visited, there were extensive displays
featuring outstanding workers, bighlighting plan targets
and their fulfilment . . . Throughout the district, these
displays are in the yurts [GERS] of the team leaders . . .
and at all official meetings and at many celebrations.™

The Decline of Poster Art

The end of socialism in Mongolia in 1990 had a
dramatic impact on posters. In March of that year,
the government, under pressure from demonstra-
tions in Ulaanbaatar and the countryside, resigned,
and called for the first multi-party elections in
Mongolian history. Shortly thereafter, the USSR,

which had been Mongolia’s most important trading



partner and greatest provider of loans, collapsed,
leading the government to adopt a market economy
and to engage with the West, as well as with its
East Asian neighbours and with Russia.® The
nonsocialist governments elected since 1996 have
abandoned the didactic political messages that had
been the basis of most poster art. They no longer
use posters to convey propaganda or to initiate
campaigns about public health, exercise and clean-
liness. Moreover, new media, including television
and the Internet, have become more pervasive and
accessible and have replaced posters. Commercial
advertisements have often been substituted for

posters in public spaces throughout the country.
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Sharav

Mongolian People’s Party
Controls Buddhist Monks, 1924
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Anonymous
Ungern-Sternberg and Other
Exploiters of Mongolia, late
19208

opposite:
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Anonymous

Growth in Number of Schools,
late 1940s
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Anonymous
Mongolia’s Elder Brothers Lenin
and Stalin, lare 1940s
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Anonymous

Patriotic Soldiers Defending
Country, early 1940s

opposite:
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Anonymous

Friendship of Russian and
Mongolians, late 1930s
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Anonymous

Allies Destroying Nazis, early

19408
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Anonymous

Destruction of the Japanese
Snake, early 1940s
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Anonymous
Vote for Independence, 1945

opposite:
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Anonymous

Early Weapons of War, early
19408
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Anonymous
Communist Heroes and

Voting, 1945
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Anonymous
Industry Rising, late 1920s
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Anonymous
Protect Animals, early 1950s

opposite:
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Anonymous

Protect Newborn Animals,
early 1950s
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Hay as Savior of Animals, 1950s
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Heroic Hunters, early 1950s
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Good Agriculture, early 1950s Proper Ways of Farming, early
19508
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Anonymous

Proper Ways of Farming, early
19508
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Anonymous

Getting Rid of Vermin, early
19508
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Anonymous

Happy and Healthy Family,
early 19508
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Support Our North Korean
Brothers, early 1950s
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Karel Sourek

Welcome to the Red Army —
Guarantor of a New World,
1945

issued by the Central Trade
Union Council.



Eastern Europe,
1945-91

David Crowley

The Sovietization of Eastern Europe in the late
1940s introduced ways of organizing the economy,
styles of political organization and roles for culture
that were drawn directly from Stalin’s Soviet Union.
High on the list of Soviet imports was propaganda.
The new regimes that took control of Poland,
Hungary, Czechoslovakia and the other countries
that formed the Eastern Bloc at Moscow’s behest
in the late 1940s took the political education both
of those who flocked to the Communist Party (or
its local variants) and of their citizens as primary
tasks. School textbooks were written to follow the
ideological lines being drawn by the new regimes;
factory workers were given shop-floor lectures by
Party activists; village halls were furnished with
‘red corners’ decorated with portraits of Lenin and
Stalin framed by red fabric and pendants; the plots
of movies bowed under the weight of their didactic
messages; newspapers were vehicles for policy
announcements; and streets were stripped of com-
mercial ornaments, to be decorated with posters
promising a golden future or warning against the
dire threat posed by the enemies of the people. At
the same time, close control of the media through
censorship — as well as the suppression of political
opposition — meant that (with the exception of
Germany before tight East—-West border controls

were imposed in 1961) few, if any, contrasting voices
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were to be heard. These measures were taken by
the one-party state in the expectation of generating
unflinching faith in Marxism-Leninism. For Polish
diarist Leopold Tyrmand, writing in 1954, this
state of affairs meant that ordinary citizens were

losing their perspective on reality:

It is hard to know whether they are aware of the borrific
disproportion. Are their brains so muddled by outright
lies and subtle shadings, so clogged up with the sludge

of things left unsaid that they cannot put one and one
together and miss the sum of the parts?”

The poster was given a central role in the forma-
tion of these propaganda states. The new regimes
that seized power at the end of the 1940s were
qQuick to establish agencies which were charged
with the production of posters with political and
social messages. The scale of their operations was
considerable. In Poland the Wydawnictwo Artysty-
czno-Graficzne (WAG/State Publisher of Graphic
Art), established in 1950, commissioned, printed
and distributed more than 4,500 poster designs

in its first fifteen years of operation, sometimes in
runs of more than 10,000 copies.” Even as com-
munist rule started to fail, the poster remained a
central — if increasingly anachronistic — tool of state

propaganda: many of the political themes that had



Eastern Europe

been established four decades earlier, such as peace
campaigns, opposition to American imperialism
and anniversaries of momentous events, remained
on the books. A 1983 brochure giving an official
briefing on visual propaganda during the period
of martial law in Poland — when the state imposed
drastic measures on society to check the rise of the
Solidarity trade union — could have been published

35 years earlier at the beginning of communist rule:

An important element in visual propaganda is the
unmasking of anti-socialist forces, as well as exposing such
practices as intolerance, nationalism, chauvinism, and
group and individual egoism, in addition to opposing the
manipulation of people and revealing the role of enemy
broadcasters and means of sabotage applied in the West to
weaken the Polish state.?

East Germany had its own forms of inertia. Unlike
in Poland, Socialist Realism was still the official

art of the regime there as late as 1988, when the
last congress of the Artists’ Association of the

GDR (vBK/Verband Bildender Kiinstler der DDR)
declared that, henceforth, the term would be
replaced by ‘Art in Socialism’ (Kunst im Sozial-
ssmus).* Socialist Realism had had ideological
currency for almost four decades, although what
precisely was required of loyal visual artists shifted
much over the years. In fact, the posters produced
in the states of Eastern Europe under communist
rule were often far more varied than the official rhet-
oric used to describe them. This short essay surveys

their diverse and sometimes contradictory faces.’
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Jan éumpell’k, Jaromir
Schof and Alena
Cermakova (aka Kolektiv
&.s.8.)

The First State-wide
Spartakidda, 1955




Poster Engineers

Soviet posters were produced in Central and
Eastern Europe before the Soviet-backed authorities
imposed the full propaganda apparatus on their
client states in Eastern Europe. Or, to put this
another way, sympathetic poster designers imag;
ined Soviet power before it took full command. In
the immediate aftermath of war, some designers —
like many intellectuals in Eastern Europe - felt that
the rise of the Nazis in Germany had demonstrated
the weakness of democratic politics and viewed

the Soviet forces in Central and Eastern Europe as
harbingers of much desired social revolution. Karel
Sourek’s 1945 poster, Welcome to the Red Army —
Guarantor of a New World, greeted the arrival of
Stalin’s troops with its ringing slogan printed in
both Czech and Russian (illus. 123). In its dynamic
layout and use of montage, Sourek’s design demon-
strates a familiarity with the modernist posters
produced by artists such as Alexander Rodchenko
in Soviet Russia in the 1920s. Before the Second
World War Sourek had been closely associated with
sz'jeme, a modernist journal designed by Ladislav
Sutnar and published by Druzstevni Prace (Coop-
erative Work). His 1945 poster — produced before
the dogma of Socialist Realism was imposed on
Czechoslovak art and literature — represented the
bright hope of the possibility of a revival of avant-
garde design in a new socialist state. Similarly, Filo’s
(Tlona Fischer) Every Hand Should Take Part in the
Rebuilding, commissioned in 1946 by the Hungarian
Communist Party, was a reanimation of a central

motif in the photomontage posters created by

opposite:

125

llona Fischer (Filo)

Every Hand Should Take Part in
the Rebuilding, 1946
commissioned by the Hungarian
Communist Party
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Gustav Klutsis in the Soviet Union at the time of
the first five-year plan (such as Let’s Fulfil the Plan
of Great Projects, 1930, see Introduction, illus. 12):
the worker’s hand, repeated photomechanically,
signals the combined power of the proletariat as
well as the task of post-war reconstruction (illus.
125).° Repetition and the flat planes of Filo’s poster
achieved the kind of ‘telegraphic’ compression and
concentration of meaning that had been claimed
as being the essential character of the modernist
poster in the 1920s.”

The designs of Sourek and Filo belong to
the short period of fragile democracy in Eastern
Europe following the conclusion of the Second
World War. The consolidation of communist
authority in 1948 and 1949 was followed soon
after by a set of official diktats about the ‘correct’
form and ideological content of culture.® Leading
writers, architects and artists were summoned to
national conferences to receive instruction in the
Soviet aesthetic of Socialist Realism, the principles
of which had been formulated at the first Soviet
Writers’” Congress in 1934.° It hardly needs saying
that, in adapting to the requirements of Socialist
Realism, art in the newly formed Eastern Bloc
was now to be realist. But that did not necessarily
mean verisimilitude or faithfulness to the world
as it was experienced. In Poland in 1950, future
Minister of Culture and Art Wlodzimierz Sokorski
explained the technique, employing the twisted

logic of Soviet ‘Diamat’ (Dialectical Materialism):

The material power of our (the Party’s) idea is its objec-

tive truth. The bistorical truth of our world determines



the truth of art. The deeply real truthfulness of our way
of living, of our battles and of our victories, requires
deeply realistic modes of representation. Truth, as a phe-
nomenon, demands truthful reproduction. Indeed every
deformation, whether intended or not, perpetuates an
ideological deceit. Therefore art in the Socialist era can

only be shaped by the methods of Socialist Realism.™

Realism - for Sokorski (and other cultural
commissars in Eastern Europe) — did not mean
representation of the actual social and economic
conditions of the country after war but under-
standing of the forces of history. To dwell on the
problems and hardships of everyday life during
the reconstruction years, for instance, was to show
insufficient enthusiasm for the communist future.
Socialist Realism was to prefigure the beauty and
harmony of the utopia to come. At the same time,
abstraction and other modernist ‘errors’ in visual
art were ruled unacceptable because they tested
the tastes of the working masses. Moreover, they
also suggested individualism, a characteristic

of the bourgeois artist. As the philosopher Stefan
Morawski recalled, ‘One . . . of the characteristic
features of that time and trend was the effacement
of individuality towards the realisation of a defined
iconic and ideological programme.”™ Visual artists
were henceforth to be ‘engineers of the human
soul’, working to state command.

The imposition of Socialist Realism in Eastern
Europe closed the gap between the poster and the
canvas, which the Soviet avant-garde had opened
up in its embrace of montage and photomechanical

techniques of image reproduction in the 1920s.
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There was relatively little difference between
Socialist Realist paintings and posters in subject
or form: in fact, art historians have argued that
the aesthetic was adopted precisely because of its
simple-minded clarity and easy reproducibility.”™
The First State-wide Spartakidda, a 1955 poster by Jan
éumpelik, Jaromir Schof and Alena Cermakovi
(also known as Kolektiv €.5.C) is effectively a
captioned reproduction of a painting by a cadre of
artists who were best known for their monumental
canvases (illus. 124).” Working as a team for the
Military Art Studio (Armadni vytvarné studio),
Kolektiv ¢.s.C.’s design promoted the mass gym-
nastic displays orchestrated by the authorities in
Czechoslovakia. The athletic New Man which it
depicts was just one figure in a cast of impossibly
perfect stereotypes that included muscular Stakha-
novites exhorting increased production, peasant
sisters and their proletarian brothers embracing
national unity and Polish or Czech workers clasping
hands with their Soviet friends. These new heroes
of socialism were invariably young, untainted by
associations with the past: only the national leaders
— each the subject of a personality cult — could
display signs of age (illus. 126).

Socialist Realism was a banal and sentimental
aesthetic that promised the future harmony of full
communism. One zone of exception was formed by
the posters representing Moscow’s enemies. Here
the kinds of visual distortion that could be achieved
by photomontage or the grotesque expressivity
of caricature were given seemingly free rein. It was
as if the ‘retrogressive’ attitudes and ‘reactionary’

actions of what the ideologues liked to dub the

126

Istvan Czeglédi

Congress of Young Fighters
for Peace and Socialism, June
17-18 1950, 1950
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warmongers of the West during the early years of
the Cold War allowed for the kinds of aesthetic
‘distortion’ associated with Expressionism and pho-
tomontage. In this way, artists and designers with
long standing allegiances to communist politics
and modernist aesthetics — such as John Heartfield
in East Germany and Bronistaw Linke in Poland -

could be commissioned (illus. 127).

The Polish Poster School

The first posters to break the mould of Socialist
Realism were produced in Poland in the mid-1950s.
Although state-controlled through censorship
offices and professional bodies such as wAG, the
Polish poster escaped the narrow track of Soviet
aesthetics. A number of Polish designers, such

as Wojciech Zamecznik, Henryk Tomaszewski and
Tadeusz Trepkowski (illus. 132), enjoyed interna-
tional renown for the designs they produced from
the early 1950s onwards. They were able to practise
as modernist designers with the patronage of the
state or, at least, indirectly with that of its cultural
agencies. As an example, Tomaszewski’s poster
for René Clair’s film La Beauté du diable, designed
in 1954 (after Stalin’s death but before Nikita
Khrushchev’s ‘Secret Speech’ at the Twentieth
Party Congress in Moscow in February 1956) and
commissioned by Centrala Wynajmu Filméw
(cwr), the central body for the distribution of
films in Poland, is strikingly simple (illus. 129).
This design, composed of a briskly drawn figure

reversed in silhouette and a green devil suggested
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John Heartfield
Demand: Ban Atomic
Weapons!, 1955

issued by Deutschen Friedensrat

opposite:

128

Tadeusz Trepkowski

Be Vigilant Against the Nation’s
Enemy, 1953






by loose brushstrokes, paid little heed to aesthetic
dogma that called for ‘positive types’ or imagery
that was ‘national in form and socialist in content’.
By contrast, other poster designers working at the
same time bowed to orthodoxy by producing a host
of Socialist Realist images.

How can this difference in an age of central
command and control be explained? One answer
would seem to be found in the relatively decentral-
ized control over the commissioning of posters in
Poland. Film Polski, the first national post-war
organization responsible for the production and
distribution of both Polish and foreign films, was
established in 1947. It (and its successor organiza-
tion, CWF) commissioned up to six hundred film
posters a year in print runs of up to 100,000 copies.
Despite the scale of its production, it tended to

rely on a small roster of designers, including

UROK SZATAN
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Tomaszewski.* These designers produced many
striking designs using techniques employed by

the interwar avant-garde, such as photomontage.
The consistent modernism of the Polish film
poster would seem to suggest an active aesthetic
policy on the part of those responsible for employ-
ing Tomaszewski. In 1957 Henryk Szemberg, the
director of WAG, presented the readers of Graphis
magazine with his explanation for the modernist
character of the Polish film and theatre poster in
the Stalinist period: “This’, he wrote, ‘was primarily
due to the attitude taken by the majority of poster
artists who defended unflinchingly their own
conception of art. In this they received support from
personages in the political and cultural fields, who
upheld the principles of creative freedom.” This
‘creative freedom’ was extended by bureaucratic

patrons (such as wag, Film Polski and cwF) who




130
Tadeusz Trepkowski
No!, 1955

hand-painted banner based on his
peace poster on Marszatkowska
Street in Warsaw during the

Fifth World Festival of Youth and
Students

opposite:

129

Henryk Tomaszewski

La Beauté du diable (Urok
Szatana), 1954

promoting René Clair’s film
issued by cwF
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offered Tomaszewski and his colleagues greater
liberty than they would have enjoyed designing
political posters, another field of design in the
command of more zealous apparatchiks. Perhaps
paradoxically, even within this zone of relative
freedom, it would seem that designers were their
own aesthetic and political ‘police’. Relatively free
of direct censorship, the main poster publisher,
WAG, employed a committee of designers who, in
acts of self-censorship, could disqualify a poster
from production.

The ‘Polish Poster School’, as it has now become
known, was a professional elite of designers who
had the support of a significant lobby within
state culture. They were a privileged technocracy
who represented Polish design at home and
abroad. During the Fifth World Festival of Youth
and Students (V gwiatowy Festiwal Mlodziezy
i Studentéw) organized by the communist youth
organization (Zwigzek Mlodziezy Polskiej) in
Warsaw in 1953, for instance, Polish designers
were commissioned to deck out the ruined city
with massive banners that would illustrate the
event’s theme, ‘For Peace and Friendship — Against
the Aggressive Imperialist Pacts’, and to create
temporary music pavilions that would accentuate
the festive atmosphere.” With 30,000 young people
from 114 countries gathering in the city, the festival
was recognized by the authorities as an important
opportunity to demonstrate the progressive face of
Polish socialism. The blind ends of broken terraces
were decorated with massive blown-up versions
of already published posters such as Tadeusz Trep-
kowski’s No! (illus. 130). Picasso’s Guernica (1937)



was reproduced as a public mural too, a powerful
symbol not only against militarism but of the weak-
ening hold of Socialist Realism on art in Poland.

In fact, most of the blown-up posters decorating
the city that summer owed much to the Spanish
artist’s lively calligraphic style of drawing, and to
Henri Matisse’s practice of decoupage.

Feted internationally, idiosyncratic designers
like Trepkowski and Tomaszewski became public
faces of the People’s Republic of Poland. The state
organized a number of travelling exhibitions of film
and theatre posters from the late 1940s onwards.”
The soft power politics of the Polish poster
was stepped up when, in 1966, the first Warsaw
International Poster Biennale was launched and
then, two years later, when the Poster Museum
was established in the former stables and riding
school of a palace in Wilanéw on the outskirts of
the Polish capital. Architects Jarek Cydzik and
Halina Kossuth designed a striking white-walled
pavilion with a dramatic projecting roof over its
courtyard, an amenable setting for abstract sculp-
tures. Regularly exhibiting the work of artists and
designs on both sides of the Cold War divide — not
least within the framework of ‘peaceful competi-
tion’ offered by the International Poster Biennale
— the museum’s curators invariably championed
modernist Formalism over Socialist Realism, and
benign humanist themes over strident propaganda
(whether for political visions or for the corpora-
tion). International stars Andy Warhol, Shigeo
Fukuda and Armando Testa were given exhibitions
in the Poster Museum as laureates of the biennale.

Here, it seemed, was proof of the artistic autonomy
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of the poster in the People’s Republic of Poland, as
well as evidence of the place of Eastern European
designers in the international commonwealth

of modern graphic design. However, the museum
might well be characterized as a wing of what
Hungarian dissident Mikl6s Haraszti was later

to call the ‘velvet prison’ — the comfortable con-
ditions in which visual artists were given studios,
fees and opportunities to exhibit in exchange for
compliance.” Abstraction — like the Op Art effects
employed by J6zef Mroszczak in his poster to
announce the inaugural exhibition of the Poster
Museum in 1968 — was effectively a mute aesthetic,
despite the controversy which occasionally attached

to it elsewhere in the Bloc.

The Sleep of Reason

In the late 1950s younger designers associated with
the Polish Poster School began to make a feature of
out-of-date motifs and incongruous compositions
in their designs. Roman Cieslewicz and Jan Lenica
regularly incorporated Victorian imagery into their
posters announcing theatre performances and film
screenings (illus. 131, 147). Evidently indebted to
Max Ernst and the Surrealists of the interwar years,
their designs often hinted at violence and absur
dity: fragmented bodies were collaged together to
make ill-formed men and women; monsters were
summoned up from frottaged surfaces. This was
not just a Polish aesthetic: Czechoslovak designers
in the 1960s also explored the shadowy corners

of the unconscious. Designers Viclav Zeman and
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Roman Cieslewicz
The Prisoner, 1962

promoting a Warsaw Opera
performance of Luigi
Dallapiccola’s opera I/ prigioniero
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Milan Grygar made a particular feature of the
kind of unsettling collage techniques that had been
developed by Dada artists during the First World
War. Their designs for film and theatre posters

OLOZE

were characterized by dizzying contrasts of scale
and absurd combinations of images excised from
historic and contemporary sources. The effect
was often nightmarish, even when the poster was
promoting a lightweight comedy or a saccharine
romance (illus. 132).

In reanimating scraps of older images, these
Czechoslovak and Polish designers seemed to be
engaged in a kind of seance, conjuring up outmoded
ways of living and being, and perhaps darker
associations with death and destruction too. When,
for instance, the film Hiroshima, Mon Amour (1959)
was promoted in Western Europe, cinema publicity
tended to emphasize the relationship of the two

® lovers. The full set of romantic clichés was put in

place — smouldering gazes, romantic clinches.

In his poster announcing the film in Czech cinemas, - R
¥ &

-

e

Bedfich Dlouhy — better known as an artist associ-

ated with the youthful Smidrové group than as

ITALSKA FILMOVA KOMEDIE S MARCELLO MASTROIANMNIM ¥V TITULHNI

a poster designer — captured something much more

menacing (illus. 133).” Like Lenica’s designs in

Poland, Dlouhy’s 1963 poster revives the Surrealist 132
Véclav Zeman

technique of frottage. The grainy surface of a Casanova 70, 1967

piece of knotted wood becomes a strange vertical poster for Mario Monicells flm
landscape through Dlouhy’s addition of tendrils

and organic burrs. Such doodles represent nothing

except, perhaps, the unconscious workings of the

mind. In this device, Dlouhy captures the melan-

cholic effects of traumatic memory — the theme of

Resnais’ film.
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For many critics in the West in the 1950s, | ; ;
the avant-garde character of Surrealism and its H I RU S IM A, M A LAS KA
techniques had been fatally undermined by its ¢
spectacular qualities. It had given itself over too +
easily to the spectacle of Hollywood and Madison
Avenue and, as a consequence, lost its antagonistic, | |} |
critical effects. Writing of the fate of modernism ;
after the Second World War, the Marxist philos-
opher Theodor Adorno claimed that ‘after the
European catastrophe, the shocks of surrealism
have become impotent.”* While the aesthetics of i 2

these Polish and Czechoslovak posters might be

. . ¢ 0 th . _
dismissed as being out of date in these terms, it R ANCOUZSKY

was precisely their anachronistic aesthetic which FILM
gave them significance. Self-consciously démodé E?ﬂ: F: :
and even nostalgic, they appeared at a time when il RESNAISE
Eastern European states were broadcasting their &
hold on modernity. During the so-called Thaw of F :
@ the mid-1950s, when the communist authorities o @

tried to slough off associations with Stalinism,

. . 133
science and technology were seized as the means
gy BedfFich Dlouhy
by which to revive the communist project. In ]uly Hiroshima, Mon Amour, 1963
1956 the Kremlin announced its commitment to the poster for the Czechoslovak

Scientific’Technological Revolution, a programme release of Alain Resnais” film

that grew to encompass nuclear science, space
exploration, cybernetics and computing. Future
orientated and logical, science could wash away
the stains of violence and irrationalism from the
recent past. In this setting, the deployment of
old-fashioned images of bourgeois life, irrational
monsters or broken bodies might — rightly — be

understood as perverse.
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Socialist Advertising

Eastern Bloc states promised to overcome
injustice by the rational and equal allocation of T aradsiom
all the resources of society. The nationalization SHOE COMPANY
of industry and central planning of the economy —
would, according to the booming Party rhetoric

of the late 1940s, eradicate venality and overcome
poverty. At the same time, capitalism was accused

of producing excessive desires and serving the

selfish interests of the rich over those of the poor. :

Accordingly, one ideologue, Ignacy Witz, a painter Amerykanska rekioma obuwia
and critic, writing in Zycie Warszawy in the early

134

Zbigniew Lengren

American Shoe Advertisement,

1952

1950s, announced:

Capitalist adpertising posters do not convince, do not
speak, do not teach: they simply scream. Our poster is
a professional friend of the masses . . . The difference
@ between posters of capitalist societies and those in ®
progressive countries is like that between a lying, noisy
trader and a cultured, whole-bearted advocate of the

rights of society.”*

Striking a similarly shrill note, Zbigniew Lengren’s
poster American Shoe Advertisement (1952) depicts a
barefoot man carrying a sandwich board promoting
upmarket footwear (illus. 134). In reality, the recon-
struction of production of consumer goods was

a low priority in Eastern Europe during the Stalin
years: anxious to serve their masters in Moscow,
the leaderships in Prague, Warsaw and Budapest
set out to boost iron, steel and coal production.
The prospect of a third world war that would pitch
the Eastern Bloc against the Western states
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Lajos Gorég

(vilified as the successors of Hitler) meant that
national resources were used to build up war chests.
Even when Eastern Bloc states set out to
improve the supply of consumer goods in the mid-
1950s, considerable effort was put into managing
popular expectations and desires. ‘Socialist adver-

tising’, according to one East German guide,

truthfully informs consumers about the real benefits of
goods and services without the exaggeration typical of
capitalist advertising. It does not manipulate consumers
by trying to convince them that a given product offers
additional benefits, such as an increase in prestige.
Customers are given information intended to facilitate
a fact-based purchasing decision. They should not
allow themselves to get carried away by emotionally

driven impulse purchases that they might later regret.>

Rational and honest advertising would overcome
the hollow illusions of commodity fetishism by edu-
cating consumers about the correct attitude toward
things.” Moreover, as one 1956 Polish handbook for
advertisers announced: ‘Above all, it has to be made
absolutely clear that the goals and the tasks of social-
ist commercial advertising are completely different to
the goals and tasks of capitalist advertising.*

Before the widespread take-up of television, the
poster — along with the shop window, magazine
advertising and packaging — was a key vehicle for
socialist advertising. Its principles were sketched
in broad terms in textbooks, journals and speeches
delivered at conferences of advertising professionals.
The first International Conference of Advertising

Workers (Mezindrodni konference reklamnich pra-

Advertising poster for the T'T 695

Minivizor television, a portable set

manufactured by the State Television

and Radio Factory, 1952

153

‘ ‘ 3. Chapter_3_page proofs_LIVE.indd 153 @

covnikl), held in the International Hotel in Prague
in December 1957, laid down three cornerstones of

socialist advertising:

Ideovost (political enlightenment) is the educational
role of adpertising. Enlightened trade points out useful
features and benefits of the goods for sale and, in

this way, expresses the socialist state’s care for workers

and consumers.

Pravdivost (¢ruthfulness) of advertising lies in the fact
that all information about quality and character, as well

as uses, can be demonstrated.

Konkrétnost (concreteness) of business advertising
means speaking to consumers in clear and persuasive
language. In this context, formalism in artistic expression
as well as slogans, which undermines the clarity and

understandability of advertising is not acceptable.”

How these mainstays translated into design was less
than clear. For some commentators, the modernist
principles of objectivity, asceticism, clarity and
abstraction — associated with the so-called Swiss
School of graphic design — provided the means for
a new rational advertising.”* Numerous designers
in Poland, Czechoslovakia and Hungary worked in
the Swiss manner in the 1960s. In 1967 Hungarian
artist and designer Lajos Gorog, for instance, was
commissioned to promote the TT 695 Minivizor
television, a portable set manufactured by the State
Television and Radio Factory (Villamossagi Televizio
es Radiokeszulekek Gyara) (illus. 135). Gorog

composed a poster in which the repetition and
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Gyorgy Kemény
The Umbrella Dress, 1969
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dynamic scaling of the product’s name emphasized
its portability — its primary advantage. Eschewing
persuasion or exaggeration, Gorog’s design offered
an ‘objective’ representation of the commodity.
The strongest support for a rational approach
to poster advertising tended to characterize it as an
experiment in visual communication. For instance,
Szymon Bojko, a prominent design critic in Poland
and associate of WAG, was a vocal advocate for new
research into perception and persuasion: “We are
surrounded by, and under the pressure of mobile

and static images,’ he wrote in 1965:

Yet knowledge of the semantics of the image, of its
informative structure, is still in a germinal stage, for
it 15 the science of language that bas bitherto developed
most of all. But now non-verbal systems . . . are also
being investigated. It can be expected that semiology
will elucidate a great deal concerning the most basic
signs of the poster . . . The undertaking of psychological
research on the effectiveness of propaganda on the

one band, and the development of theory of visual
communication on the other, will create more objective
scientific bases for activity in the fields of posters.”

A prominent ideologue as well as a keen champion
of modernist design (then engaged in writing a
study on the Soviet avant-garde),” Bojko offered
an image of communication as a smooth transmis-
sion of a message to a receptive viewer. This was
the Scientific-Technological Revolution expressed
in terms of design principles. His vision was as
yet unfulfilled, but the work of young modernist

designers such as Bronislaw Zelek and Leszek

14/11/2016 19:03‘ ‘



Holdanowicz was, he claimed, already showing the
potential of this order of design science.

Not all poster advertising in the people’s
republics can be explained in such rational terms.
Many film and advertising posters produced in the
late 1960s owed much to Pop Art, an aesthetic that
conservative Soviet ideologues identified gleefully
as a sign of the terminal decadence of the West.>
Others in Eastern Europe were more admiring.
Featuring images of young women and bright, flat
colours, Gyorgy Kemény’s designs for fashionable
garments in Hungary made a direct appeal to
the senses that seemed to bypass the instinct for
reason which socialist advertising was supposed
to instill (illus. 136). His designs were evidently
‘pin-ups’ in the Pop manner. Although traces of
the permissiveness associated with counter-culture
which was emerging in Hungary in the late 1960s
can be detected in Kemény’s commercial posters,
they were by no means unofficial designs: they were
commissioned by Magyar Hirdeté (Hungarian
Advertiser), the central advertising agency respon-
sible for ‘internal’ communications in the country,
which kept a roster of freelance poster designers
on its books (illus. 137).*° A number of designers
would be invited to compete for a commission,
the winner being selected by a ‘jury’ of Magyar
Hirdetd officials and designers. Nevertheless, the
winner enjoyed considerable autonomy: Kemény
was, for instance, free to select the size of the print
(which in the case of his U] fiirddrubak design
promoting beachwear was double size — two Ao
sheets), and officials of the agency would persuade

doubtful clients of the merits of Kemény’s designs,
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Magda Vérésmarty
Hungarian Advertiser, 1965

in one case using illustrations of his work in the
Swiss graphic design magazine Graphis as evidence
of their quality.’"

Such designs are best understood as symptoms
of post-totalitarianism: the Czech dissident and
future president Vaclav Havel described this con-
flicted condition in succinct terms when, in 1978,
he wrote: “The post-totalitarian system has been
built on foundations laid by the historical encounter
between dictatorship and the consumer society.’*
In the course of the 1960s, Eastern Bloc states
launched various economic reforms and retailing
initiatives in an attempt to satisfy the growing
expectations of their citizens. In Hungary, for

instance, Janos Kadar’s government introduced the
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New Economic Mechanism (UJ Gazdasagi Mech-
anizmus) in 1968: central planning was partially
dismantled and state enterprises were encouraged
to compete with one another, even setting their
own prices for their goods. Two years later Edward
Gierek came to power in Poland following rioting
over shortages and price hikes, promising to satisfy
the pent-up consumer needs of ordinary citizens.
Gierek was more than a hard-headed pragmatist: in
1972 he announced the construction of a ‘Second
Poland’ (Druga Polska), a spectacular programme
of industrial expansion, grand urban projects and
modernization. Poland mortgaged itself to the
West in the expectation that it would become an
industrial powerhouse selling its products around
the world. Society would reap the benefits of this
virtuous circle. Like the Hungarians, Poles living in
the Second Poland were increasingly addressed as
consumers. The communist rhetoric of investment
(‘work hard today and reap the benefits tomorrow’)
was exchanged for one of immediate rewards (‘con-
sume’). Eschewing collectivism and utopianism,
such designs set the terms of a new kind of social

contract offered by the state to the people.

The Locomotive of History

Revolution — a fast-turning and irreversible event
which brings about the end of an old order and
ushers in the new — was a recurrent theme in ofhi-
cial sloganeering and propaganda throughout the
history of communist rule in Eastern Europe. In

the 1920s, Soviet artists and film-makers developed
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arich armoury of symbols and techniques such
as montage to represent the historical rupture that
had occurred in October 1917. And when the docu-
mentary record was lacking, art could compensate:
in his film October (1927) Sergei Eisenstein provided
a set of suitably stirring images for a world-
historical event that had, in fact, left few visual
traces. Revolution in Eastern Europe in the 1940s
had been far less exhilarating: the people’s republics
had been created by diktat. Grey-suited loyalists
had been installed by Moscow to govern societies,
large parts of which were resistant to Soviet-style
socialism. They achieved power by means of murky
machinations against other political parties, rigged
elections and show trials. And, of course, Socialist
Realism — the official aesthetic of the new order
— suggested order, obedience and reconstruction.
Although revolution was a consecrated
concept, communist order in Eastern Europe was
in fact expressed through returns, reiterations and
rituals. Lenin’s birthday, May Day, International
Women’s Day and the anniversary of the October
Revolution, as well as the opening of Party con-
gresses and international festivals, provided the
pretext for numerous poster design competitions
and commissions. Eastern European designers
attempted to use these commissions to modernize
the language of propaganda. In Hungary in 1977,
the husband and wife partnership of Liszlé Sés and
Eva Kemény, known as So-ky, was commissioned
to design a poster to commemorate the sixtieth
anniversary of the October Revolution. In their
design, Lenin’s face, as well as a medley of signs

including shooting stars and the Spasskaya Tower
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So-ky

(Laszl6 Sés and Eva Kemény)
Untitled, 1977

marking the sixtieth anniversary
of the October Revolution
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in the Kremlin, emerges from the red surface

(illus. 138). Slogans and promises, enemies and
comrades were no longer needed, nor was evidence
of his actions necessary: Lenin simply appeared in
this design, like a miraculous icon in the Russian
Orthodox tradition.?

The Tenth World Festival of Youth and
Students (X. Weltfestspiele der Jugend und
Studenten) held in East Berlin in 19773 was seized
on as an opportunity to develop a new image
of state socialism after the renewal of the East
German leadership under Erich Honecker in 1971.
Moreover, it was the first such gathering after
the repression of the Prague Spring by Warsaw
Pact forces in 1968 (see below). As in Warsaw in
1955, the exuberance and diversity of the festival’s
participants provided a pretext for a self-conscious
modernization of the publicity and propaganda
(which General Secretary of the Socialist Unity
Party Honecker himself directed, such was the
significance of the event). As the historian Josie
McLellan says, ‘East Germany wanted to present
itself as a state which was youthful, dynamic
and international.”** For nine days, East German
citizens and guests from 140 countries could freely
mingle, or so it seemed, dancing to rock music in
the streets and singing protest songs (though the
festival was in fact carefully stage-managed, with
the threat of dissent stifled by arrests in the run-up
to the opening events).’ The festival generated
considerable publicity, much of which was managed
by graphic designer Axel Bertram.* To ensure
consistency, Bertram developed a logo for the

event derived from the city’s teletower, updated
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e — ] the existing World Festival of Youth emblem and

¢ ALLENDEI]

established a set of design principles as well as a

rainbow colour palette. Giinter Schmitz’s design for

a poster in Bertram’s schema featured a painterly
illustration of a young couple raising their arms in
celebration, as if the pleasure of being in each other’s
company in East Berlin was sufficient cause for joy.
In an effort to stimulate popular enthusiasm for
the festival, East German citizens and institutions

were encouraged to design their own souvenirs and

publicity too. In Leipzig, for instance, Jutta Damm-
Fiedler and Jochen Fiedler were commissioned by
the VBK to design Steps fo the Festival in 73, a lively
poster which looked more like publicity for a rock
festival than for a communist rally.

The festival was organized to promote the
‘anti-imperialist solidarity’ of young activists around
the world. Socialist internationalism — hollow
sloganeering for much of the 1950s — had acquired ®
________ greater urgency and meaning in the course of the
1960s. Revolutions and liberation movements in
Cuba, Latin America, Asia and postcolonial Africa
had not only provided dramatic images of history
in the making but seemed to live up to the claims
that communist politics represented popular will.
Moreover, American imperialism’ — another cliché
of Eastern Bloc propaganda since the late 1940s
— seemed to have acquired real significance as
a consequence of the Vietnam War. In Hungary, a
poster-portrait of Ho Chi Minh, the president of
the Democratic Republic of Vietnam, was created
independently by Gyérgy Kemény as an entry in

the 1970 Warsaw International Poster Biennale,

as a posthumous tribute to a leader who had led

above:

b ton: 140
above, top: Jiirgen Haufe,
139 Brother Eichmann, 1983
Jutta Damm-Fiedler and poster promoting a performance
Jochen Fiedler (Gruppe Plus), of Heinar Kipphardt’s play at
Venceremos!, 1974 Staatsschauspiel Dresden
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stubborn resistance against the v.s.. Kemény’s
enthusiasm for ‘Ho apd’ (‘Granddad Ho’, as he was
known in Hungary), was genuine and in marked
contrast to popular attitudes to Party leaders in
Eastern Europe.’” Indebted to the dreamy style of
psychedelic graphics in the West, Kemény’s design
perhaps pointed to the confluence of counter-
culture imagery and new left politics, at least among
youthful radicals in Hungary at the end of the
1960s.”® Similarly, in East Germany Damm-Fiedler
and Fiedler (who were to form the artists’ collec-
tive Gruppe Plus with Frank Neubauer in 1975)
designed a poster to defend President Salvador
Allende’s Unidad Popular (up/Popular Unity)
coalition government in Chile after it had been
deposed in the August 1973 coup d’état (illus. 139).
Loose brushstrokes gave the impression of urgency,
as if the poster had been handmade on the streets.
There is little to distinguish these designs from
the taste for ‘radical chic’ among the young on the
other side of the East-West divide.

Another point of correspondence with the
counter-culture was found in Jirgen Haufe’s 1982
poster for the Dresden State Theatre production
of Heinar Kipphardt’s play Bruder Eichmann, an
adaptation of Hannah Arendt’s study of Adolf
Eichmann’s trial in 1961 (illus. 140). Haufe too
created an adaptation, this time of a much repro-
duced poster created by the Art Workers” Coalition
in New York in 1970, in which a photo of the bodies
of 106 massacred Vietnamese villagers was cap-
tioned with the question ‘And Babies?’ (this was a
Question asked of the soldier leading the platoon

responsible on American television).? With traces
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of the American poster visibly erased in his design,
Haufe combined the image of the keyboard of a
typewriter with that of the bodies of the dead, a
sharp indictment of ss officer Eichmann’s claims to
have been an ordinary and God-fearing bureaucrat
innocently caught up in events. Here was a com-
pelling design which connected the violence of u.s.
actions in Vietnam with the Holocaust.

While the form of the Eastern European poster
might have been updated in the 1970s, the mes-
sages it delivered remained, in large part, relatively
unchanged. Vibrant, modernized design or enthusi-
asm for liberation movements in the so-called Third
World did little to stir the political spirits of ordinary
citizens. Party slogans and symbols had, according

to Havel, become a kind of background noise:

The manager of a fruit-and-vegetable shop places in

his window, among the onions and carrots, the slogan:
‘Workers of the world, unite!” Why does be do it? . . .

I think it can safely be assumed that the overwhelming
majority of shopkeepers never think about the slogans they
put in their windows, nor do they use them to express
their real opinions . . . He put them all into the window
simply because it bas been done that way for years,
because everyone does it, and because that is the way it
has to be. If be were to refuse, there could be trouble . . .
the real meaning of the greengrocer’s slogan has nothing
to do with what the text of the slogan actually says.
Even so, this real meaning is quite clear and generally
comprebensible because the code is so familiar: the green-
grocer declares bis loyalty (and be can do no other if bis
declaration is to be accepted) in the only way the regime
is capable of bearing; that is, by accepting the prescribed
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ritual, by accepting appearances as reality, by accepting
the given rules of the game

For Havel the unread poster was a symptom of the
compromised character of the ‘post-totalitarian
system’, a form of government that ‘draws everyone
into its sphere of power, not so they may realize
themselves as human beings, but so they may sur-
render their human identity in favor of the identity
of the system, that is, so they may become agents of
the system’s general automatism and servants of its
self-determined goals.” What was required, according

to Havel, were small but numerous acts of refusal.

Posters and Dissent

By employing strict control over access to printing
presses and occasional censorship of commissioned
designs, the means to produce and distribute
posters were in the hands of the state for much of
the history of communist rule in Eastern Europe.
During moments of crisis and high tension,
however, improvised posters were produced by
opponents of communist rule, often by appro-
priating resources controlled by the authorities.
Censorship itself was sometimes suspended or
relaxed during these moments too, with Party
leaders hoping that freedom of expression would
allow dissent to be vented harmlessly. When,

for instance, Soviet forces occupied Hungary in
October 1956 to repress the uprising, Polish
designer Franciszek Starowieyski created an image

of a weeping dove, which was printed on the presses
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of the Warsaw Academy of Fine Arts and pasted
up on the walls of the Polish capital (illus. 148).+
Located on the chief thoroughfare of the Polish
capital, the academy was a temporary island of
public anti-Soviet sentiment. Appearing at the time
when the Polish communist authorities were also
struggling to maintain their grip on power, Starow-
ieyski’s simple design made a poignant critique of
the Soviet Union’s claims on peace.

Twelve years later, the occupation of Czecho-
slovakia by Warsaw Pact forces stimulated a wave
of graphic protests by citizens of the country. Some
posters and placards were printed in small runs;
many more were rendered by hand. In central
Prague, the monument to King Wenceslas was
plastered with hundreds of handmade posters.
Improvised and written in direct response to events
as they unfolded during the occupation, these
designs had the urgency of the moment. They were
often sardonic and humorous, though not neces-
sarily anti-communist. One, for instance, featured
a portrait of Lenin in tears above an image of a
Soviet tank crushing a banner with the initials of
the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic in Cyrillic
lettering (uccp) (illus. 141). Its intended viewers
were the Soviet soldiers, who had been told that
they were defending his Czechoslovak comrades
from fascist forces in the country. This was an
image which accused Moscow of not only abusing
the Czechoslovak attempts to reform communist
rule (in the name of what the reform leadership
under Alexander Dubdek called ‘socialism with a
human face”) but betraying Lenin’s vision.

One anonymous design made by hand in 1969

141

Anonymous

Handmade anti-Soviet poster
from Prague, 1968

Photographer: Josef Koudelka
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featured a billowing cloud of black smoke and was
captioned 1969 1415. It was fixed to a lamp post
close to the place where Jan Palach had committed
suicide by self-immolation in a protest against the
occupation of the country and, in particular, the
repression of free speech. Palach’s funeral in Janu-
ary 1969 had been an enormous national protest,
with tens of thousands of mourners on the streets.
The poster drew a connection between Palach’s
death and that of Jan Hus, who had been burned
at the stake in 1415 for heresy and had long been
adopted by the Czechs as a symbol of opposition
against oppressive regimes, particularly during
the late nineteenth century. Palach had identified
strongly with the protestant reformer, signing his
last letter ‘Your Hus’.#

The production of anti-communist posters in
large numbers was rare during the turbulent events
of 1968. Véclav Seveik’s 21. 8. 1968 (1968) is an
exception (illus. 142). It too features a weeping eye,
rendered as blown-up half-tone dots. The red tear
is made into an indictment by the addition of the
date, the day on which Warsaw Pact forces invaded
the country. Seveik was, at that time, a member of
a young alliance of graphic designers that had formed
under the name Plakét (Poster) in 1962 to reform
the political poster in Czechoslovakia, seeking
to rid it of the unthinking Party-speak and visual
clichés of the Stalin years. The group’s members
argued for a new kind of realism that would match
real social experiences: ‘It should speak out against
human indifference, selfishness and hypocrisy that
undermines serious social challenges or, equally,
tulfills them ruthlessly, wrote Zdenék Choténovsky
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in the catalogue of the group’s first exhibition,
organized in the Czechoslovak Writers Union gallery
in Prague in 1964.% Despite their desire to reform
socialism, the group enjoyed few commissions and
their exhibitions largely featured prototypes and
unprinted designs. The group’s second exhibition
was organized in the headquarters of the Ceskoslov-
ensky spisovatel publishing house in Prague in
March 1969 and was entitled the ‘Engaged Poster’
(Angazovany Plakat).* In the aftermath of the
occupation, this hollow cliché of Soviet-style
socialism had been given new meaning by the surge
of handmade posters which had been pasted on the
streets. Sevcik and his colleagues were blacklisted
at the exhibition’s close.*

Of all the states which formed the Eastern Bloc
in the 1970s, Poland presented the most favourable
conditions for the development of independent
and anti-communist posters. The authorities
there extended greater freedom to artists, writers
and film-makers than any other state (with the
exception of non-aligned Yugoslavia). Moreover,
the anti-communist opposition was extensive and
well organized there. The Drugi Obieg (Second
Circulation) of books and journals issued by under-
ground publishers in the mid-1970s meant that
Polish samizdat printers — some employing large
offset presses — had the means and technical skill to
produce posters in large numbers. Books printed in
Poland were smuggled into neighbouring countries
and dissidents from neighbouring countries went
to Poland to learn how to print.* But it was the
foundation of the Independent and Self-governing
Trade Union ‘Solidarity’ (Niezalezny Samorzad



Zwigzkéw Zawodowych ‘Solidarnosé’) in the
summer of 1980 which led to the unexpected revival
of the political poster in Eastern Europe. Emerging
from strikes in the Gdansk shipyard to become a
mass social movement (with ten million members
in 1981), Solidarity negotiated extraordinary con-
cessions from the state, including the right to strike,
press freedom and the end of special privileges for
the secret police and Party members.¥

Solidarity’s first posters were improvised prints.
The graphic designer Jerzy Janiszewski’s contribu-
tion to the groundswell of opposition was to design
a logo for the burgeoning movement in the summer
of 1980. He took his design — suggesting the tight-
knit bonds and patriotism Solidarity commanded

in loose brushstrokes — to the strikers. He recalled:

Because of the censorship in Poland, it was difficult to
print anything. But my friends and I put together a
primitive printing machine and started printing the logo,
one set at a time. We had difficulty getting paper, but
found some through friends. We printed two formats:
one small, an As, and the other larger, A3. The first
day we made 50 copies. We bad technical problems, the
paint dried wrong, things got jammed. The next day, we
made 100, then 150. We printed them through the end
of the strike. I would take them to the shipyard and give
them to the leadership. The very first day they plastered

them all over the walls of their conference room.#

Decorating the gates of the shipyard and the
headquarters of the strike committee, these small
posters formed the backdrop for the historic
compromise offered by the Polish state. In this way,
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Henryk Tomaszewski
History, 1983

poster for a performance of
Witold Gombrowicz’s adaptation
of Oscar Strasnoy’s opera at the
Nowy Teatr, Warsaw



the logo was broadcast around the world by the
international media.

One of the merits of Janiszewski’s design was
its easy adaptability. The logo was adopted by
chapters of the union for its posters and newsletters
as the movement spread with revolutionary speed
across the country in 1980 and 1981. The letterforms
were put to other uses too. Czeslaw Bielecki, an
architect and anti-communist activist, designed a
poster in 1980 in which the pulsing line of a cardio-
gram morphs into Janiszewski’s logo. Dates - 44,
’56, ’68, ’70, '76, ’80 — appear above each peak,
references to the flashpoints in the history of Polish
opposition to authoritarian rule. This historical
consciousness was a striking feature of Polish
opposition (and, as we’ll see, in the events of 1989,
which marked the end of communist rule in Eastern
Europe). The writing of history was placed under
tremendous pressure during the communist rule in
Poland, distorted to suit the ideological interests
of the authorities. Insurgents during the Warsaw
Uprising in 1944, student protestors in 1968, striking
workers in Gdansk in 1970 and Radom in 1976 were
slandered, variously, as fascists, Zionists and
hooligans, while state violence against protesters
went unreported. Writing in 1988, Adolf Juzwenko
noted, somewhat darkly, that to have a career as a
historian in the Eastern Bloc was to broker compro-
mise, not least with the censor.*” In the course of
the 1970s the anti-communist opposition — across
the Bloc — invested tremendous energy in contesting
the official record in samizdat publications.*

During the euphoric period of 1980-81 when

the Solidarity movement tested the limits of
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communist authority, Polish streets and workplaces
were transformed by anti-communist posters and
graffiti. Political views and demands that had
once been prohibited could now be voiced loudly.
Nervous of public opinion, the authorities removed
very few of these signs of dissent from the streets.
Nevertheless they attempted to stir up popular
tears about the threat of Soviet invasion by mod-
ifying Solidarity’s own publicity. A tidy diagonal
stripe with the words ‘don’t play with fire’ was, for
instance, pasted over the union’s posters."

This period — sometimes dubbed the ‘carnival
of freedom’ — was short-lived. In December
1981 martial law was imposed on the country to
extinguish the Solidarity movement and restore
communist authority. Strict controls were placed
on Polish society, including a curfew, censorship
of all telephone calls and letters and the criminaliza
tion of independent organizations. Nevertheless,
samizdat poster production continued, albeit now
underground. At the same time, what Tom Kovacs
called the ‘spirit of metaphor’ allowed anti-com-
munist sentiment to surface publically.* When, for
instance, Janiszewski’s solidarity logo was banned,
Poles invented new symbols that did not draw the
rancour of state forces. Ordinary people would
wear electronic resistors on their lapels, in the
‘national’ colours of red and white. Everyone knew
what this gesture meant, but for the state and its
officers to act against those wearing these tiny pins
would have revealed the absurdity of the situation.
Such symbols and ‘Aesopian’ parables found their
way into posters too. In a design for a production

of Witold Gombrowicz’s play Historia at the



Nowy Teatr in Warsaw in 1983, a few months

after the repeal of martial law, Henryk Tomaszewski
sketched the image of a foot apparently making the
‘V’ gesture with its toes, a symbol that Solidarity
leaders had adopted during the heady days of its rise.
This has been read as an allusion to the irrepressible

spirit of the trade union, then under prohibition.

Endings

In 1988 a wave of strikes broke out in Poland
which led, ultimately, to official recognition of

the Solidarity trade union again. Martial law had
failed to extinguish the movement: it was still a
powerful and social force, alongside the Catholic
Church. Facing the complete economic collapse
of the country, the communist authorities entered
into negotiations with the movement’s leaders,
first in secret and then in public, in what have
become known as the Round Table discussions

in early 1989. One result of these discussions was
the democratic elections that were held in June,
the first in the Eastern Bloc for forty years. Events
went further and faster in other parts of the region:
in Hungary, key events were the reburial of Imre
Nagy and the other leaders of the 1956 Revolution
in June 1989, and the steady stream of East German
citizens across the Austrian-Hungarian border in
the summer of the same year. The Czechoslovaks
enjoyed a peaceful ‘Velvet Revolution’ in Novem-
ber, when communist rule imploded in the face of
overwhelming popular protest. The same month

also saw the breaching of the Berlin Wall. A popular
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slogan circulated in Eastern Europe at the end of
1989 describing how long it had taken for commu-
nism to collapse in Moscow’s satellites: ‘Poland
— Ten years, Hungary — Ten months, GDR — Ten
weeks, Czechoslovakia — Ten days.s

Democracy had been a much abused term in
communist rhetoric since the late 1940s. Stacked
with loyalists, national parliaments had been
stage-managed settings where the fiction of debate
had been performed. With democratic elections
scheduled for the early months of 1990 in most
Eastern European states, political parties had
to form quickly, developing not only policies and
programmes but images and publicity. In the
absence of clear visions of the future, one of the
most persistent refrains of the period was the idea
of ‘returning to Europe’. It was often expressed
in visual clichés such as bridges and ladders. (It
is worth noting that in 1989 ‘Europe’ meant not
only democracy and free markets but freedom of
speech and the right to travel.) This rhetoric also
had the political benefit — to those who deployed
it — of casting socialist rule as an Eastern and alien
political philosophy. The first election posters
feature relatively few portraits of political leaders
too. Only Vaclav Havel, the playwright-president
in Czechoslovakia, and Lech Walesa, the electri-
cian-turned-president of Poland, stand out. This is
perhaps not surprising. Many of the first generation
of political leaders after 1989 — like Havel — had
been dissidents, ignored by state media and some-
times imprisoned for their activities. Their faces
were largely unknown to the public. Accordingly,

the techniques of metaphor and allusion that had



been so central to the poster traditions of the region
remained current. Produced for the June 1989
elections in Poland, at which Solidarity was able to
contest a limited number of seats, Tomasz Sarnec-
ki’s Solidarity High Noon poster shows marshal Will
Kane — played by a steel jawed Gary Cooper in the
1952 film — marching out from the movement’s logo,
a turbulent flag-waving crowd of letters (illus. 149).
The gun the Hollywood actor once carried had
been replaced by a ballot paper. Evidently, rule by
force — the Soviet method — was being exchanged
for rule by law and democracy. Sarnecki’s design
was prescient in various ways: High Noon points to
the rugged individualism beloved and mythologized
in free market capitalism. Ronald Reagan, an actor

who also played cowboys, was u.s. President when

Sarnecki made his design. Poland in 1989 was about

to join a world where politicians and celebrities are
easily and sometimes wilfully confused.
The ‘return to Europe’ was not just a spatial

restitution but a temporal one as well. For many

commentators, escaping the controlling influence of

the Soviet Union meant the possibility of reconnec-
tion with the national past. This was evident in the
restoration of prohibited symbols, such as the regal
crown that had once been placed over the national
symbol of the white eagle in interwar Poland, or
the Holy Crown of Hungary, a coat of arms which
Hungarian illustrator and artist Istvian Orosz
depicted emerging from a shattered concrete-grey
Soviet emblem (illus. 144). Less a symbol of the
monarchy than of independence, this relic testified

to continuity (a thousand years of the Hungarian
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Istvan Orosz

Hungarian Democratic Forum,
1990

election poster

Magvar Demokrata Forum



state). Like many posters produced in 1989 and
1990, Orosz’s design for the Magyar Demokrata
Férum (Hungarian Democratic Forum) looked
backwards. One of the most widely reproduced
images of the period — also by Orosz — depicts the
bull'neck of a Red Army soldier captioned with

the phrase “Tovarishchi Adieu!” (Comrades Adieu!).

He produced it independently and pasted it up

in the streets of Budapest as communist power
crumbled. It was then adopted by this nascent
political party during the first democratic elections
in March 199o (illus. 145). Articulating a deeply
held desire to see the withdrawal of the Red Army
from its bases in Central Europe (particularly in
Hungary, where the memories of the repression of
the Hungarian Uprising in 1956 were still vivid),
Orosz’s poster was another demand for an end.

For others, the events of 1989 were a chance to

complete the unfinished revolutions of 1968 or 1956:

gevéik, for instance, revived his 1968 poster with
the red tear (see above) by adding a new date, ‘17
November 1989, a reference to an attack on an
officially sanctioned protest in the city in which
two students died and many others were beaten by
the security forces. ‘Before creating new posters,’
he recalled, ‘I dusted off some of my 1968 “Eye
With a Bloody Tear” posters, wrote a new date by
hand and took them to where the opposition was
being born, to Prague theatres and universities.’s
The revolutions and elections of 1989—9go were
both the high point and the beginning of the end
of the poster in Eastern Europe, at least in the
terms in which it had been framed for much of the

previous forty years. Museum curators, aware that

opposite:
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Istvan Orosz
Tovarishchi Adieu, 1990

issued by Hungarian
Democratic Forum
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history was being made, went to the demonstrations
and hustings to take posters down from the walls

to enrich their collections.>® Well illustrated books
appeared recording these graphic signs of histor-
ical change.”” It was clear to curators and critics
that communist rule and the forms of opposition
that it engendered had been responsible for the
production of often highly original designs. ‘Shock
therapy’ economics, wholesale privatization and
the march of global brands, as well as increasingly
media-savvy post-communist political parties,

had little need for the idiosyncratic symbols and
metaphors that had brought garlands to Eastern
European poster designers before 1989. Within a
few years, the production of cinema publicity — once
the testing ground for Czech, Polish and Hungarian
talent — became little more than a matter of setting
translated text over foreign images supplied by the
distributor. Likewise, the political poster became a
deracinated shadow of its former self, invariably por-
traying suited, smiling election candidates crowned
with a party logo and an uncontroversial slogan.

It is tragic that the last wave of posters that
exploited the characteristics which had sometimes
made the Eastern European poster so vital — impro-
visation and spontaneity, irony and metaphor — was
thrown up in the conflict that formed a dreadful
aftershock of the collapse of communist rule, the
Yugoslav wars of 1991—2001.5* For much of the
previous forty years, the Yugoslav leadership had
marked its distinction from the socialist states
of the Eastern Bloc (with which it had broken in
1948) by pursuing a relatively open approach to the

arts, permitting a degree of experimentation and



intellectual freedom not found in even the most ‘lib-
eral’ of Moscow’s satellites. Although the federation
of six republics that made up the country engaged
in the production of propaganda posters, the visual
appearance of Yugoslav streets was marked by plu-
ralism rather than by uniformity. Moreover, posters
issued by political organizations often adopted the
abstract forms of what Yugoslav art historians now
call ‘socialist modernism’ (illus. 146).%

Yugoslavia was dismantled by bellicose nation-
alist politicians whose actions and vicious rhetoric
tipped the country into a series of ethnic conflicts
in 1991. Turning the mass media into organs of state
propaganda, the Serbian leadership spread false
or, at the very least, highly exaggerated reports of
violence being done to their compatriots living
in Bosnia-Herzegovina. Similarly, the Croat leaders
created a network of radio stations to do their
propaganda work. In this context, the poster was
only one instrument of many employed to ferment
deep distrust and enmity. Many of the designs that
were issued during the outbreak of the Bosnian
War (1992-5) and Croatian War (1991-5) had a
distinctly emotive character. In an effort to mobilize
the population, some designs echoed the techniques
of emotional blackmail that were crafted in Europe
during the First World War. In one call-up poster for
the Hrvatsko Vije¢e Obrane (Hvo, Croatian Defence
Council), for instance, an image of children was
accompanied by the question: Our Father is in the
VO — And Yours? (illus. 150).

The war in Bosnia — the most multi-ethnic
republic in Yugoslavia — was a vicious conflict

marked by the four-year siege of Sarajevo and
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‘ethnic cleansing’, the forced removal and murder
of the civilian populations to produce ethnically
homogenous territories. Posters announced claims
on territory in the most literal fashion, often being
pasted up and torn down overnight. With ink and
paper in short supply and power outages during
the siege, screen-printing and other hand pro-
cesses were revived. Trio, a design studio based in
Sarajevo, created a bitterly ironic folio of designs
teaturing familiar graphic symbols with altered
slogans that referred to the siege of their city.

The Coca-Cola logo invited the viewer to ‘Enjoy
Sarajevo’; James Flagg’s notorious First World
War poster featuring Uncle Sam was re-captioned
with the words ‘I Want You to Save Sarajevo’; and
a portrait of Superman was presented as ‘Sarajevo
— World’s Greatest Adventure Strip Character’.
Trio’s designs were screen-printed as postcards or
in larger formats on unlikely paper stock (includ-
ing army maps). The postcard-sized posters were
posted abroad but they enjoyed their largest audi-
ences as illustrations accompanying articles about
the war in the foreign press.® Mining the imagery
of popular and commercial culture in the West, one
interpretation of Trio’s designs is that they mirror
the way in which the world’s media turned the war
into a spectacle (at the moment when the efforts
of the democratic states of Europe and the United
Nations to broker peace were ineffectual).” Like
Tomasz Sarnecki’s Solidarity High Noon poster pro-
duced for the June 1989 elections in Poland, Trio’s
designs offered an Eastern European perspective on
the West. However, in this case, optimism for the

future was replaced by a dark pessimism.
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Boris Dogan
Youth Votes, 1958
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Jan Lenica
Wizyta Starszej Pani, 1958

poster for a performance of Swiss
dramatist Friedrich Diirrenmatt’s
Der Besuch der alten Dame by the
Teatr Dramatyczny in Warsaw
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Franciszek Starowieyski
Untitled, 1956

print of dove sold on the streets
of Warsaw in 1956 to raise funds
for victims of repression of the
Hungarian Uprising
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Tomasz Sarnecki
Solidarity High Noon, 1989
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Art Forces

Our Father Is in the Hvo —
And Yours?, 1993

issued by the Croatian Defence
Council
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People’s Republic of China,

1949-

Mary Ginsberg

Posters tell the story of China’s twentieth-century
wars, revolution, reconstruction and moderniza-
tion. They disseminated social policy changes,
boosted political campaigns, celebrated heroes and
condemned enemies. The principles of communist
art were formulated by Mao Zedong and put into
practice well before the establishment of the People’s
Republic. Style and content requirements differed
from one propaganda campaign to the next, and
posters tell us much about the long path of Chinese
communism.

A colourful poster commemorates the 1942
Yan’an Forum on Literature and Art, which formed
the basis of Chinese cultural policy until the end
of the Great Proletarian Cultural Revolution in
1976 (illus. 181). The purpose of all art and literature
was to serve politics, reaching and involving the
workers, peasants and soldiers, who constitute
the masses. Writers and artists were to learn from
the masses and create works showing their daily
life. Art had to inspire and enhance the masses’
experience: there was no art for art’s sake. It was a
major change when, after the Cultural Revolution,
individual expression was permitted and flourished.
Then, in the 1990s, the commercial market became
increasingly important, dominating the creative

arts in the 2000s.
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In October 2014, in a speech surprisingly like
Mao Zedong’s Yan’an talks, President Xi Jinping
addressed a symposium of artists, writers and
performers on cultural priorities. He declared that
the arts must serve the people and serve socialism,
rallying Chinese spirit and strength. Like ‘sunshine
from blue sky’, art should ‘inspire minds, warm
hearts, cultivate taste and clean up undesirable
work styles’, telling people in a ‘covert but influential
way’ what is to be praised or denied.” Artists must
form a correct view of art and create more master-
pieces . . . Art and culture cannot develop without
political guidance.” This essay will show how
the message — and the propaganda poster medium
— have come full circle, once again integrating
ideology and artistic values. Posters present the
official view, promoting harmony and progress.
Some subjects are invisible. There is no open
subversion. Only during the Cultural Revolution
was it ‘right to rebel’.

The most familiar Chinese posters are from the
ten-year Cultural Revolution (1966—76): violent
red and black graphics (see illus. 187), images from
the revolutionary operas (see illus. 181) and mass
scenes with Chairman Mao high above the crowd
(see illus. 175). Posters formed an important part

of the political and visual culture long before those



People’s Republic of China

years, although relatively few communist examples
are preserved from before 1949. Surviving posters
of the 1930s and ’4os generally display messages
from the nationalist (Guomindang, GMD) govern-
ment, both anti-Japanese and anti-communist,
particularly promoting patriotism in wartime.?
The communists tapped folk art formats for their
propaganda — papercuts and, especially, popular
prints (nizanbua) — through the War of Resistance
(1937-45), the Civil War (or War of Liberation,
1945—9) and the first ten years of the People’s
Republic (1949—59). From the Great Leap Forward
(1958-61) until the Cultural Revolution, posters
were by far the most prevalent form of visual
propaganda. During the 1980s, poster production
declined dramatically, and it nearly disappeared

in the 1990s. Under Hu Jintao (2002-12) and Xi
Jinping (2012-), however, posters have been back
on the streets in Quantity, promoting social har-
mony, public service, civilization,* the Communist

Party and the ‘China Dream’.

Political Culture, Old and New

The establishment of the People’s Republic of
China (PRC) in 1949 entailed political, economic,
social and cultural transformations. The Chinese
Revolution differed in many respects from the
Bolshevik takeover of 1917 and the circumstances
that prevailed immediately thereafter.

Firstly, members of the Communist Party of
China (cpc) were seen as patriots, the true defend-

ers of the nation against foreign invaders who had
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Zhang Yingxue
Welcome Liberation, 1948

woodblock print




wrought such violence, destruction and humiliation.
They claimed victory in the War of Resistance
against Japan (1937-435). The nationalists and
communists had been fighting for control of China
since the 1920s, but by 1949, the Civil War had
been hard-fought and won, and the communists
came to power on a wave of popular support. The
Bolsheviks, on the other hand, claimed power by
insurrection and then took four years to secure

the revolution.

Secondly, the Chinese communists already
controlled a large part of the country and had
carried out many changes in economic and political
life, before officially taking power. Land reform
had started as early as 1946 in parts of northern
China. By contrast, the Bolsheviks were a small
band of urban intellectuals, with internal Party
discipline and utopian visions, but no practice in
governing, no dedicated propaganda programmes
or structures, and a devastated economy.

Mao, like Lenin before him, insisted that
cultural revolution was as important as political
reorganization and economic modernization.
Lenin believed that technological advance and
industrialization would pull the people’s conscious-
ness towards modernization. Mao believed that
the cultural hegemony of the masses was a ‘prereq-
uisite for economic modernization’. He consistently
emphasized that the important issue was ‘the
remoulding of the people’

Unlike Lenin, who depended on an intellectual
vanguard to lead the way, Mao put his faith in
the ‘spontaneous creativity of the masses’. The

new Chinese leadership faced great challenges in
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activating the masses’ consciousness. Mao deter-
mined to dissolve social structures, most notably
the ‘corporate’ family, which had sustained rural
Chinese society for many centuries. He, like Lenin,
also struck at old beliefs and practices central to

all life-cycle events, condemning them as feudal,
superstitious hindrances to progress.

And yet, while ideologically demanding the
rejection of tradition, in practice the Soviet and
Chinese leaders both acknowledged the ‘Necessity
of cultural borrowings, of negotiating, consciously
or unconsciously, with the former society, with
the ancestral cultural customs, with a babitus that
couldn’t be transformed in ten or indeed even twenty
years’.* Instead of forcing an end to traditional
festivals, China’s leaders instituted new forms of
communal celebration and recreation, and secu-
larization was gradual: ‘Religious attitudes and
beliefs, unlike the economic and political structure,
cannot be forcibly changed in a short time by a
revolution’ (illus. 155).”

For all his rejection of the past, Mao’s idea
of the malleability of man was not so far from
Confucian thought, which had prevailed for two
thousand years. This ideal emphasized that people’s
behaviour would be guided by appropriate models,
and internalization of proper thinking would follow
from correct actions. Furthermore, it was the
obligation of the senior/elder/ruler (in each of the
five cardinal relationships) to provide the right
model, and for the junior/younger/subject to
respond correctly. Arguably, these traditional atti-
tudes to authority made the masses more receptive

to the new power structures imposed from above.



The post-1949 socialization and propaganda
programmes had much to undo besides the old
social system and family rituals. From 1931, Japan
had occupied Manchuria and from 1937 to 1945
held Beijing, Shanghai, Nanjing, Canton and the
eastern coast. Chiang Kai-shek’s GMD moved
the capital inland to Chongqing and controlled
the hinterland. Propaganda campaigns, especially
anti.communist ones, had been pervasive in all
those areas. Class enemies and wartime collabora-
tors had to be turned or eliminated.

The new government had a carefully worked-
out programme for propaganda work. This mixed
elements of the Soviet model as adapted in Jiangxi
in the 1920s and early ’30s, and in Yan’an from 1935
throughout the 1940s, and built on imperial and
GMD communication practices.® In arts policy, they
had had several years of practical experience in
Yan’an, having followed the principles prescribed
by Mao at the 1942 Forum on Literature and Art.?
Organizational channels included reform of the
cultural administration, art education institutions,

publications and exhibitions.™

Communist Propaganda Formats and Content

China’s left-wing political art is generally reckoned
to have begun with Lu Xun’s (1881-1936) Cre-
ative Print Movement in the late 1920s and early
’30s. Although China had its own tradition with
protest woodblock prints, Lu Xun started a new
practice inspired by the German Expressionists,
such as Kithe Kollwitz (1867-1945) and the Soviet
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graphic artists.” The new black-and-white prints
were made for an urban, relatively sophisticated
audience. They raged against corruption, poverty,
Japanese incursions and the Nationalist Govern-
ment’s failure to deal with these ills.

China in the 1930s was an overwhelmingly rural,
illiterate society, and the peasants didn’t understand
or like the prints. As early as 1926, the cpc Central
Committee had promoted the use of folk forms
to connect with the peasants. However, it was at
Yan’an that national forms of literature, visual and
performing arts became policy tools of the revolu-
tion.” In the visual arts, nianhua (popular prints),”
papercuts and lianbuanbua (serial cartoon pictures)
were the dominant folk art formats employed for
propaganda. Where black monochrome prints were
made, they were simple and flat, using thick out-
lines and little shading, as in Zhang Yingxue’s 1948
print, Welcome Liberation (illus. 152). In this print,
the celebrating peasants carry a portrait poster of
Mao Zedong. Portrait posters of Mao, General Zhu
De (1886-1976) and Zhou Enlai (1898-1976) were
commonly part of rural and urban processions as
the communist takeover neared.

Brightly coloured propaganda images were
more popular among the peasants, and images
were adapted and reproduced from different media;
oil painting, for example, was a recent import to
China and was used for heroic revolutionary works
in the 1940s. Some were reproduced as prints and
posters for wide circulation. Mo Pu’s (1915-1996)
very successtul Settling Accounts was adapted as
a nianbua (illus. 153). During the Civil War the

communists introduced land reform and redistri-



bution policies in the ‘liberated areas’ under their
control. These were very popular measures among
the poor, illustrated here as a group of peasants
literally tears the landlord’s house apart to find his
accounts and valuables.

Another multi-format work was Dong Xiwen’s
(1914-1973) The Founding of the Nation, painted in
1953 from photographs of the event in Tiananmen
Square on 1 October 1949. Mao especially liked
this work, and it was published on the front page
of the People’s Daily.** Within a few months, Gao
Gang (in spectacles, on Mao’s left) had been
purged, so the painting was revised before further
exhibition. During the Cultural Revolution, Liu
Shaoqi was disgraced, so had to be removed. When
these ‘villains’ were rehabilitated, the painting was

done again, even after the artist’s death. Altogether,

above:

153
Mo Pu
Settling Accounts, 1949

coloured woodblock print
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eight versions of the painting were completed

across the decades,™ several of which used to hang
near one another in the National Museum of China
in Beijing.One might Question why an official
exhibition would declare the rewriting of history

so blatantly. In any event, the painting was
reproduced in several versions as a poster for
viewing in public places (illus. 154), but also
functioned as a decorative print in homes for

decades (Introduction, illus 3).

Posters of the First Ten Years

The Chinese term xuanchuanhua means pro-
paganda pictures, and so is broader than just

‘posters’. These images, displayed in offices,

overleaf:
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Dong Xiwen

The Founding of the Nation, 1990

reprinted poster from 1953 oil
painting
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factories, schools and other public places, include
cartoons, woodblocks, lithographs and full-colour
reproductions of paintings (huapian). Huapian takes
in both Socialist Realist works, generally in oil, and
Chinese-style ink and brush paintings (guobua).

All were important in the propaganda programme
of the PRC. Many of the posters were derivative

and formulaic, in the Soviet Socialist Realist style.
Even so, the graphic output of the 1950s was varied,
imaginative, humorous and more interesting than
most of what came later.

All artists were employed by the state and
were assigned to produce propaganda. Many
enthusiastically joined this effort: veteran artists
of the War of Resistance, communist partisans in
the ‘liberated areas’ and those who had protested
against Chiang Kai-shek’s corrupt regime, albeit
themselves not communists. This was a time of
great optimism and hope for a new society. Artists
were assigned to academies, universities or cultural
bureaux to fulfil the new propaganda programme
and its many campaigns.

One of the first directives of the new Ministry
of Culture called for the development and pop-
ularization of ‘reformed’ nianbua. These new
popular prints were to be ‘national in form, socialist
in content’. In other words, the old format and
colourful style should remain, invigorated with
new messages — the great victories of liberation and
revolution, economic progress in industry and
agriculture, political participation and social reform.™

Zhang Ding’s (1917—2010) Children of New
China, made in 1950, contained every possible motif

and message for the newly established Prc (illus.
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Liu Baixing
New Marriage Ceremony, 1951

coloured lithograph
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151). Children are shown here representing all
spheres of the revolutionary society. A girl drives
the tractor, a trope in the art of many communist
countries; she is bringing in an abundant harvest.
The boy, representing industrial production,
brandishes a torpedo made in his modern factory.
The armed services are crossing the Taiwan Straits
to put an end to a frightened Chiang Kai-shek, who
clings to the sinking UsA in the form of General
Douglas MacArthur. The flag of new China waves
above all. The rays of the sun — shining China —
and the dove, showing China’s wish for peace,
complete the iconography in this prizewinning
woodblock print.

In new China, children became political actors,
and marriage reform broke many traditional family
patterns. The 1951 calendar poster in illus. 155
shows the new wedding ceremony in a society
where marriage is between labour partners (Jaodong
banlii), as written on the banner the bride and
groom hold between them. The factory outside is a
motif of modernity in this rural setting. The poster,
for the years 1952—4, is in the format of an old-
style lunar planting calendar. Calendar prints like
these usually carried the image of the Stove God,
who occupied a watchful place in most homes.
Here, Chairman Mao is in the place of honour,
overseeing all. This combination of old and new
iconography — the familiar everyday and the new
heroic — provided an accessible formula for rural
propaganda of the 1950s.

Another type of propaganda picture was
the yuefenpai, or mechanically produced poster,

reformed from its 1930s commercial incarnation.



Produced in Shanghai, these advertising calendar
posters had featured glamorous, modern women

in the International Style. Yuefenpai played no part
in the revolution, as more traditional-style nianhua
had done, and required stylistic and ideological
transformation. They were designed with a shaded,
brush-rubbing technique called cab, in contrast to
the single line and flat colour (danxian pingtu) used
tor nianbua.

The family scene in illus. 156 has the right
iconography, but possibly the wrong stylistic nuance.
The lovely mother is declared by her certificate
and medal to be a model producer — one of the
revolution’s new women. Her tidy daughter wears
a Pioneer scarf, the factory in the background hails
industrial progress and the ubiquitous dove appears
as an ornament. However, few domestic scenes
of the early 1950s resembled this well-appointed
one. Formerly a commercial artist, Jin Zhaofang
(1904-1969) was known for his portrayals of
fashionable women engaged in modern pursuits.
His new subject-matter is progressive, but bourgeois
remnants persist in the style.

Although cultural directives placed emphasis
on ‘new’ nianbua and yuefenpas prints, larger-for-
mat posters were produced for the serial political
campaigns of the 1950s. Illus. 157 takes aim at
China’s foreign enemies. By 1949, the country
was exhausted from years of war and disastrous
economic conditions. Yet in October 1950, China
committed itself to the “War to Resist u.s. Aggres-
sion and Aid Korea’. Estimates vary by source,
but over a million Chinese ‘volunteers’ fought in

the Korean War, which went on until 1953. China
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suffered a very high casualty rate — several hundred
thousand dead and wounded - resulting largely
from lack of weaponry and equipment.

The War Criminals Need Harsher Punishments
was a collaborative effort by some of China’s best-
known artists. Xu Beihong (1895-1953) was then
famous — and admired by Mao — for his monumental
allegorical paintings, though he is far better known
today for his masterful ink paintings of horses.

In the new arts organization of the PrRcC, Xu was
president of the Central Academy of Fine Arts
(cara) and Chairman of the Artists’ Association.
The other important name on this poster is Li Hua
(1907-1994), among the most gifted and expressive
black-and-white woodcut artists, and a professor at
CAFA after the revolution.

The poster displays an extraordinary mix of
political content. Primarily, it is about the War to
Resist America and Aid Korea. This is proclaimed
on the banner, followed by ‘Guard home, defend
the country’. The flag is North Korea’s. A belliger-
ent John Foster Dulles (1889-1959) is caricatured
with Nazi cufflinks, radio equipment in his hand
and a missile in his pocket. (Dulles and Douglas
MacArthur (1880-1964) appear in a great many
satirical posters and cartoons of the early 1950s.
They are both shown with huge, carrot-like hook-
noses, and can be difficult to tell apart. If he’s
wearing a uniform and/or sunglasses, it’s MacAr-
thur; if wearing a suit, he’s Dulles.) Here, too, are
Charles de Gaulle and Clement Attlee, leaders
of France and the UK, respectively, in 1951. They
stand over the coffins of two colonial casualties,

possibly from Algeria and Egypt. A group of angry
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Jin Zhaofang

A Glorious Production Model,
1954
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Li Hua, Xu Beihong and others
The War Criminals Need
Harsher Punishments, 1951
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People’s Republic of China

citizens — one of whom looks like Karl Marx — is
condemning the war criminals. Their banner
stands against war and for peace, and is adorned
by the requisite dove.

China’s initial participation in the Korean War
was at the behest of Joseph Stalin (1878-1953).
The Soviets had administered North Korea
from the end of the Second World War until the
formal separation of the peninsula in 1948 and the
establishment of the Democratic People’s Republic
of Korea (DPRK). Stalin would send no troops to
Korea, but he did send money and equipment.
Although the cost was very high, Mao proved his
willingness to fight the communist cause in Asia.

China desperately needed the economic and
technical support provided by the ussr. During the
1950s, about ten thousand Soviet advisers worked
in China, and China sent thousands to train in the
USSR. Mao and Stalin never had a trustful rela
tionship, but publicly Mao praised the ‘Great and
splendid socialist state’ built by the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union (cpsu): “The cpsu is our
best teacher and we must learn from it.” Sino-So-
viet relations rose and fell throughout the 1950s,
but the final withdrawal of Soviet advisers did not
occur until 1960.

Things certainly look rosy in this formulaic
poster of Sino-Soviet cooperation (illus. 158). A
Soviet expert and his Chinese colleague shake
hands over development documents (the first
Chinese five-year plan (1953—7) and the Soviet Plan
for Developing and Redesigning 141 Factories for
China). They are framed by their national flags,
while a large factory complex fills the background.
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Anonymous

With the Soviet Union’s Great
Help, We Will Make Great
Efforts to Realize Step by Step
the Country’s Industrialization!,
1953
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bottom:

159
Roadside photo of sparrows and
movie poster, 1956

The national logos are joined by the ever-present
dove of 1950s Chinese poster design. The title
reads: With the Soviet Union’s Great Help, We Will
Make Great Efforts to Realize Step by Step the Country’s
Industrialization! In addition to scientific, economic
and educational advisers, Ministry of Culture
personnel and artists came to China. Best known
is Konstantin M. Maksimov (1913-1993), who
taught Socialist Realist painting in Beijing from
1955 to 1957, but many Chinese poster designers
received training from Soviet artists.™

The poster in illus. 172 is a fine example of
Socialist Realist poster design. These works,
often reproduced from oil paintings, were highly
coloured and very detailed and generally portrayed
heroic figures in spotlight.” The young mountain-
eer exhorts us to Overcome All Difficulties to Build
Socialism. It was designed by Yu Yunjie (1917-
1992), a member of the Maksimov painting class,
and Zhao Yannian (1924-2014). Zhao Yannian is
universally renowned as a woodblock printmaker.
He did serve for a time with Yu Yunjie in a poster
design team, but this is a most unusual example of
his work.”® The most interesting thing about this
poster, however, is its history as a wedding gift.
The bride and groom are named in the inscription,
‘From all the comrades in the laboratory [19]56’.
While serving as a politically correct gift, it carried
an appropriate message for the time. By 1956, the
country was finally at peace, the economy had
stabilized and people were optimistic about the
future.

Society was highly mobilized at all levels, and

posters were circulated for every political cause



and campaign. Mao was determined to weed out
enemies and keep the nation on a revolutionary
footing. The first major campaign was against spies
and counter-revolutionaries. At the end of 1951, he
launched a campaign against corruption, waste and
bureaucracy — the “Three-antis’. This was aimed

at officials within and outside the crc, and old GMD
members. Then, in January 1952, he went after the
capitalist class, in the Five-Antis campaign: bribery,
theft of state property, tax evasion, cheating on
government contracts and stealing state economic
secrets. Punishment of those found guilty was
harsh. The propaganda imagery of this campaign
was particularly violent.

The campaign against ‘Four Pests’ was inaugu-
rated in 1956 and lasted for several years. The four
pests were rats, flies, mosqQuitoes and sparrows.
Everyone was mobilized to kill the dirty creatures
— especially sparrows, because they ate grain.

With children and adults doing their enthusiastic
best, millions of sparrows were eliminated. People
banged drums to scare them away, aimed sling;
shots, fell out of trees trying to get them — many
actually breeding them, in order to kill more and
get the resulting praise and rewards.” The poster
boy for the campaign appears in an indoor-sized
colour image (illus. 153) and a much larger roadside
poster (illus. 159), both dated 1956.

Mao’s fight against nature did more harm than
good. Sparrows may eat some grain, but they
usefully kill the insects that can wipe out a harvest.
Insect infestations occurred in many provinces.”
The famine of the Great Leap Forward was
definitely made worse by this campaign. When
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the result could no longer be denied, the fourth
targeted pest — sparrows —was changed to bedbugs.

The years 1956—7 saw some respite from the
constant demands of political mobilization and
censorship. Counterrevolutionaries had been
weeded out; the first five-year plan had succeeded,
social equalization was progressing under property
redistribution and family reform laws, and the
potentially hostile intellectual groups — teachers,
artists, writers and scientists — were supporting
national construction. The cpc leadership thought
they could relax a bit, allowing some open expression
of opinions. The Hundred Flowers Movement
(Baibua yondong) was publicly launched in 1956,
when Mao proposed a policy to ‘Let a hundred
flowers bloom, a hundred schools of thought con-
tend’ in the arts and sciences. The early response
from intellectuals was guarded. In February 1957,
Mao published a speech entitled ‘On the Correct
Handling of Contradictions among the People’,
wherein he encouraged ‘constructive’ criticism,
open discussion and practical work to settle
Questions of right and wrong in the arts and sci-
ences. He declared that it is both futile and
harmful “To use crude methods dealing with
ideological questions . . . You may ban the expres-
sion of wrong ideas, but the ideas will still be there.’
Mao seemed confident that ‘right’ ideas would
inevitably win out.

Much of the art produced during this brief
period of liberalization was non-political. Art-
ists were encouraged to use various forms and
styles, not just Socialist Realism. Traditional ink

paintings were exhibited, including landscapes
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and bird and flower works. Individual style was
fine, as long as the subject was positive. Art from
Greece, France, Mexico and Japan appeared in
Beijing. Artists were promised better pay and
working conditions.” The poster in illus. 160 was
produced during this happy interval. It celebrates
the opening of a new train line to Xiamen. With
perspective that calls to mind a Hiroshige print,
the main motifs are a banana tree and two large
rosettes with ribbons congratulating the railway
workers; the actual train hardly features. Such
posters were a far cry from the Socialist Realist
imagery of much 1950s propaganda. A notable
feature of such non-political posters is the varied
typography of the slogans. Most posters state their
message in standard print characters, but these
are artistic and expressive, sometimes reverting to
the graphically dynamic and experimental 1930s.
Although many posters from that time survive,
there seem to be few specifically promoting the
Hundred Flowers Movement.

Following Mao’s ‘Contradictions’ speech, a
storm of criticism erupted. Students organized
protests and hung negative posters; writers and
scholars complained about cpc cadres’ attitudes
and behaviour and questioned the very idea of
one-party rule. Mild criticism would be tolerated,
but no one had expected this outpouring of con-
demnation. By May 1957, the criticism was being
directed at Mao himself.

That didn’t last long. In June, the ‘Anti-Rightist’
campaign began. Hundreds of thousands of intel-
lectuals and technocrats were criticized, humiliated,

stripped of their posts and sent to the countryside

188

BRABRERBUDP!

160
Wang Hui

Celebrate the Victorious
Opening of the Yingsha
Railway, 1957

opposite:

161
Yang Keyang, Dao Mouiji,
Ding Hao, Qian Daxin

Smash the Rightists’ Furious
Offensive, Defend the Socialist
Construction, 1957



to be rectified. Some of the most important revo-
lutionary artists received this treatment, including
Jiang Feng (1910-1982), Yan Han (1916—2011),

Mo Pu (see illus. 153) and Zhang Ding (see illus.
151). All were figures whose loyalty and political
commitment should never have been questioned.
Julia Andrews, who gives a precise, detailed account
of the Anti-Rightist Movement, wrote:

The Anti-Rightist Campaign in the art world arose
from a conjunction of political, personal, and artistic
factors. To this day, even artists and administrators
who participated firsthand are not entirely clear about

why it happened and what its ramifications are.*

Some scholars say that the Party was too confident
about the progress of socialist construction and was
shocked by the torrent of criticism. Others say that
Mao allowed the criticism of the Hundred Flowers
until it was directed at him, at which point it had
to be stopped. Still others say the whole thing was
a trap planned by Mao to lure critical artists and
intellectuals out of hiding and get them out of the
way for good. Perhaps one day we’ll know.

For such a far-reaching campaign, there seem
to be few surviving graphics. This rare poster from

1957 is in two separate parts (illus. 161): the left

People’s Republic of China

side shows, in cartoon style, the ‘furious oftensive’
of the Anti-Rightists. On the right, a worker armed
with a book of Marxism-Leninism smashes the
villains and upholds the goal of socialist construc-
tion. Them and us; villains and heroes — a common
device of communist posters. The poster was the
collaborative work of four artists, in two parts that
do not stitch together. The messages are clear, but
the artistic intent is not.

Clearly the revolution had a long way to go.
Mao firmly believed that political mobilization
was a better route to socialism than technology.
He launched the Great Leap Forward in 1958,
with the directive to ‘Go all out, aim high, achieve
greater, faster, better and more economical results
to build socialism.’

The poster of white horses soaring above an
industrially developed China is a good example
of the imaginary type of poster from this period
(illus. 163). The horses’ ribbons are labelled ‘More,
faster, better, cheaper’, and the front horse breaks
right through the frame of the picture. Magical and
auspicious motifs — dragons and phoenixes, ruyi
clouds — abound in propaganda images. Fanciful
imagery — children flying on huge ears of corn,
a man rowing a pumpkin-boat — evoke papercut

fantasies and other folk arts.

189



People’s Republic of China

162

Zhuang Qilai and

Yang Wenxiu

In the Agricultural Great
Leap Forward, Everyone

Bring in a Big Harvest, 1958
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The Great Leap Forward was meant to propel
China’s agricultural and industrial production,
known as the policy of ‘walking on two legs’. One
specific goal was to surpass British steel production
within fifteen years. Poster imagery was colourful
and celebratory. Two posters, by different artists
and issued by unrelated publishing houses, present
similar beribboned symbols of soaring grain and
steel production (illus. 162, 164). Implied in the
first, explicit in the second, the defining form in
both these posters is the satellite. The Soviets
launched their first satellite in 1957, and China
was determined to follow. The term ‘fang weixing’
(launch a satellite) was used everywhere to mean
‘Go all out’. The slogan on a different edition
of illus. 162 uses that dynamic expression, rather
than the more prosaic call here to ‘bring in a
big harvest’.”s

The Great Leap Forward entailed extraordinary
mobilization efforts at every level. An important
organizational change was the establishment of
communes, consolidating many agricultural coop-
eratives into huge political and economic entities.
Nearly 27,000 had been established by the end
of 1958, each consisting of about 5,000 families.
Ubiquitous posters promoted them as all-inclusive,
efficient, convenient places. Establishing People’s
Communes and Speeding Up Socialist Construction
marks where everything is — the communal kitchen,
nursery, culture and leisure facilities, equipment
repair shop — in a rather sweet, collaborative design
led by the former commercial artist Cai Zhenhua

(1912-2006) and others (illus. 184). It was possibly

opposite:
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Central Industrial

Arts Academy

Go All Out, Aim Higher and
Gain Greater, Faster, Better
and More Economical Results
in Building Socialism, 1958
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made to be displayed in schools. Many posters
were reproduced from paintings and many showed
commune farmers or industrial workers on a mission,
succeeding in all things against enormous odds.
Such pictures were in the newly prescribed style
known as ‘Revolutionary Romanticism’.*

All-out deployment in the Great Leap Forward
extended, of course, to cultural production. From
this time on, posters became the dominant format
of propaganda art in China. Although posters had
furthered every political movement and campaign
since 1949, and the first professional poster team
was organized in 1954, it was not until the Great
Leap Forward that this format eclipsed the smaller-
format popular prints (nianbua).” The Tianjin Fine
Art Publishing House — one of many production and
distribution entities — is a case where comparative
statistics are available which clearly indicate the

new direction:

Nianbua*® Posters®
1957 4,700,000 144,000
1958 8,100,000 13,200,000

Several things account for the massive increase in
poster publishing. Posters could be designed and
printed in as little as ten hours, and so reflected new
policies immediately, monitored by editors at every
step.® Nianbua, on the other hand, were produced
in great batches, mostly for the New Year festival.
In any case, nianhua had not achieved politically
correct success. A conference on the problems of

nianbua work in 1958 focused on the poor reception

164

Shen Lin and Lu Xingchen
Celebrate Surpassing the Steel
Production Target of 10,700,000
Tons, 1958
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of ‘reality’ prints — that is, those reflecting the lives

of workers, peasants and soldiers. In 1958, 76.4

per cent of the Tianjin production comprised tradi-

tional subjects — gods and guardians, calendars and

fat babies; only 2.6 per cent were ‘reality’ nianbua.>*
A conference on poster production was held

in 1959, in coordination with a ten-year poster

retrospective. The authoritative catalogue, Ten

Years of Propaganda Posters, emphasized the impor-

tance of this mass, militant art form in every

political movement:

Propaganda posters, with their simple, lively forms and
bright powerful images as well as their bigh volume
printing and circulation throughout the whole nation,
publicize the principles and policies of the party and
government to the multitude of the masses. This unique
form of art, the propaganda poster enables the policies of
the party and government to open the door to the bearts
of the people and inspire their utmost efforts.>

‘Simple, lively and bright’ describe popular forms
— folk arts — not the imagery of Socialist Realism.
The conference called for the incorporation of
traditional elements, tacitly acknowledging that, as
with nianbua, the contemporary messages were not
being accepted in the new style.®

During the Great Leap Forward, amateur art
was fostered in communes, factories and army
units. Amateurs painted murals on internal and
external walls, an ideal format, seen from afar
and requiring few resources. This was important
because by 1959, paper was in very short supply, as

was everything else. The amateur artist shown in
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illus. 181 paints the imaginary. Far simpler artis-
tically, but just as heroic, this climber overcomes
obstacles to build socialism, just like the Socialist
Realist conqueror in illus. 182. The scene also
includes huge fruit and grain among magic clouds.
The poster’s slogan reads: We Are Creators of Mate-
rial Wealth and Also Creators of Human Civilization.

While participation was required, rather than
entirely voluntary, the amateur art campaign
proved very effective in some places.* Idealism
and enthusiasm ran high in agriculture, indus- 3
try and public works construction, too — in the b A AL s th Bk
beginning. The first months of the Great Leap
Forward saw extraordinary increases reported in
production and public works projects. ‘An orgy
of inflation’ resulted in ever-higher targets, with
mismanagement of labour and material inputs in
every county. Enormous environmental damage
and waste of resources ensued from centralized
policies executed in unsuitable local conditions.
Catastrophic famine resulted.*

By early 1959, it was clear that the Great Leap
Forward had failed. Mao Zedong resigned as pres-
ident, but retained the chairmanship of the Party
and continued to exercise power. The worsening
starvation was denied, and crop procurements
increased everywhere — not just to support urban
industrial development, but actually to increase
exports.” At the end of 1960, measures were finally
taken to deal with the famine, and by 1962 condir
tions had improved.

During the famine years, propaganda denied
the ever-growing chasm between slogan and reality.

Abundance is everywhere in posters, showing the

top: bottom:
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Cao Jianfeng Jin Meisheng

We Are Creators of Material The Vegetables Are Green, the
Wealth and Also Creators of Cucumbers Plump, the Yield is
Human Civilization, 1958 Abundant, 1959
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world how it should be — or would be. Wellfed,
rosy-cheeked Pioneers cultivate a vegetable garden,
in a children’s version of Jin Meisheng’s more
famous work featuring a bucolic beauty (illus. 185,
166).3* Wu Zhefu’s brighter, blue-sky poster is
complete with sunflowers, a symbol of loyalty to
Chairman Mao, the sun.

The first of October 1959 was the tenth
anniversary of the establishment of the PRC and,
naturally, many posters commemorated that great
event. By this time the glorification of amateur art
had waned, and professionals were clearly in charge
of the commemorative propaganda. Perhaps the
most important anniversary poster, and certainly
the most popular, was designed by Ha Qiongwen
(1925-2012). Entitled Long Live Chairman Mao, the
image was approved with no political content, apart

from the slogan and a small, pale column signifying

Tiananmen (illus. 167). The image shows a very

167 attractive woman and her happy, well-fed daughter,
Ha Qiongwen

Long Live Chairman Mao, 1950 surrounded by a field of pink flowers. The woman

is glamorous, wearing a ¢zpao and jewellery. The
two million available copies sold out quickly.®
Many other non-political works were published
at this time. The failure of the Great Leap Forward
was belied by a host of optimistic images. Artists
were encouraged to produce works of varied subject
168 matter, including landscapes, birds and flowers and

Reverse of illus. 18 stilllife. A more liberal atmosphere made room for
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and secular pursuits were published and were well
received. Workers and peasants were shown at
leisure, as in a folksy poster from 1963 (illus. 169).
The harvest has been good, judging by the pile of
pumpkins. The villagers are eating, smoking and
chatting, while children play with toys. The electric
light and the Thermos show that life is getting
more convenient. With politics back in command

during the Cultural Revolution, however, the

reverse of this poster was used to write a big charac-

ter poster (dazibao), criticizing the famous artist
Qi Baishi (1864-1957; illus. 168).

The wind changed again with the launch of
the Socialist Education Movement. This was also
known as the Four Cleanups Movement, referring
to politics, economics, organization and ideology.
Mao had been sidelined following the famine
resulting from the failed policies of the Great Leap
Forward. Under President Liu Shaoqi’s direction,
education and production had shifted away from
‘red’ to ‘expert’, or from revolutionary to pragmatic.
It was apparent to Mao, however, that corruption
had contaminated the cpc and threatened a return
to capitalism. Cadres no longer served the masses,
but enriched themselves. To root out bourgeois
elements and creeping bureaucratism, intellectuals
were once again sent to work alongside the masses,
and school timetables were modified to accommo-
date production schedules.

Liu Shaoqi and other Party leaders did not
disagree with the asms of the campaign, but with
its execution. Mao’s strongest support in carrying
out his plans was in the People’s Liberation Army

(rrA), led by Lin Biao (1907-1971). The Army
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became prominent in all media in the early to mid-
1960s. Films, painting exhibitions and posters
highlight the role of the PLA: not just as liberators
from the Japanese and nationalist oppressors, but as
comrades in production and ideological role models.

The favourite PLA hero/model was Lei Feng
(1940-1962), who remains a cultural icon in the
twenty-irst century. Lei Feng was an orphan
brought up by the Party. He joined the Army with
the fervent goal, he wrote, to be ‘the revolutionary
screw that never rusts’. He gave his money to the
needy, taught children, tended old people and
washed his comrades’ socks. He died in a freak
accident, aged 22, when his best friend backed into
an electrical pole that fell on him. The following
March, as part of the Socialist Education Move-
ment, Chairman Mao urged all to ‘Learn from
Lei Feng’, symbol of selflessness and voluntarism.
Fortunately, it was ‘discovered’ that Lei Feng had
kept a diary of his daily good deeds, which was
then published and widely distributed. He has
been invoked on numerous occasions since, to
inspire people with his revolutionary spirit. Chairman
Mao’s Good Soldier — Lei Feng shows him in 1964,
looking rather sweet (illus. 186). He carries the
Collected Works of the Chairman and a bayonet, so
is fully prepared to support the revolution’s goals.
He also has a ballpoint pen, a mark of material
progress.* He stands against a background of
sunflowers, marking his loyalty to Mao.

The Socialist Education Movement failed
in its aims and exacerbated Mao’s opposition to
President Liu Shaoqi and politburo member Deng
Xiaoping (1904-1997). In the summer of 1966,
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Chen Guangjian

and Liu Wenxi

At the Commune Member’s
Home, 1964
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supported by Lin Biao, the prA and millions of
students, Mao launched the Great Proletarian
Cultural Revolution to reverse bureaucratization,
revive the spirit of revolution and take back power
in the cpc.# That is a short, very simplistic expla
nation for a highly complex, enormously disruptive
decade whose consequences still reverberate.

The Cultural Revolution wrought an explosion
of propaganda, even by the standards of previous
Chinese campaigns. There was some variety in
poster art, though much of it was repetitive in style
and theme, and seems more so today, when viewing
collections focused on those years. All cultural
activity was political, whether ink or oil painting,
graphic, sculpture or performance arts. In terms
of production, the period can be divided into two
phases: Red Guard art, 19668, and worker-peasant-
soldier art, from about 1970 to 1976.

The first two years were chaotic, violent and
destructive. Red Guards, and later worker-peasant-
soldier groups, produced thousands of black, white
and red posters, which looked back stylistically
to the revolutionary woodcuts of Yan’an. These may
be the most familiar posters to non-Chinese viewers.
They often carried violent slogans and imagery.
‘Smash, destroy, wipe out, sweep away’ capitalist
roaders, Liu Shaoqi, reactionaries, the Four Olds
(old ideas, culture, customs and habits) and anyone
or anything else the Red Guards chose to go after.
The Red Guard in illus. 187 is smashing the old
world to establish a new order.

The year 1968 saw student protests, revolution-
ary movements and repression in many countries

(Vietnam, Japan, France, Czechoslovakia, Poland,
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Anonymous

To the Villages We Go, to the
Borders We Go, to Places in
the Fatherland Where We Are
Most Needed We Go, 1970
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Zhao Youcheng

and Men Guang

Firmly Support the American
People Who Oppose the

u.s. Imperialist Invasion of
Vietnam, 1966



Mexico, the usa). Chinese propaganda took an
international stance. Posters, many produced for
export, supported radical movements and attacked
imperialism. The best known of this type oppose
the American invasion of Vietnam (illus. 171);
others promote the struggle for civil rights by Afri-
can Americans. Despite the chaos within, Chinese
propaganda projected a leadership image in the
developing world, offering an alternative political
and economic model.

Things had got so out of control by the summer
of 1968 that Mao sent the PLA to restore order. Over
the next year, the country came under adminis-
tration by revolutionary committees.* The Red
Guards were effectively demobilized, and Mao sent
millions of them to the countryside to be ‘re-edu-
cated’ by the peasants. This was a life-changing
experience for millions of young people — good or
bad - as they themselves became workers, peasants
and soldiers.* To the Villages We Go, to the Borders
We Go, to Places in the Fatbherland Where We Are Most
Needed We Go shows a crowd of dedicated young
revolutionaries ready to serve wherever the father-
land needs them (illus. 170). While some found
this time inspiring and revealing, most were totally
unprepared for the years of hardship and drudgery
they met. Hundreds of thousands of artists and
intellectuals were also ‘sent down’ to engage in
hard labour. Many never recovered.

Work had ceased at most professional art stu-
dios at the start of the Cultural Revolution. With
professional teams disbanded, an important source
of posters was paintings. Posters were reproduced

from Socialist Realist/Revolutionary Romantic
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works, in oils or in Chinese ink and brush. The
best known of these is Liu Chunhua’s (b. 1944)
Chairman Mao Goes to Anyuan (illus. 172). Painted
in 1967 by a Red Guard art student with others,
this became a ‘model work’ of the Cultural Revolu-
tion. It contributed to the increasingly worshipful
cult of Mao Zedong, and goo million copies of this
one image were ultimately distributed, as newspa-
per supplements and then as posters.

The Mao cult was like no mass movement ever
before. Mao’s image appeared on billions of posters
and badges. Everyone carried and chanted the
‘Little Red Book’ of Quotations from Chairman Mao
Zedong. Mao was the ubiquitous and omnipotent
heroic leader, the great helmsman and the ‘reddest
red sun in our hearts’. In illus. 192, Mao appears
gigantic, high above the masses, with brush in
hand. This is Mao as calligrapher-poet and, impor-
tantly, as teacher.

Mao’s wife, Jiang Qing (1914-1991), took con-
trol of culture. She promoted revolutionary operas
and ballets almost exclusively as model works, and
pictures of the performances were reproduced as
posters. Many of the central figures in the poster
commemorating the Yan’an Forum (see illus. 181)
are heroic characters from the revolutionary operas.
Her requisite formula was ‘red, bright and shining’
(bong, guang, liang) and followed the concept of ‘the
three prominences’ (san tuchu): give prominence to
positive characters; of the positive, stress the heroic
ones; and of the heroic characters, give prominence
to the central one. The composition should be pyra-
midal, with the main hero central to the action and

supported by the secondary heroic characters. Illus.



189 and 192 satisfied all these requirements.

Jiang Qing also approved of and displayed large-

scale oil paintings of heroic characters and events,
which were then reproduced and circulated as
posters. One such work, painted by Shen Jiawei

(b. 1948), was altered for exhibition without telling
him. Standing Guard Over Our Great Homeland
depicts three soldiers on the Sino-Soviet border
(illus. 188). The changes made the soldiers’ faces
ruddier, healthier and more heroic. The poster was
made from the altered version.* Many such works
appeared in the early 1970s.

‘Amateur’ and ‘spare-time’ art became a
political movement in itself, and an international
phenomenon. Pixian County, Jiangsu, had been t
he focus of this activity during the Great Leap
Forward (see illus. 165), but those groups had
mostly disbanded. In the 1970s, Huxian County,
Shaanxi, served as the model. Well-received
paintings were circulated as posters. The worker-
peasant artists painted their world in idealized
form — animals, harvests and celebrations — but

had to stick to approved subjects, and many works

had explicitly political themes. It was later acknowl-

edged that professional artists were very much
involved in this activity.* The Brigade Clinic (illus.
189) appears to mix professional and amateur
work. The foreground, with perspective and clean
design elements, is entirely different from the flat,
simple, childlike forms of the rest of the image.

Yet another type of Cultural Revolution poster
relied on traditional techniques and formats. Paper-
cuts were part of the Yan’an propaganda repertoire,

but appeared increasingly as full-size posters
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from the late 1960s. Sometimes they presented
a unified image of a single subject, like the Long
March, but often they presented a group of
vignettes or portraits.*

Harking back to nianhua, revolutionary
heroes appeared as door gods in 1970s posters.
The pair shown here have multiple messages and
motifs (illus. 190). Both images celebrate labour
productivity, with workers and their modern
agricultural equipment, and electricity and factory
smoke visible behind the abundant crops. (In fact,
production on every economic front had suffered
enormously from the disruptions of ceaseless
political demands.) The central character in the
left panel, armed with a writing brush, is hailed as
a pathbreaker in the campaign to criticize Lin Biao
and Confucius. His counterpart in the right-hand
panel carries a book of articles about that cam-
paign. Lin Biao, head of the pLA, had been Mao’s
closest deputy and presumed successor in the early
years of the Cultural Revolution. He had compiled
the Little Red Book in 1964 for distribution to all
service personnel, and in 1966 it became the icon
of revolution for everyone. In 1971, Lin apparently
plotted a palace coup, was nearly exposed, and so
fled with his family to the Soviet Union; on the way,
his plane ran out of fuel over Mongolia and crashed.
The facts are still unclear.

In 1973, the ‘Criticize Lin, Criticize Confucius’
campaign was launched and continued until
the end of the Cultural Revolution. Combining
those two figures took some pretty complicated
manoeuvring with history and ideology (illus. 174).

Lin Biao, who had gone after Mao’s power, was
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Liu Chunhua

Chairman Mao Goes to
Anyuan, 1968, from a painting
of 1967
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portrayed as trying to take the throne as emperor.
Here he is spinning a web, frantically writing signs
and banners, with Confucius by his side. They

call for the restoration of capitalism and slavery,
and in a Quotation from Confucius’s Analects, for
areturn to ‘the rites’. As with many other fallen
heroes, white suddenly became black, and he who
had been Mao’s chosen was now exposed as
having always been evil. Confucius was damned
as reactionary, which was in keeping with the
original principles of the 1949 revolution. However,
this was actually a thinly disguised attack on Zhou
Enlai, who died in January 1976. Premier Zhou had
been the most effective moderating force against
the excesses of the radical Gang of Four.#*

The Cultural Revolution finally ended when
Mao died in September 1976. His successor was
Hua Guofeng (1921-2008), who had risen from
Party functionary to the politburo. To further his
legitimacy, Hua commissioned the well-known
painting, which was widely circulated as a poster,
showing the meeting where Mao famously (may
have) said to Hua, “With you in charge, my heart
is at ease.® Within a month of Mao’s death, the
Gang of Four were under arrest, eliciting an over-
whelming outpouring of joy and relief among the
population. A new mass campaign was launched,
blaming the Gang for all the horrors of the previous
decade. In posters, they were portrayed as Nazis,
animals and every manner of villain. Monkey Thrice
Beats the White Bone Demon (illus. 173) may be an
allegory for the fall of Jiang Qing.%

Chairman Hua Guofeng did not last very long.
He slavishly followed Maoist policies, while other

opposite:
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Zhao Hongben

Monkey Thrice Beats the White
Bone Demon, 1977
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senior Party members wanted to move on — to
reform and modernize. Hua tried to remake himself
in the image of Mao, as is clear from many posters of
1976-8. In one example, the larger-than life Chair-
man Hua stands with raised arm against a sea of red
flags, with a ‘Learn from Dazhai’ sign in the back
ground.> It could have been a poster of Mao, simply
inserting the image of Hua Guofeng. Many template
posters had been produced, changing a slogan here
or there, or the image of a central character.

Deng Xiaoping displaced Hua in 1978 and
remained China’s most powerful leader until his
death in 1997, although he never held the title of

cpc General Secretary or Premier. Deng avoided
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Anonymous

Original artwork for anti-Lin,
anti-Kong poster campaign,
1973-4
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the limelight, generally appearing with other
leaders, collectively known as the Eight Elders.

In 1994, however, a set of posters was produced
celebrating Beloved Comrade Xiaoping. These are
markedly different in style and colour scheme from
most propaganda posters. The most interesting
among them shows Deng Xiaoping in Paris, where
he had worked in the 1920s and been influenced
by Marxism-Leninism (illus. 176). The poster, in
muted pastel colours, was designed from a pho-
tograph of Deng at age sixteen. In later posters
and billboards, Deng appears as other paramount
leaders did — high above the scene, larger than life,

alone and masterful.

The Four Modernizations

Deng was the architect of the Four Modernizations
— an overarching set of policies that moved China

away from the Cultural Revolution and into the

future. His reforms were aimed at economic and
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Anonymous

Long Live the Total Victory of
the Great Proletarian Cultural
Revolution, 1969

social development. The programme was pragmatic,
not doctrinaire. Deng enumerated the Four Basic
Principles in 1979. These were to uphold the
socialist road, the dictatorship of the proletariat, the
leadership of the Communist Party and Marxism-
Leninism and Mao Zedong Thought.s Over the
next few years, Mao was reassessed at Party plenums
and other forums. The verdict was that Mao had
been a great proletarian revolutionary who had
made some errors in later years. The cult of Mao
was gradually dismantled, along with communes
and other leftist elements of the system.

The Four Modernizations were agriculture,
industry, national defence and science and technol-
ogy. These goals were far easier to express visually
than the Four Basic Principles. Posters of the Four
Modernizations are replete with rockets and space-
ships, bullet trains and skyscrapers. This imagery
is often combined with national symbols, the
message clearly linking patriotism and China’s
future. Other posters relate the past and the

future: a modern apsaras and a symbol for atomic

opposite:
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Lei Wenbin

Beloved Comrade Xiaoping’s
Paris Quest, 1944
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power make for a mixed metaphor in illus. 191.5
Congratulate the Gansu Province Federation of Trade
Unions on Its 40th Anniversary is a comparatively
unsophisticated provincial product, but includes
many elements of Four Modernizations propa-
ganda. Urban workers, modern structures and a
satellite dish signal economic advance. Doves have
returned, referencing a wish for peace in the larger
world with which China now actively engages.

In the 1980s, spiritual pollution, the evil wind
of corruption and bourgeois liberalization were
themes in propaganda campaigns. Posters docu-
mented these issues, but they were less intense
and less effective than in the Mao years. Politically,
socially and economically, the state was far less
intrusive in people’s daily lives. People were
apathetic to politics after decades of unrelenting
propaganda and required activism. Posters showed
non-political aspects of a more comfortable, secular
life — enthusiastic customer service, beautiful
women, young people on motorcycles or dancing
— finally acknowledging people’s desire for con-
sumption and fun. Also important were new mass
media and sources of information which had never
been available. The various agencies of political and
creative culture were not all formally coordinated.
Films, art exhibitions, commercial advertisements
and international news outlets all played their part
in changing attitudes and perceptions, in ways
unanticipated by the authorities. Some artists were
expressing dissent in a limited fashion.s

Children remained a primary target for pro-
paganda posters, for several important reasons.

Modernizing science and technology required a
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Anonymous

The Gods of Wealth Enter
the Home from Everywhere.
Wealth, Treasures and Peace
Beckon, 1933



well-educated population, and a decade had been
lost to the Cultural Revolution. Children were
encouraged to achieve academic excellence, to link
their efforts with national cultural figures such as
Lu Xun and Lei Feng (illus. 192). Study as Hard as
Lei Feng shows a progressive girl with eyes to the
future and modern lab equipment, inspired by the
model of selfless determination and revolutionary
spirit — who almost certainly never studied chem-
istry.

Other educational posters promoted social
norms, including the Primary School Pupils’
Behavioural Standard (1987) and the Four Loves
(classmates, teachers, the collective and the envi-
ronment) in 1998.5 Social propaganda in the 1990s
and early 2000s dealt with issues such as health,
traffic laws, the environment, providing good cus-
tomer service and family planning. The one-child
policy was adopted in 1979 and was considered
vital for economic development. Posters such as
Strive to Fulfil the Ten-year Population Programme
and the Eighth Five-year Plan Population Programme
(illus. 193) present the happy family of the future,
signified by rockets and skyscrapers. Of course the
propaganda child is a girl, since China was still
fighting the traditional preference for boys. Those
are long-term campaigns, for still relevant issues.
The end of the one-child policy was announced in
2015, but campaigns related to education and
environment are ever more prominent.

Traditional iconography reappeared in many
propaganda posters of the 199os and 2000s. Fat
babies, fish, peaches, peonies and pots of treasure

welcome the new year and promote economic
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development and prosperity. The Gods of Wealth
Enter the Home from Everymwhere is replete with such
symbols, along with a stack of u.s. dollars (illus.
177). No signs here of Marxism-Leninism or Mao
Zedong Thought.

It was hard to find political propaganda posters
for several years in the late 19g9os and early 2000s.
The 2008 Beijing Olympics generated a storm
of national imagery, much of it for foreign visitors.
From about 2010, wall posters used classical
language and Confucian references to invoke the
‘Chinese spirit’ and traditional cultural values.

In the Xi Jinping era, the nationalist ideology is
articulated in his slogan, ‘China Dream’, or the

‘Chinese Dream’:

The Chinese Dream integrates national and personal
aspirations with the twin goals of reclaiming national
pride and achieving personal well-being. It requires

sustained economic growth, expanded equality and an

infusion of cultural values to balance materialism.”

China Dream posters are everywhere: individually
or in series, on walls and street hoardings, in sta-
tions, airports, schools and offices. Three examples
illustrate the range of these ubiquitous graphics.
Some use paintings by well-‘known artists, such as
Li Keran (1907-1989) or Feng Zikai (1898-1975)
(illus. 204). These promote traditional values. The
example shown here is called Great Virtue China,
with the ‘China Dream’ slogan below. To the left of
the painting are twelve qualities encompassed in the
vision. According to some reports, these expressions

of virtue are recited every morning in school.¥
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; Without the Communist Party,
— b There Would Be No New China,
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Luoyang, Henan
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A further type of poster is decorated with paper-
cuts, farmer paintings and folk motifs. Children
appear in a great many of these posters, sometimes
with a simple ‘China Dream’ slogan, sometimes
with more explicitly political messages. The children
in a street poster sing a song known to all and sung
for generations: Without the Communist Party, There
Would Be No New China (illus. 179). There may be
no mention of Marx or Lenin in these posters, but
loyalty to the Communist Party remains an essential
tenet of Chinese political culture and ideology.s*

As noted at the start of this essay, Xi Jinping
has brought back some of the principles and prac-
tices of the Mao era. Campaigns have been enacted
assailing corruption and promoting discipline.

Tighter controls have been imposed in the arts and

above:
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Anonymous

We Must Continue Adopting
the Attitude of Being Cautious
and Modest in Our Endeavours,
and We Must Also Continue
our Style of Hardworking and
Constant Struggle to Our Goal,
2015

Xi’an, Shaanxi
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social media. The final poster shows a return to the
language and imagery of the revolution (illus. 180).
It features Mao Zedong and his closest comrades at
Xibaipo, the military headquarters in the last stages
of the War of Liberation (Civil War). The calligra-
phy is Mao’s, with his famous slogan from those
years, just as the communists were on the verge of
victory: “We must continue adopting the attitude
of being cautious and modest in our endeavours,
and we must also continue our style of hardworking
and constant struggle to achieve our goal.’ Above
are the current mantras: ‘Chinese spirit’, ‘Chinese
form’, ‘Chinese culture’ and ‘Chinese expression’.
As China stands on the verge of new victories, it

is nationalism — communism, Chinese-style — that

frames the political discourse of this generation.
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Long Live the Victory of
Chairman Mao’s Line on
Revolutionary Literature and
Art, 1972

opposite:
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Yu Yunjie and Zhao Yannian
Overcome All Difficulties to
Build Socialism, 1955
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Liu Jiyou
Everyone Get to Work opposite:

Eliminating S 6
iminating Sparrows, 195 184

Cai Zhenhua and others
Establishing People’s
Communes and Speeding Up
Socialist Construction!, 1958
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Wu Zhefu
Schoolchildren Grow a
Vegetable Garden, 1962

opposite
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Chen Ziyun

Chairman Mao’s Good
Soldier — Lei Feng, 1963
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Smash the Old World. Establish

Fine Arts Woodblock Print
the New World, 1967

Central Academy of
Combat Group
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Shen Jiawei

Standing Guard Over Our
Great Homeland, 1974
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Zhao Junjie

A Pathbreaker Criticizing
Lin and Confucius; Labour
Productivity Model, 1974

opposite:
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Li Zhengxuan
The Brigade Clinic, c. 1973
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Anonymous

Congratulate the Gansu
Province Federation of Trade
Unions on Its 40th Anniversary,
1990




MEHREE

2
it
f
5
3

}.*

AR kAL LT LHBAREr LH

HEBLN T & X LI R EBIIIr T - " :::mnn
CEET S 2 fEs AR Liw L Ak g i ST
WL R - e ER R T A S it o i)




% I 4 A0 AE 5% 1132 5]

192
Shi Qiren
Study as Hard as Lei Feng, 1982




| SRR AT W WERME, SR
WEEE TS, EiSi T AR, RIS R, Eira
B, B0 S M A P AN, ok o B0 R e
+uﬂaﬂﬁimﬂunﬁﬂuitumw#w

AN et AN AURRREERRA AR I NOERT AN NS

193

Anonymous

Strive to Fulfil the Ten-year
Population Programme and
the Eighth Five-year Plan
Population Programme, c. 1991
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Democratic People’s Republic of Korea,

1948-

Koen De Ceuster

On 11 February 2013, just a few days short of Kim
Jong II’s birthday, the Rodong Shinmun (Workers’
Newspaper) published a joint declaration of the
Central Committee of the Korean Workers’ Party
(xwp) and the Central Military Committee of

the kwr. This declaration contained a list of 310
slogans in anticipation of the seventieth anniversary
of the founding of the Democratic People’s Republic
of Korea (DPRK, 9 September) and the seventieth
anniversary of the founding of the kwp (10 Octo-
ber).” In international media, this announcement
was met with the habitual derision that reduces
North Korea to the anecdotal and exotic.> For

a joint meeting of the Central Committee and the
Central Military Committee to sign off on such an
apparently mundane subject is, however, a clear
indication of the relative importance slogans have
in North Korea’s political life. Indeed, such slogans
are the bedrock of the country’s propaganda and
agitation apparatus, and as such they are a crucial
cog in the machinery that ideologically ties citizens
to the Party.

A poster published a decade earlier, on the
occasion of the sixtieth anniversary of the founding
of the KWp — when a similar set of slogans had
been published — visually supports the driving
power of slogans in the country’s political life (illus.

214). The main figure in this poster is a Party
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Pak Sang-nak

Long Live the 14th Anniversary
of the Founding of the DPRK!,
1962

225

worker clutching a red folder containing the joint
slogans, calling for an all-out effort towards their
realization. The Party worker, typically in charge
of ideological mobilization at a workplace, towers
over a group of male and female workers with their
respective props — iconic representations of the
various economic sectors addressed in the slogans.?
Interestingly, this iconic group is shown here

as a single-coloured cut-out, explicitly referring to

a poster replication. The Party emblem sits as a
sun high in the sky, shining its golden light over

a utopian North Korean landscape depicted by

a combination of an industrial and urban skyline.
The overall result is a smooth, evenly coloured
poster dominated by the agitational pose of the
Party worker.

The political DNA of the DPRK was created in
the course of Korea’s long twentieth century — a
history of confrontation with Western imperialism
since the 1860s, fully fledged Japanese colonization
from 1910 and post-liberation division since August
1945. In a context of ongoing domestic and interna-
tional political, economic and social upheaval, the
1917 Russian Revolution inspired Korean activists
at home and among émigré communities in Japan,
China and the Soviet Union. With Japan’s sudden
capitulation on 15 August 1945, Korean commu-

nists started to make their way home from the ussr



and from areas under cpc control, or were simply
released from prison in Korea.+ All came with their
own experiences and interpretations of communism.
Some had lived under Stalin’s wartime mobilization;
others had joined Mao Zedong on his Long March
and experienced at first hand his revolutionary
experiments in Yan’an. Still others were released
from Japanese prisons in Korea, victims of colonial
repression of their revolutionary social activism.
Fuelled by the release of political prisoners and
exhilarated by the sudden collapse of Japanese
colonial authority, all the pent-up revolutionary
tervour burst forth and was channelled by grass-
roots people’s committees.

Days prior to Japanese surrender, the u.s.
had proposed to divide Korea into two military
occupation zones to oversee the handover of power.
Under this agreement, Soviet troops entered
Pyongyang on 24 August 1945 and eventually estab-
lished a Soviet Civil Administration to coordinate
and consolidate the local people’s committees.
This resulted in the establishment in February
1946 of one centralized North Korean People’s
Committee — a provisional government under the
leadership of Kim II Sung and the precursor to the
formal establishment of the DPRK on 9 September
1948. The intention of the USSR was to establish
a client state, its institutions modelled by Soviet
Korean advisers after the Soviet Union and its
leaders malleable to Soviet interests. Lacking the
experience, the expertise or the means of running a
country, North Korea’s leaders initially looked up
to and depended on Soviet advice (see illus. 212).

They wholeheartedly accepted Soviet material and
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managerial help in establishing and running their
revolutionary state, inspired by and modelled after
the Soviet Union. However, sensitive to imperialist
behaviour, Korea’s anti-colonial revolutionaries
eventually came to resent Soviet meddling and
high-handedness.

This also applies to Kim Il Sung (1912-1994).
During the 1930s, Kim Il Sung had made a
name for himself as an anti-Japanese partisan in
Manchuria, and after 1935 as commander of an
all-Korean division of the crc-organized Northeast
Anti-Japanese United Army. In 1941, Kim Il Sung
retreated to the USSR, where he was incorporated
with the remainder of his partisan unit in the 88th
International Brigade of the Red Army. Rather
than being mobilized in the liberation of Korea,
Kim Il Sung reached Korea a full month after
Japan’s capitulation, with the Soviet authorities
already planning his political future. Rather than
the malleable Soviet-trained officer they had in
mind, Kim Il Sung proved a shrewd strategist who
later skilfully used the Sino-Soviet split to his own
advantage. In 1956, Kim II Sung allied with Mao
Zedong in criticizing de-Stalinization in the USSR
and domestically sidelined the Soviet Koreans
who had tried to unseat him in a Party revolt.
Sino-North Korean bonds were sealed by blood
mutually shed for each other. Best remembered is
the mobilization of Chinese volunteer forces that
drove UN troops back to the 38th parallel during
the Korean War (1950—53), but the sacrifice made
by Koreans fighting with the cpc during the
Chinese Civil War was not forgotten either. The

last remaining Chinese Volunteers, who provided
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(Pydn Wél-lyong)

Let Us Further Strengthen
Solidarity, Friendship and
Militant Fraternity with the
Brotherly People’s Volunteer
Army!, 1954

bottom:
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Yu Hwan-gi

Towards a Full-scale Advance
to Achieve the Six Goals!, 1962
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Hwang Myéng-hyék

Let Us Become Glorious Victors
in the 100-Day Battle’l, 2005

above, top:

197

Ch’6n Stling-t’aek and Hwang
Myédng-hyok

Let Us Exalt the Might of the
Songun Revolution Through
the Single-hearted Unity of the
Entire Party, the Whole Army
and All the People!, 2005
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manpower during the reconstruction of the DPRK
following the devastation of the Korean War, finally
returned home in October 1958 (see illus. 195). By
1960, Kim II Sung had not only politically wrested
himself free of his foreign sponsors, he had also
gradually eliminated all other historic strands of the
Korean communist movement. In the end, he built
his total hold on power on a small coterie of trusted
former Manchurian partisans.’

Although the political genealogy of the North
Korean revolution can be traced back to imperial
Japan, Stalin-era ussr and Mao Zedong’s People’s
Republic of China (and the Chinese revolution
that led to its establishment), North Korea and its
revolution cannot be reduced to any or all of these
influences. Instead, the North Korean revolution

has to be understood first and foremost as a Korean



revolution, rooted in Korea’s own historical
experiences. The same is true for DPRK poster
culture, where North Korean distinctiveness
can neither obscure nor be reduced to obvious
Japanese, Chinese and Russian influences.

North Korea’s ongoing love affair with posters
pre-dates the founding of the country. Although,
as so often in North Korean lore, the origins of
its poster culture are traced back to the anti-Jap-
anese partisan struggle in Manchuria under the
leadership of Kim Il Sung — founder, father and
currently eternal president of the DPRK — the story,
unsurprisingly, is more complex.® That poster
culture pre-dates the establishment of the DPRK
is uncontested. Just as North Korea itself has a
prehistory, neither North Korean art nor poster
culture appear out of the blue at the time of the
DPRK'’s founding. North Korean poster culture is
the child of many fathers and in that respect reflects
the chequered political genealogy of the country.
It merits highlighting that imperial Japan (and
hence colonial Korea), the Soviet Union and cpc-
controlled China - formative cultural influences —
had thriving poster cultures. Simply naming these
influences, however, is far from determining the
nature and extent of their specific contributions to
North Korea’s unique and enduring poster culture.

The uniqueness of its poster culture is to be
found in the stylized depiction of characters in
primary colours, along with shrill slogans, often
coated in military jargon, dotted with exclamation
marks. An early example of this style is to be found
in a poster by Yu Hwan-gi from 1962 (illus. 196).

The slogan uses a terminology that refers to an all

229

out assault on an enemy stronghold. The image
shows six figures representing the designated
economic sectors mentioned in the slogan, all
recognizable by their outfits and the props they
brandish, specifically construction, fishing, mining,
textiles, agriculture and steel production. This
group is inspired by and advances against the
backdrop of a winged Chollima (1,000-%) horse
galloping towards a golden dawn of affluence,

a cornucopia of production by the six assigned
sectors.” Decades later, a design by Hwang My6ng-
hyok from 2005 follows the same model (illus. 198).
A differently composed group of iconic figures,
their props updated, surge in a hundred-day battle
towards victory in honour of the sixtieth anniversary
of the kwP’s founding. The composition (and order)
of the line-up is telling. Indicative of the songun
(Army First) era, a soldier is urging civilians on,

a metalworker in the lead, followed by a farmer,
scientist, train driver and miner.?

Another 2005 poster co-designed by Hwang
Myong-hyck repeats this group line-up, but in a
different composition (illus. 197). Here, a soldier
leads the pack, but a Party worker, brandishing a
megaphone and holding a folder entitled ‘Our
party’s songun politics’, is spurring the group on.
The economic sectors highlighted in this specific
poster are agriculture, science, mining, the steel
industry and transportation, all represented through
the habitual personifications in appropriate attire
and holding the right props. Basking in a red glow,
the background outlines Pyongyang landmarks
such as the Juche Tower, the Victory Arch and the
Grand People’s Study House (all 1982) against a



skyline of high-rises — silent reminders of the feats
that have been achieved under Party guidance.

In front of this cityscape, a vista of neatly struc-
tured rice paddies and ever-growing heaps of coal
complement the utopian vision of present and
future successes.

The effectiveness of a poster, both visually and
politically, depends on its instantaneous accessi-
bility, which feeds on visual recognizability and
readability. In the case of North Korean posters,
these effects are achieved through visual simplicity
and repetitiveness, in both composition and
depiction. From the 1950s onwards, one can detect
a growing simplification in composition, drawing
and colouring, which has become the hallmark of
North Korean poster design. More than just a linear
evolution towards this highly stylized poster design
language, a gradual atrophy in styles is discernible,
as posters developed into a unique art form —
between graphic design and fine art — and the Kwp
articulated a specific discourse on poster culture
practice. In the early days, graphically sophisticated
designs coexisted alongside designs that pasted a
slogan onto an oil or ink painting (illus. 199). That
a distinct poster identity and style did not appear
overnight is illustrated by the fact that Pak Sang-
nak produced both elaborate canvases that featured
on posters and graphically more intricate designs
(see illus. 218) at basically the same time.

Although reports on poster exhibitions in North
Korean art yearbooks feature some reproductions,
art journals at times discuss specific posters and
some designs have acquired the status of iconic

images, posters are everyday objects, rather than
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collectibles, in the DPRK. Because posters are part
of propaganda campaigns that relate to immediate
conditions and situations, the shelf life of posters
is limited. The campaign and its slogans take
precedence over the aesthetic design; the message
prevails over the package. The unrelenting succes-
sion of campaigns makes the turnover of slogans
frequent. Consequently, posters are not considered
to be particularly valuable artefacts. The famine

of the mid-1990s and the unprecedented opening
up of the country to a large-scale international aid
effort created a growing market for North Korean
(poster) art. International interest in North Korean
posters has grown to the point that it is time to
begin writing a proper art history of North Korean
poster culture.

Given the current paucity of available research
on North Korean posters, however, this is neither
the time nor the place to make that start.? One
crucial reason for the lack of research has been the
absence of a comprehensive and accessible body
of North Korean posters.™ Accustomed as we are
to the message that North Korea is reluctant to
allow access or to share information, this could
be reasoned away as a consequence of the way
information is supplied.” But also on the demand
side, until recently, there has been a remarkable
lack of sustained interest. Rare are the collectors
who have built up critical knowledge through
prolonged intensive contact with local suppliers.
Unsurprisingly, with little to work on, research
on North Korean (poster) art has not thrived
either. Even in South Korea, where a whole

legion of scholars study every nook and cranny
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Pak Sang-nak

Let Us Turn All Our Cities and
Villages Bright with Flowers
and Lushly Green!, 1960
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of North Korean society, posters have been almost
totally overlooked.™

An additional fundamental reason for the
lack of research on North Korean posters is the
fact that North Korea has been for too long
approached nearly exclusively from an international
security angle, with little or no concern beyond
regime politics. Given the failure of the often
predicted collapse of the North Korean regime to
materialize, a growing body of studies is looking
beyond regime dynamics to the workings of North
Korean society.” It is here that North Korean
posters as visual source materials can complement
text-based research. Posters, as a graphic art
form where text and image converge and mingle,
not only illustrate the evolution of the ideology,
but document the evolving domestic, political,
economic and social agenda. Whereas slogans high-
light campaign goals, the imagery seeks to appeal
to and involve viewers by talking of an idealized,
but recognizable reality. Certainly, studying North
Korean posters helps to shed light on what makes
the DPRXK tick.

The Dutch collector Willem van der Bijl has
agreed to make his extensive collection of printed
North Korean posters digitally available for
research through the Leiden University Library.
Through this generous gesture, we can now begin
to see the full potential of these posters as research
material. With over 1,200 posters covering the
period 19522011, this collection is unique in both
scope and depth. It allows the charting of changes
over time in terms of slogans, ideology and/or

political agenda, the description of the evolution
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in style and design and the tracking of tropes and
iconography as they unfold. Through a Jongue durée
approach, the detection of changes in ideological
terminology, recurrence of slogans, shifts in meaning
or returning imagery can be detected. Posters, seen
over successive decades, allow us an insight into
how North Korean society has changed, informing
us on such varied subjects as the social contract,
economic development, normative behaviour and
gender relations. The release of a full online database
in 2017 will make possible the fascinating work of
weaving the posters into text-based North Korean
history, creating a thick fabric that better reflects the
density of North Korea’s past. The current contri-
bution will merely scratch the surface by applying a
variety of analytical handles to an eclectic selection
of posters from this collection, thereby showing the
wealth of information hidden in these otherwise
ordinary artefacts.

Willem van der Bijl is a stamp dealer based
in Utrecht, the Netherlands. Through his frequent
and friendly contacts with the (North) Korean
Stamp Corporation, he was invited to visit the
DPRK in 1998 and set up a business there. Initially,
the business, through a branch office, focused on
collecting postal documents and North Korean art.
Like so many others, he was initially also buying
hand-painted posters, until he was shown printed
posters and his collector’s heart missed a beat.™
Ever since he started collecting stamps as a little
boy, he has had an uncommon love for the printed.
Being introduced to North Korean printed posters,
he realized he had stumbled onto something unique

and went for it with a vengeance. Until his arrest on
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200

Kwak Hliing-mo

Comrade, Are You Riding
the 1,000 li Horse? Burn the
Negativity of Conservatism!,
1958

bottom:

201

Yu ll-ho

Forward in an All-out Charge
Towards the Top of a Strong
and Powerful Country!, 2005



charges of anti-state activities in 2011, he travelled
a total of 24 times to Pyongyang, buying posters
as they were shown to him by his associates.”s All
in all, he purchased more than 1,200 posters along
with smaller leaflets and other hard-to-obtain
printed materials.

North Korean art is often reduced to ‘propa-
ganda art’ without much thought being given to
what is meant by ‘propaganda’.’® In the case of
fine arts, the term is often used broadly to differ-
entiate North Korean art practices from “Western/
free’ practices. On closer scrutiny, wielding the
propaganda label in such a cavalier way achieves
little more than the reification of an absolutely
different North Korea versus an equally idealized
West through the application of a crude and
fundamentally orientalizing distinction. Just as
Western art practices are not nearly as pristine
as an essentialist interpretation would have it, so
too are North Korean art practices more complex
and sophisticated than is often taken for granted.”
This becomes particularly clear when approaching
North Korean fine arts alongside North Korean
posters. While there cannot be any doubt about
the propaganda purposes of many North Korean
posters, known initially through the generic loan-
word p osiit 0, posters now go by the more specific
Sino-Korean neologism sonjonhwa — propaganda
painting — which begs the question of where other
art forms feature on the scale of propaganda art.”®
Where does art end and propaganda begin? Or
should we rather treat the two — art and propaganda
— not as mutually exclusive, but rather as two oppo-

sites of a single sliding scale, as North Korean art
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theory suggests in its use of the concept of sasangye-
sulsong (ideological and artistic Quality)?™

One fundamental difference between fine art and
poster art is certainly to be found in the immediacy
of the poster. Whereas a North Korean painting
seeks to appeal through narrative depth that draws
the viewer in gradually, a poster communicates
its message clearly, directly and unambiguously.
This unambiguity relates to the primacy of the
slogan. The poster picture visually frames, sup-
ports and enhances the slogan. Commissioned as
they are in a very specific socio-political context,
answering to the very specific political agenda of
the Korean Workers’ Party, there is an urgency to
posters which even politically themed paintings
(chujebwa) lack. The essential purpose of posters
is not only to spread the Party/government’s view
on politics, society, economy and culture but to
affect the thought and behaviour of its viewers.
Agitation being an essential part of poster culture
in revolutionary societies, propaganda posters in
their purest state seek to rouse viewers into action.

No poster illustrates this better than Kwak
Hing:mo’s well-known 1958 Chollima poster
(illus. 200). The Chollima Movement coincided
with the launch of the first Five-Year Economic
Development Plan (1957) and followed on the heels
of a worsening of relations with North Korea’s
main patron, the USSR, following the start of the
deStalinization process there (illus. 201).* Not
unlike the Great Leap Forward in China, the Chol-
lima Movement sought to overcome investment and
technological bottlenecks by wholesale mobilization

of manpower and sheer ideological determination



Democratic People’s Republic of Korea

(illus. 215, 216).>* Kwak Hing:mo’s 1958 poster
design shows a steelworker speeding along atop
this mythical horse holding high the red Chollima
campaign flag emblazoned with the slogan ‘For
the construction of socialism’. The worker stares
down at and points his finger towards the viewer
with the direct question Comrade, Are You Riding
the 1,000- Ii Horse?, as he flies over a landscape of
smoking factory chimneys and neatly tended rice
paddies. The sense of intimidation evoked by this
poster does not stem solely from the (visual) power
of the slogan, but also from the perspective of the
picture design. This Chollima poster became such
an iconic image that it reappeared in many later
poster designs (illus. 201, 217). Piercing eyes and
pointing fingers have become a recurrent theme in
the most forceful posters. A particularly beautiful
example is a 1959 poster by Pak Sang-nak related
to industrial production efficiency. Appealing to
workers to ‘work as masters’ — masters became a
prominent concept in the later development of Fuche
thought — a foreman forcefully smashes poor-quality

rejects (illus. 218). Aside from the burning eyes and
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forceful hand movement, this poster design

is particularly interesting for its imaginative use
of lettering, integrating the slogans and words
as visual objects in the picture.

Much in the same way as paintings fit the
propaganda mould in various ways, North Korean
posters speak to viewers in different registers.
Aside from unequivocal agitation, posters can be
instructive, informative, declarative or exhortative.
Fundamentally, all posters ultimately seek to
frame and shape political, social and/or personal
behaviour and/or thought. Universally, posters are
used to warn viewers of looming dangers, whether
fire (illus. 219) or approaching trains at level cross-
ings (illus. 202). In North Korea, caution is also
called for when it comes to saboteurs, subversives
and spies (illus. 203). In such posters, spies are
caught red-handed as they snoop around industrial
estates at night furtively taking photos and stealing
documents (illus. 204). In Kwak Hiing:mo’s 1969
poster, people are instructed not only to be on the
alert, but to reflect on their own behaviour. Seven

insets bordering the main picture show scenes
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Mun Myéng-iin
Beware of Trains!, 1965
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An Ch’ang-su

Let Us Be Cautious! Let Us
Expose and Completely
Smash the Activities of Spies,
Saboteurs and Subversives!,
undated
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Kwak Hling-mo

Enemies Are Cunning and Sly.
Let Us Maintain Ever More
Revolutionary Caution!, 1969
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where particular attention is required: at work, locking
away documents and double-checking papers when
throwing them away; and in public places, watching one’s
words lest one divulge sensitive information, reporting
anything out of the ordinary and remaining vigilant at

all times. In the sequence of small pictures in this poster,
different groups of people are reminded of the contribu-
tion they can make to state security. In the same category
are posters calling for upholding public etiquette: while
boarding public transportation, refraining from smoking or
whispering in theatres and respecting public property and
cultural relics (illus. 220); abiding by traffic rules in order
to prevent mishaps (illus. 221); and being disciplined when
travelling (illus. 205).

Less agitational, though no less political, are posters
of a declarative or celebratory nature. A nice example is
a poster on the occasion of the eleventh anniversary of
liberation (here still explicitly identified as a Soviet Army
exploit) in 1956 (illus. 222). The slogan frames North
Korea’s prosperity as built on the success of the Soviet
Army. Visually this message is endorsed by the depiction
of the Liberation Tower (1947), erected to commemorate
the Soviet liberation of the northern half of Korea. The
tower overlooks and protects the young North Korean
state, represented here by two children bringing a bouquet
to the monument in gratitude. A similar protective
embrace can be read from the USSR red flag hovering over
the DPRK national flag, held high by the marching crowd
in the background.

National Day posters are another instance of
celebratory posters (illus. 194). Pak Sangnak’s 1962
poster commemorating the fourteenth anniversary
of the founding of the DPRK is a very good example of

the hope and revolutionary zeal driving the country
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forward. The poster was inspired by the Chollima statue
that had been unveiled just one year before. Seen from its
base, the ‘1,000-/ horse’ soars into a blue sky festooned
with balloons and garlands. The Chollima horse/Move-
ment, framed by two red garlands hailing respectively the
kwP and Marshal Kim Il Sung, powers economic produc-
tion in all sectors, from mining and industry to agriculture.
Under the garlands, citizens are parading past the Chollima
statue, brandishing national flags, Chollima medals pinned
to their chests.

Another prevalent tone in posters is exhortation. In
the case of Ro Sting-hwan’s Let Us Save More!, the slogan
in its simple directness is all this poster needs in terms
of exhortation (illus. 223). The image, on the contrary,
is softer, showing a radiant woman, Kim Il Sung badge
prominently pinned to her chest, coming out of a savings
bank expectantly looking into the future. Unsurprisingly,
the message of this poster is that saving is not for personal
gain, but in order to fuel the national economy, as shown
by the mirage of the future depicted in the left-hand half
of the picture: a lush landscape of golden rice paddies and
smoke-churning chimneys, representative of the country’s

obsession with heavy industry.

opposite:

206

Rim Kwang-ju
205 Let Us Make a Breakthrough
Hwang Py6ng-giin into the New Century with the
Let Us Voluntarily Observe Vigour that Made Us Overcome
Travel Instructions!, 1989 the ‘Arduous March’!, 2001
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In other instances, the image reinforces the
exhortative tone of the slogan, typically by showing
a group of people storming ahead, calling on the
viewer to join the advance (illus. 206). Unlike the
explicitly agitational posters that show characters
facing the individual viewer directly, in the case
of exhortations, the movement is rather sideways,
with at least one figure looking backwards and
shouting encouragement. On the cusp of the
twenty-first century, the heyday of songun politics,
a soldier is leading the charge towards the reali-
zation of a breakthrough in turning North Korea
into a ‘strong and prosperous country’. The slogan
is written on the flag held high by a worker riding
the Chollima horse in the background, speeding
towards the golden dawn of the new century. Figures
representing the civilian sectors of the economy —
steel, coal, science, agriculture and transportation
— are responding to the battle cry.

Another recurrent example of this style is the
depiction of a single figure encouraging an imagined
group — the viewers — to follow his or her example
(illus. 224). A model steelworker (two Chollima
medals pinned to his chest) has his fist clenched
in determination. His pose full of resolve, he calls
out to the viewer to follow him in an unrelenting
and brisk seventy-day speed battle, in the spirit
of the Chollima Movement. The flag leading from
the front mentions the Three Great Revolutions,
the campaign that superseded the Chollima cam-
paign in late 1973. Following the steel worker are
‘Sea of Blood’ and ‘Flower Selling Girl’ - Red Youth
Guard flags, both named after revolutionary operas.

Speed is intimated here by the forward thrust of the
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slogan, the forward-leaning poise of the steelworker
(and the ruffle of his clothes), his outstretched arm
pointing towards the same horizon as the speeding
slogan and the flagpoles bent in the same forward
thrust. The perspective puts the viewer in a subor-
dinate position, intimated by the towering figure of
the worker who looks down on him.

Although female protagonists also feature in
this type of poster, their pose is much more demure
and never as driven or forceful as that of their male
counterparts (illus. 225). In this poster from 1994,
which supports a government drive to prioritize
foreign trade, the relevant slogan runs on a conveyor
belt straddling the world, packed with boxes ‘made
in the DPRK’. The boxes are ostensibly filled with
shirts, meticulously packed by a female worker who
shows none of the frenzy or heroics of the typical
male character, but rather demurely looks at the
viewers while getting on with the job. Movement
here does not originate with the female worker,
who is merely a cog in the export machinery, but is
intimated by the steady slog of the conveyor belt.>

Text is essential to poster culture. Everything
starts with a slogan that is handed down from the
Party centre. Individual slogans offer in condensed
form the summary of a campaign goal or item
on the political agenda.”® They are painted on
banners and held high by parading citizens; they
are shouted during mass rallies and repeated in
official speeches by public dignitaries; they pop up
in news editorials and are studied, discussed and
memorized during weekly study sessions. Their
repetitiveness and omnipresence in various media,

along with the verbal and visual recycling over



the boundaries of distinct media, strengthens and
upholds a hegemony of slogans that affects how
reality is read and experienced (illus. 232, 233).**

Grappling with the aftermath of a system-
threatening famine in the mid-199os, a ‘second
grand Chollima advance’ was launched in 1998
in an attempt to rekindle revolutionary hope,
ideological motivation and selfless dedication (illus.
228). The (visually) direct historical reference to
the original Chollima Movement not only sought
to rekindle the initial revolutionary zeal of the early
days of the revolution, but speaks to the genera-
tional shift — not just at the top of the leadership,
following the death of Kim II Sung in 1994, but
taking place in society at large. The campaign’s
effectiveness was carried to the next level when six
‘heroes of our time’ were singled out as forerunners
in this campaign. These six individuals became
household names, partly through a short documen-
tary film made in 1999, but also through a series of
six articles dedicated to one hero each in the xkwp
newspaper Rodong Shinmun.**

All six Rodong Shinmun articles featured as
background in a 1999 poster questioning the view-
ers directly whether they too were ‘heroes of our
time’ (illus. 229). The figure pointing his finger at
the viewer/reader is a miner, referring to the article
on the top of the pile. Unlike the subsequent
article titles, where the name of each ‘hero’ is read-
able, the figure of the miner here hides the name
of labour hero Kim Yu-bong from view, as if to
highlight the fact that the miner is indeed a generic
figure, not Kim Yu-bong, the subject of the article.

‘What this intimates is that the viewer should not
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respond to the heroics of Kim Yu-bong himself, but
rather follow in the footsteps of the main character
of the poster who was inspired by (studying) the
articles/campaign.

Another poster in the same campaign features
the portraits of these heroes, though here too, the
heroes themselves are not the theme of the poster,
but rather the construction worker is, inspired
by the recognition/medals they received as either
labour or national heroes (illus. 207). This is an
interesting reversal from an earlier poster design
which featured marathon runner Jong Song-ok
(Chong Song-ok) as the lead character, shown
here in text and image as a source of inspiration for
North Korean workers (illus. 230). She became
world famous in North Korea following her win in
the women’s marathon during the 1999 Athletics
World Championships in Seville. What made

her an invaluable propaganda asset was not only
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Pae Sok-chun

Let Us All Live and Work Like
the Heroes of Our Time!, 1999
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the fact that her international victory symbolically
overcame the system-threatening crisis of the
mid-199os, but her declaration at the post-race
international press conference that thinking of
the Great Leader Kim Jong Il had given her the
strength and energy to clinch victory. This poster
feeds on and relates to both that statement and the
media frenzy that her exploit and pronouncements
had created at home. Eventually, her story became
absorbed in the second Chollima Movement, as
the overall purpose of the campaign was to reignite
ideological fervour, total dedication to and inspiras
tion by the leader.

In the above posters the focus shifted from the
heroes themselves to their inspirational influence
on ordinary workers. In doing so, they speak to and
reinforce media campaigns and images, blurring
in the process the distinction between the actual
event and its media representation. In the case
of historical references, a similar development
from intimations of actual events to their represen-
tations, whether stills from films, photos or other
monuments, can be shown. A recurrent background
motif in posters are the grand monuments dotting
the country, from Pyongyang’s Chollima statue,
the Juche Tower and the Party Foundation Monu-
ment (1995), to monuments at revolutionary sites
in the provinces. In 1965, celebrating the twentieth
anniversary of the kwr’s founding, Pak Sang:nak
captured the essence of North Korea’s historical
narrative of the revolution, born out of the anti-
Japanese resistance struggle and the post-liberation
construction of a socialist paradise: he simply

showcased two monuments, the Pochonbo Battle
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Victory Monument in Hyesan (1967) and the
Chollima statue in Pyongyang (illus. 208).
Pyongyang as the ideological heartland of the
socialist state is often evoked by a random and
therefore fictional clustering of its monumental
buildings (illus. 209). Ro Sing-hwan’s 1989 poster
calls for total devotion to the Party and the leader,
foregrounding a Party member clutching to his
heart a volume of the selected works of Kim Il Sung
and Kim Jong II’s treatise ‘For the Completion
of the Revolutionary Fuche Cause’ (1987). The
background is made up of a sun rising through a
Party-emblem-embossed golden dawn. One side of
the poster background comprises a cluster of heavy
industrial facilities, the pride of North Korea’s
productive activity. Juxtaposed on this industrial

landscape are piled iconic Pyongyang buildings,

opposite:
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208 Ro Siling-hwan
Pak Sang-nak Practise Total Loyalty to the
Long Live the Glorious Party and Filial Devotion to the
Korean Workers Party!, 1965 Leader!, 1989
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from the Ch’anggwanwdon public baths (1980) in
the centre, over the ice rink (1982) and the Koryo
Hotel (1985) to the Pyongyang Maternity Hospi-
tal (1980) and the Grand People’s Study House.
Towering over this imagined Pyongyang landscape
is the Juche Tower, which visually stands in a direct
line with Kim Jong IIs treatise. Another visual axis
connects the treatise with the Party emblem. At
the centre of it all is the beating heart of the Party
member, filled with loyalty to the leaders whose
Fuche thought has created the revolution, and to the
Party which executed their ideas into the material
successes seen in the Pyongyang skyline.

Another major infrastructure project of great
national pride was the West Sea Barrage, upheld
as a model of self-reliance (charyok kaengsaeng) and
a prolonged speed battle (soktojon) (illus. 231).
This is explicitly stated on the two red flags in Song
Shi-yop and Ro Sing-hwan’s 1986 poster, but what
is striking here is that the spirit of the speed battle
is evoked by reference to a sculpture rather than
a depiction of an actual work brigade. In the course
of this evolution from reality to representation,
posters no longer relate directly to actual events or
persons, nor to other posters — as was the case with
the replication of Kwak Hing:mo’s 1958 Chollima
poster in a 1999 poster (see illus. 228) — but rather
to a self-referential virtual reality consisting of
layers of images and slogans.

Posters, banners and monuments dominate and
shape the visual landscape. The first are printed
and distributed for display on noticeboards in
workplaces, schools, hospitals and other public

spaces. Posters also appear in store windows or on
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announcement boards in public places, while some
are painted on large billboards, and more recently
even reproduced as mosaics. Posters are also
reproduced in magazines, reprinted as postcards,
or even as postage stamps. Banners line streets, sit
on rooftops, span entrances to schools, workplaces
and other public facilities and cover the walls of
factories and office buildings. They also appear

in films, on stage and in paintings, sculptures and
poster images. In the last case, the appearance

of secondary slogans in the poster image visually
anchors, enhances and expands the poster’s main
slogan. When in 1978 a new seven-year plan was
launched, Song Shi-yop produced a poster itemiz-
ing all the key slogans that framed and drove the
plan, in a hierarchy of flags that crowded the image
(illus. 232). The general ideological driving force
motoring the fulfilment of the economic develop-
ment plan remained the Three Great Revolutions
framework, represented by the largest red flag held
up by the Party worker leading the charge towards
the realization of the plan. As the successor to the
Chollima Movement, the Three Revolutions
movement, launched in 1973, identified three areas
— ideology, technology and culture — for permanent

revolution with the aim of revolutionizing man,
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Ryu Hwan-gi and Song
Shi-yép

Forward in a March Towards
New Victories under the
Leadership of the Party!, 1979



nature and society, respectively. Under this grand
scheme, various subsidiary campaigns developed —
in this specific poster, production and saving, and
self-reliance. The goals of the seven-year plan are
shown in three red flags that tower over a utopian
industrial landscape, which appears under a rising
radiant ‘7’ and consists of Juche-orientation, mod-
ernization and scientification.

In the same vein another 1979 poster by Song
Shi-yop, co-designed with Ryu Hwan-gi, rooted
for renewed victories under the leadership of the
kWP (illus. 210). Here, a Party worker, clutching
two volumes of the selected writings of Kim II
Sung, is encouraging a march of Korean workers.
With a xwr flag as backdrop, additional red flags
unfurl as workers march by, brandishing banners
with slogans. Leading the parade, and towering
over the line-up of banners, is a Three Great Revo-
lutions flag. Under the watchful eye of the kwp
and spurred on by the genius of Kim Il Sung,
the Three Revolutions movement had been
unfolding since its launch. Slogans were added
as time went by, splashed out here on the banners,

from front to back: ‘Let us unconditionally uphold
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and steadfastly realize party policies and decisions’;
‘Production, study, life, all in the mode of the anti-
Japanese Guerrilla Army’; ‘Ideology, technology,
culture, all according to Fuche demands!’; ‘All
forward in the speed battle!”

The relentless repetition and recycling of stock
phrases, slogans and images from one medium
to another not only creates a selfreferential virtual
reality, but by its physical presence, in return,
shapes, frames and structures the public domain,
orders the world, gives meaning to life and
ultimately informs the actions and thoughts of
individual citizens in the DPRK. Exhortational,
inspirational and agitational posters are part and
parcel of the complex discipline system that shapes
North Korean identity, keeps society meek and
docile, and controls the thoughts and behaviour of
viewers. Seeking to channel emotions, politically
motivate and/or rouse viewers into action, posters
speak directly to people by making them the
main characters.

Posters are visual megaphones, as Ro Sting:
hwan’s 1984 poster on the importance of education

amply shows (illus. 211). The poster has a model
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Ro Sling-hwan

Student!, 1984

Study is the Foremost Duty of a



student daydreaming about his future contribution
to the scientific and technological development
of North Korea. That this is not about gratuitous
self- development, but about fulfilling one’s duties
to the Party, the leader, the revolution and society,
is clear from the books behind the boy, their titles
clearly readable. The first volumes that come
into view on the top shelf are volumes 28 and
29 of the writings of Kim Il Sung. Next is ‘On
Fuche Thought’ (1982) by Kim Jong I1, followed
by the first volume of a biography of Kim Il Sung
(The Embrace of the Sun, 1981) and the second
volume of The People’s Leader (1983). The next
shelf contains science textbooks, from mathemat-
ics, physics, chemistry and biology, to books on
specific subjects, such as the principle of television.
The bottom shelf is reserved for dictionaries and
encyclopaedias. As if the tone of the books did not
sufficiently highlight the inspiration and guiding
light of his daydreams, the badge of the Socialist
Working Youth League (1964) on the boy’s chest
turther emphasizes how he is wrapped in the sys-
tem’s embrace. This poster succinctly summarizes
the totality of the control system of North Korea,
where posters are part of a culture industry that
envelops individuals and perfects the socialization
process elicited through education, associations
and work.

In North Korea, socialization is exacerbated into
a national solipsism translated into total dedication
to the Party and the leader. A 1992 poster by Song
Shi.yop and Ro Uigon expresses this well, made on

the occasion of the eighth meeting of the Socialist
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Working Youth League (illus. 233). As so often
seen, the Party emblem sits in a golden glow in the
sky, overlooking a torchlight parade, forming the
slogan ‘single-hearted unity’, expressing how North
Korean society is united as one around the leader.
This unity is foregrounded by the tightly march-
ing formation of men and women, soldiers and
workers, fists clenched, arms entwined, presenting
themselves as a guard detachment (kiznwidae) and
death-defying corps (kyolsadae) — the cardboard
letters held high in the parade behind them — ready
to give their lives for the protection of the country,
the revolution, the Party, but above all, the leader.

North Korea has not always been subject to
this kind of national solipsism. In fact, in the early
years of the revolution, the Soviet Union was the
model society that inspired the next generation
of North Korean revolutionaries (illus. 212). Paek
Tae/jin’s 1955 Liberation Day poster celebrates the
event with a call to ‘go and study in the ussr!” The
primacy of ideology is attested to by the two stu-
dents holding works by Lenin and Stalin, as they
look up at a mirage of Moscow State University.
The poster communicates well the conviction that
it is the ideological outlook that generates superior
revolutionary science and technology, represented
here by a line-up of Soviet scientific publications,
their titles displayed in Cyrillic.

In the mid-1950s, at a time when Soviet advisers
still played a dominant role in various domains of
the North Korean state apparatus, including
cultural institutions, a poster celebrating Sino-

Korean friendship deserves particular attention
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Long Live the 10th Anniversary
of the Liberation!, 1955






(illus. 195). Ostensibly commending the war-hard-
ened solidarity between the kpa and the Chinese
People’s Volunteer Army (cpva) — which stayed
behind in North Korea after the end of the Korean
War to help with the reconstruction of the country
— this poster, in a subtle way, expresses a particular
revolutionary hierarchy. Essentially, the image
shows a kA and cpva soldier on a break during
shooting practice, browsing through the first issue
of a new glossy entitled ussr. The cover of the
magazine shows the Moscow skyline, featuring in
the centre the same Moscow State University
building that the students heading for the Soviet
Union were dreaming of in illus. 212. The subtlety
of the message stems from an inversion of the
obvious power triangle with the USSR at the top,
as beacon of revolutionary civilization and devel-
opment for the DPRK and the PRC, two young and
inexperienced revolutionary states, eager to learn
and emulate the Soviet model. In a strange way,
this apparent structural subtlety is simultaneously
made quite blunt by pasting the title of the glossy
right in the centre of the poster.”®

Until the end of the 1950s North Korea cheered
Soviet technological breakthroughs in the evolving
Cold War competition with the u.s. (illus. 247). In
1959, Ch’a Yong do produced a poster celebrating
two major Soviet successes: the launch of the first
nuclear-powered icebreaker, Lenin, and the launch
of the Luna 2, the first spacecraft ever to reach the
moon. Both events are integrated in a single poster,
with the Kremlin as the centre of revolutionary
resourcefulness, proving that revolutionary man is

destined to control the world and the universe.
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From the 1960s, North Korea turned inwards as
the position of Kim Il Sung gradually became more
and more indisputable. One of the earliest posters
in the collection explicitly addressing his sacrosanct
supremacy as revolutionary leader and thinker
is Pak Sang-nak’s Let Us Arm Ourselves Thoroughly
with the Revolutionary Thought of the Great Leader,
Comrade Kim I] Sung! (illus. 235). In the shadow of
Korea’s holy Paektu Mountain, and under a flut-
tering KW Party flag, Korean workers and soldiers
vigorously march, holding the Chollima flag high.
Three people lead the parade, all holding writings
by Kim Il Sung. The central Party worker, two
Chollima medals on his chest, holds high a volume
of the selected writings of Kim Il Sung. A female
farmer confidently faces the future, armed with
Kim Il Sung’s Theses on the Socialist Rural Question
in Our Country (1964), while a scientist is inspired
by the transcript of a speech by Kim Il Sung on ‘the
task of scientists and technicians in the execution
of a technological revolution’ (1963).”” Gone are the
days when revolutionary inspiration sprang from
anywhere else but the successive geniuses of
Kim II Sung, Kim Jong Il and, nowadays, Kim Jong
Un.

The development of streaming media, from
the appearance of the television onwards, has
largely undermined the relevance of the poster as
a medium for visual communication. Not so in
North Korea, where poster production remains a
significant niche sector within the culture industry.
Posters play an important role in the visual regime
of the pPRK. Through their recognizability,

posters have secured a place in the propaganda



and agitation machinery as important visual aids
that engage, enhance and amplify the slogans
that the Kwp continues to churn out on a regular
basis. Although printed posters are seen to be the
work of a handful of dedicated professional artists,
students at art schools, members of art circles and
schoolchildren do also try their hand at designing
posters by participating in yearly local and nation-
wide poster drawing campaigns.*® The fact that
individuals actively engage with, regurgitate and
visually interpret the slogans in their own poster
designs inexorably heightens the controlling and
disciplining impact of slogan language. Slogans and
posters are versatile tools that make North Korean
citizens read reality in a politically correct manner
and order their behaviour accordingly.

Since 2012, North Korea has had a young, new

leader. Kim Jong Un is touting his youthfulness to
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force a breakthrough in the cultural domain. His
opinion of North Korean cultural production was
summed up in just two lines during his 2015 New
Year’s address, in which he chastised North Korean
literature and the arts as ‘stagnant’ and called for
more innovative artwork attuned to the demands
of the people.” The rejuvenation of North Korean
culture is embodied by his flagship project, the
all-girl Moranbong Band, whose fresh music,
militant lyrics, synchronized dance moves, slick
shows and short skirts he holds out as models of
innovation (and ideological dedication) to all other
spheres of cultural production.’* Whether this
exhortation will also result in innovation and diver-
sification in poster art remains to be seen. What

is clear, though, is that even under Kim Jong Un’s
leadership, posters continue to be pictorial anchors

in the political landscape of North Korea.
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Yu Hwan-gi

With the Force of Riding
Chollima, Forward Towards the
Victory of Socialism!, 1958
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Pak Ch’6l-hyén

All for the Realization of the Joint Slogans of
the Central Committee of the Korean Workers
Party and the Central Military Commission of

the Korean Workers Party, 2005







opposite:
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Rim Su-jim

A Great Prospect, the Seven-
year Plan, 1961-1967, 1960
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Yu Hwan-gi

October 1959: Korean-Chinese
Friendship Month. Long Live
the Everlasting Friendship and
Solidarity between the Korean
and Chinese People!, 1959
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Ryu Hwan-gi

Let Us Live and Work in the
Spirit and with the Vigour of the
Period of the Great Post-war

Chollima Surge!, 1990

opposite:
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Pak Sang-nak

Quality Improvement Through
Working as a Master!, 1959
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Yun Yong-su

Beware of Fire! Fire Is a
Frightening Calamity that Takes
Away in an Instant Valuable
Lives and the Results of the
People’s Labour!, 1957
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Om To-man

Let Us Uphold Public Etiquette!,
undated
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Hong Ch’6l-bu

Let Us Abide by Traffic
Regulations!, 1966

opposite:

222

Paek Tae-jin

The Exploits of Our Liberator,
the Soviet Army, Will Forever
Shine Together with the
Prosperity of the Fatherland,
1956
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- : Ro Sting-hwan

Let Us Save More!, 1979
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Ryu Hwan-gi

With ‘70 Day Battle Speed’,
the New Chollima Speed,
Continuously and Briskly,
Forward!, 1975
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Ro Ui-gén

Let Us Vigorously Push the
Production of Export Products!,

1994



opposite:
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Ro Ui-gén

Let Us Wholeheartedly Uphold
Party Leadership, Like the Ten
Party Members of Ragwdn, the
T’aeséng Grandmother and the
Members of Party Cell Number
Two of the Fifth Office of the
Korean Central News Agency!,
1990

226

Ryu Hwan-gi

Let Us Thoroughly Carry Out
the Party’s ‘Foreign Trade First’
Policy!, 1984
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Rim Kwang-ju
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Ryu Hwan-gi

Comrade, Are You Living and
Working as a Hero of Our
Time?, 1999
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Ri Ch’8l-min and

Kim Hang-nim

Let Us Become Strong in
Conviction and Thought, Just
Like Athlete Jong Song-ok,
Who Only Thought of the Great
Leader!, 1999
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Song Shi-yép

and Ro Siing-hwan

Let Us Forcefully Press Forward
in the 1980s March in the

Style of the West Sea Barrage
Construction!, 1986
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All Together in a General
Advance Towards the New
Seven-year Plan!, 1978
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Song Shi-yép
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Song Shi-yép and Ro Ui-gén
The Eight Saroch’6ng Meeting
as a Meeting of Loyalty!, 1992
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Ch’a Yong-do
Great Victories for
Soviet Science!, 1959
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Pak Sang-nak

Let Us Arm Ourselves Thoroughly
with the Revolutionary Thought of
the Great Leader, Comrade

Kim Il Sung!, 1970
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Pham Thanh Tam

Stay Vigilant [against
American] Bullying, 1955
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Socialist Republic of Vietnam,

1945-

Sherry Buchanan

The Italian contemporary artist Pietro Ruffo was
surfing the net for revolutionary posters to inspire
his mixed-media artwork Revolution Globe 111 (see
illus. 237, 258) when he found one that had all the
contemporary graphic appeal he was looking for. It
was a 1972 North Vietnamese poster of the 24-year-
old Tran Thi Tam, killed by enemy fire during the
Vietnam War or America—Vietnam War (1964-75)
(see illus. 260).

Vietnamese revolutionary posters have become
popular worldwide for their unique graphics.
A stylistic mix differentiates them from hard-core
socialist Soviet and Chinese realism. Inspired by
French painting styles, folk art, Constructivism,
Socialist Realism and even American comic strips,
they never cease to surprise and interest. Yet little
has been written about their history. Over the last
twenty years, I have viewed thousands of propagan-
da posters in public and private collections inside
and outside Vietnam, and have had the opportunity
to talk to and spend time with several of the artists
who created them. I believe that visual propaganda
offers important clues to a nation’s psyche and that
understanding the ‘other’s’ ideology, beliefs, hopes
and fears can help in conflict mitigation and lead
to human progress away from war. In contrast to
communist posters elsewhere, the fight for inde-

pendence remained the focal point of Vietnamese
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propaganda between 1945 and 1979. This heartfelt
patriotism against foreign occupation goes a long
way in explaining the appeal and poignancy of the
war propaganda.

Posters were ideal propaganda tools: cheap to
produce, easy to distribute and accessible to an
illiterate population. Propaganda permeated art,
film, radio, literature, theatre and music. Newly
available Vietnamese archives reveal the close links
between poster slogans and leaders’ addresses,

Party directives and revolutionary poems and songs.

The 1945 Revolution and Independence

Vietnam for the Vietnamese.”

‘Fight against bunger, fight against illiteracy.”

The story of Vietnamese propaganda posters started with
the 1945 August Revolution that culminated with Ho
Chi Minh’s proclamation of Vietnamese independence
on 2 September 1945 in Hanoi’s Ba Dinh Square. The
revolution was both nationalist and communist. During
the Second World War, Nationalists and Communists
joined forces in 1941 in the League for the Independence
of Vietnam (or Viét Minh) to fight against Japanese
occupation and French colonial rule. But the Viét Minb
was under Communist leadership from the start. Ho Chi



Minh, the the Viet Minh’s leader, bad founded the Indo-
chinese Communist Party in 1930 while be was in exile
in Hong Kong. As the war against the French escalated,
the Communists became the dominant force within the
Viet Minh and prioritized propaganda poster art over

other art forms.

Revolutionary art was born in Vietnam at the end
of the Second World War, to celebrate Vietnamese
independence from French rule. Established artists
trained in the French colonial art schools defined
the Viét Minh’s new revolutionary aesthetics.
In their search for a ‘national’ non-colonial visual
language, they abandoned Lart pour lart (art for
art’s sake) — the French nineteenth-century move-
ment fashionable in Vietnam during the 1930s —
to embrace revolutionary subjects that expressed
the aspirations of a new nation at a time when
Viét Minh propaganda coincided with intellectuals’
dreams for a free, more just Vietnam. Artists were
graduates of the Gai Dinh Art School, established
in Saigon in 1917, and of the Ecole des Beaux
Arts d’Indochine (£BA1), which opened in Hanoi
in 1925. As admirers of Matisse, Van Gogh or
Delacroix, they experimented with Impressionism,
Fauvism and Abstract Symbolism. Inspired by Ho
Chi Minh’s vision, paradoxically, they kept the
visual language of non-revolutionary poetic realism,
the dominant style in Vietnamese painting after the
introduction of Western art. These early French
painting influences distinguish Vietnamese from
Soviet, Chinese and other socialist propaganda art.
The three masters of Vietnamese modern art

were at the forefront of the revolutionary poster
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movement: Nam Son, the father of Vietnamese
Modern Art and co-founder of the EBAI, and EBAI
graduates T6 Ngoc Van and Tran Vin Can, both
future directors of the Vietnam College of Fine
Arts.” Early posters were adapted from drawings
and paintings, giving them a vitality that is usually
associated with life drawings, not poster art.
Early revolutionary themes focused on two major
subjects: the first was independence; the second
was the fight against the famine that tragically
gripped the countryside. H6 Chi Minh estimated
that two million Vietnamese died of starvation,
and blamed the catastrophe on the Japanese

and the French. In the spring of 1945, Nam Son
organized Independent Vietnam (Déc Lap), one
of the first revolutionary student poster salons,

to openly defy Japan’s decision to requisition rice
from Vietnamese farmers to feed their own troops.
(A Japanese coup had temporarily ousted the
French. The £BAI closed its doors, and its French
director and professors left Vietnam.)

Posters illustrated the Viét Minh’s fight against
the famine. Nam Son, a superb draughtsman
versed in Western oil painting and Chinese ink
painting, made a small pencil sketch of ‘a peasant
wearing a conical hat, carrying a book with the
Chinese inscription Heavenly Book’. One of his
students was tasked with adapting the drawing
into a large poster (1.2 x 1 m). The former student
recalled in a recent interview that ‘it took two days
of frenzied work, closely following his instructions
— from the ochre hues to dotting technique — but
his drawing was easy to understand, the image

and colours straightforward and the composition
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237
Pietro Ruffo
Revolution Globe i1, 2013

watercolours and cut-outs on
paper
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sound’.* From then on, the technique of adapting
posters from the work of established artists became
a favoured one in Vietnamese poster design.

The 1945 August Revolution transformed public
display and introduced billboard-type propaganda
and murals to the urban and rural landscape. Pro-
paganda billboards are still visible today alongside
Rolex and Louis Vuitton ads. Posters were a cheap
and effective way to communicate the Viét Minh’s
message to an illiterate population. The Japanese
surrender on 8—9 August marked the end of the
Second World War, and within weeks, the Viét Minh
seized power. Established artists created banners
and posters to broadcast the Viét Minh’s message.
They converted the hall of mirrors in the Hanoi
Opera House (modelled after the Palais Garnier
opera house in Paris) into a temporary workshop.?
Tran Vin Can gathered with artist friends at their
alma mater to produce Farmers Rescued, Kill Hunger
and Breaking the Chains.* He worked through the
night producing a 4 x 6 m long panel, inscribed in
Vietnamese and English with the words ‘Vietnam
for the Vietnamese’ to hang on the facade of the
Crédit Foncier de I'Indochine, the Hanoi branch
of France’s national bank on Avenue Garnier, a
colonial symbol at the cultural heart of the city.s
The S-shaped map drawn on the panel symbolized
unity and independence. The three figures bearing
arms represented the Viét Minh’s mobilization of
an entire people, men, women and the young (be-
tween the ages of seventeen and 24), to defend the
country against foreign invaders. Women with guns
became a central tenet of Vietnamese revolutionary

aesthetics. For the artist Tran Van Can, depicting
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above:

238

Anonymous

Farmer Combatants, United
Against the Famine. Oppose
the Imperialists! Support the
Struggle!, 1930-31

above, top:

239
Trin Van Can
Little Thuy, 1943

oil on canvas



.NUOC VIET NAM CO QUYEN
HUONG TU DO VA POC LAP
VA SU THUC PA THANH MOT
NUOC TU DO VA DOC LAP.

240

Anonymous

All Men Are Created Equal.
They Are Endowed by

Their Creator with Certain
Inalienable Rights; Among
These are Life, Liberty and the
Pursuit of Happiness, no date

279

Socialist Republic of Vietnam

a woman bearing arms was a radical departure
from his pre-revolutionary romantic portrayal of
women.

This is one of the first representations of women
bearing arms. Women combatants are a defining
aspect of Vietnamese revolutionary aesthetics and
a radical departure from pre-revolutionary romantic
portraits. Tran Van Can’s intimiste oil painting of
his eight-year-old niece, Little Thuy (illus. 239), now
in the National Fine Arts Museum in Hanoi, won
first prize in 1943 at the Foyer de I'art Annamite, as
did his woodblock print Young Woman Shampooing,
the image of a bare-breasted beauty sensuously
bending over to wash her magnificent cascading
floor-length black hair in a basin.

The 22-year-old Nguyén Sang, still a student
at the EBAI when the French art school was closed,
joined in with The Whole People Will Struggle for the
Independence and Unity of Vietnam, a poster 1o m
high of a wounded soldier-hero on crutches, another
theme that became popular during the French and
American Wars that followed.” The poster was
displayed on the Taverne Royale, a well-known
French café on Hoan Kiem Lake.®

A couple of weeks later, on 2 September 1943,
Ho Chi Minh proclaimed Vietnamese indepen-
dence in Hanoi’s Ba Dinh Square, quoting from
the American Declaration of Independence and
the French Revolution’s Declaration of the Rights
of Man. The photographic image of Ho Chi Minh
addressing the crowds through a microphone was
used in subsequent poster designs, as were scores
of earlier and later photographs of the charismatic

leader (illus. 240). Thousands of supporters filled
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the square, covered in a sea of Viét Minh red silk
flags adorned with a gold-filled star, a recurring
motif in Vietnamese revolutionary art. The five-
pointed star represents intellectuals, farmers,
workers, traders and soldiers — the five classes

of the new socialist society. The hammer and
sickle, the socialist symbols of the worker-peasant
alliance present on the flag of the Soviet Union, were
reserved for the Indochinese Communist Party,
created in 1930 by Ho Chi Minh. During the Nghé-
Tinh Revolt, communist-led rural demonstrations
against the French and the mandarin elite, the
socialist symbols were clearly visible on a 193031
Party placard with the inscription, ‘Oppose the
Imperialists!” (illus. 238). In the early days of
independence, H6 Chi Minh and the Viét Minh
carefully hid their communist origins, preferring
to emphasize the nationalist component of the rev-
olution. The Communist Party actually dissolved
itself shortly after independence and the socialist
symbols temporarily disappeared from poster art.
The symbols reappeared in February 1951 when
the Communist Party became official once again
and was renamed the Vietnam Workers Party (Bao
Lao Dong). (We shall never know if H6 Chi Minh
would have abandoned his communist roots if he
had got the support he asked for from the United
States.)

Within a few days of independence, on 8 Sep-
tember 1945, H6 Chi Minh launched the first pro-
paganda campaign of the newly independent state,
to end the famine and bring literacy to the people:
‘Fight against hunger, fight against illiteracy.®
Artists embraced the themes at the state-sponsored
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241

T6 Ngoc Van

Uncle Ho Working in the
Bac Bo Palace, 1946

pencil sketch



First National Fine Arts Exhibition in August 1946.
Art was no longer reserved for the privileged few.
Tran Vin Can won first prize for Down on the Farm
or Descent to the Rice Field, a silk painting depicting
farmers replanting rice fields after the famine.™
Another celebrated painting portrayed schoolgirls
dressed in white ao dai collecting money for Golden
Week (‘Tuin 1é vang), H6 Chi Minh’s personal
campaign to end the famine. ‘For people who are
still suffering extreme poverty, independence and
freedom are of no use, he said, estimating that
‘from January to July this year in the North two mil-
lion people died of starvation. I will practice fasting
once a week,’ to encourage food donations.” The
award-winning paintings were printed as posters
and widely distributed by the Cultural Association
for National Salvation.

The portrayal of H6 Chi Minh as a caring
scholar-leader close to his people dates from this
period and stands in marked contrast to the pomp-
ous larger-than-life portrayals of Lenin, Stalin, Mao
and other communist leaders. T6 Ngoc Van (EBAI
Class 11, 1926-31), a draughtsman in the Ingres
tradition, was invited to draw H6 Chi Minh at the
Presidential Palace. Uncle Ho Working in the Bac Bo
Palace depicts Ho6 Chi Minh writing at his desk,
pen in hand, in simple surroundings, dressed in
his favorite khaki suit, wearing black cloth sandals.
“His hair is already going grey above his high, large
forehead, and his sparkling eyes are downcast in
concentration,” Quang Phong, the EBAI graduate
and art critic, who saw the oil painting, wrote
decades later.” A pencil sketch of the oil on canvas

survives (illus. 241).
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The Resistance, Folk Art and Woodblock
and Lithograph Printing

Fight against bunger, fight against illiteracy, fight
against foreign invaders.’
‘Sketches are at the root of creativity’— 16 Ngoc Vén

Vietnamese independence was short-lived. War broke
out in November 1946 afier negotiations failed and
the French returned to reclaim their colony. It was the
beginning of the French War, the Franco-Vietnam War
or the First Indochina War (1946-1954) that lasted
eight years.

When French troops reoccupied Hanoi, H6 Chi
Minh and the Viét Minh’s forces left the city for
the Resistance zone (Viét Bac). T6 Ngoc Van and
Tran Vin Can, accompanied by their EBAI com-
rades, soon followed. They organized propaganda
teams and set up workshops in the ‘liberated’
zones; in the south, artists from the Gia Dinh Art
School joined the Resistance. Posters from this
period are characterized by their small size and
limited colour range. Most were hand-painted or
produced using traditional woodblock printing
methods and manual lithograph presses set up in
the jungles of the Tonkin in the north, and of the
Mekong Delta in the south, where the guerrilla
artists lived with the Viét Minh forces.
Propaganda was key to the Viét Minh’s military
strategy against a militarily superior enemy and
was organized by the Cultural Association for
National Salvation, the Viét Minh’s cultural arm

created in 1943.” The most important campaign of



the war was the 1948 Emulate Patriots campaign.
‘Fight against hunger, fight against illiteracy, fight
against foreign invaders’ was the Vietnamese equiv-
alent of the Russian Revolution’s ‘Peace, bread and
land’.* The campaign was designed to persuade
and encourage all sectors of the population to join
forces with the Viét Minh. The Viét Minh, with
no air power and, until 1949, no heavy artillery,
waged a guerrilla war relying on farmers for food,
on ‘volunteer’ labourers to transport rice and other
supplies, on youth volunteers (the minimum age
was seventeen) to enlist in the People’s Army and
on women volunteers for combat support missions.
Visuals were all-important to persuade an illiterate
population to join the revolution. Teams of artists
were dispatched to the Viét Minh’s administrative
and military zones in the north and to the Nam
Bo regions in the south, tasked with disseminating
Viét Minh propaganda. Artists were responsible
for creating, producing and distributing all printed
propaganda materials including posters, banners,
leaflets and underground newspapers. They trained
young Resistance recruits as spies, illustrators,
printers and graffiti artists who risked their lives
under cover of darkness to paint anti-French slogans
on village walls.™

In the Resistance zones, T6 Ngoc Van, Tran
Vin Can and their EBAI colleagues innovated in
response to the wartime situation. They introduced
modernist styles and revolutionary themes to
traditional woodblock printing, creating a Woodcut
Folk Art movement, a Vietnamese equivalent of the
Chinese Modern Woodcut Movement, the political

art instigated by the influential Chinese cultural
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figure Lu Xun in the early 1930s.” The EBAT artists
may have been aware of the Chinese initiative, but
they had their own tradition to draw from right

on their doorstep. The Vietnamese woodcut is called
Tranh Déng Ho or Tranb kbdc go din gian or Dong
H& Tranb lang Ho - literally folk woodcut painting
from Déng Ho village. Woodblock prints had been
part of every aspect of village life since the eleventh
century or even earlier. They convey good luck
wishes, celebrate festivals and recount folk and
popular stories, historical legends and myths. They
were also used as social commentaries and political
protest against imperial and French rule. Craftsmen
regularly updated their designs to suit the period:
‘Before World War 1, for instance, Dong Ho villagers
produced a set of four prints entitled Viin minh tién
b6 (The Progress of Civilization) in which Westerniza-
tion . . . was delicately criticized through the satirical
portrayal of contemporary Vietnamese people
dressing and behaving like French people.’”

Dong Ho village, a centre of traditional wood-
block printing in Bac Ninh province, northeast of
Hanoi, was in Area 4 of the Resistance zone. Tran
Van Can, whose woodblock print Young Woman
Shampooing won first prize in pre-revolutionary days
set up a workshop in the village with EBAT artist
Ta Thuc Binh.® Dong Ho6 craftsmen were skilled in
all the stages of woodblock printing, from carving
the woodblocks to producing diép papers, mixing
natural colours and inks, drawing new themes
and printing.” The workshop printed thousands
of small propaganda prints for the Bac Ninh
province’s campaign against illiteracy. They were

inscribed with the ‘Fight against illiteracy’ slogan
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and were distributed throughout the Resistance
zone (illus. 242). Té Ngoc Van, who became director
of the Vietnam Fine Arts College in 1950, set up a
wood engraving and printing workshop in Area 10
(Ién Khu).> Another woodblock printing workshop
was set up in Area 12 by the EBAI graduate and

artist Hoang Tich Chu..>* Posters and newspapers

were also printed on lithography presses.””

As the war progressed, Party control of the

arts increased. Official cultural orthodoxy defined
politically correct subjects. In contrast, style and
execution were still relatively free and left to the
artist’s discretion. An important poster that won
acclaim at the Second National Fine Arts Exhibition
in 1948 is Tran Van Can’s 4 Study Session, a didactic
woodblock print advertising the campaign against
illiteracy (illus. 243). This signalled Party endorse-
ment of the Woodcut Folk Art Movement and Tran
Vian Cin’s work in particular, as a ‘national’ art form
modernized to transmit political messages.” The
medium is indigenous — woodblock printing — and
the message revolutionary — the campaign against
illiteracy, the criteria outlined by Truong Chinh,
cultural tsar and General Secretary of the Party.*
The avant-garde Western style, perhaps surprisingly,

did not offend the cultural authorities. Two peasant
girls in black trousers and traditional magenta and
blue halter-tops or Yém learn the difference between

the letters i’ and ‘t’ against a background of stylized

above, top: purple flowers. The message is simple and direct:

|2,42 . . above: study the Vietnamese alphabet. The choice of dress
ropaganda Committee Bac

Ninh 1948-9 243 may have been significant; Yém was worn by women

Year of the Ox (1949) Rivals Trén Vén Can of all classes, from peasants to imperial consorts

Learn How to Defeat llliteracy, Affordable Studies or A > ’

undated Study Session, 1948 unlike most other female garments, which were
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dictated by class. The Viét Minh opted for the
easier-to-learn Romanized script over Chinese
characters — even though it was a colonial import —
to facilitate widespread literacy.

Another important woodblock poster at the Fine
Arts Exhibition in 1948 is T6 Ngoc Van’s Hanos
Standing Up. The woodblock print was criticized, not
for its style but for its subject (illus. 244). The print
was inscribed with a lyric from ‘Nguoi Ha Noi’, the
famous revolutionary song about the Hanoi people’s
defiance against French rule by composer Nguyén
Dinh Thi. According to the artist and critic Quang
Phong, writing in 1995, the theme was seen as bour-

geois and unrealistic:

The viewers could not accept the sight of a petty bourgeois
woman with ber dishevelled bair, wearing a dress,
holding a sword in ber left band, flying to the sky reddened
by flames. It was considered that the painting was a
challenge to science (flying woman) and put in focus a
non-representative personage (petty bourgeois woman,).
Thence a problem arose: should the artists trained under
the old regime undergo ideological reform to be able

to create in accordance with the line of socialist art?s

The veiled criticism of an artist as admired and
established as T6 Ngoc Van signalled the beginning
of the end of the relative artistic freedom of the
early years. By 1951, the Third National Fine Arts
Exhibition, held shortly after the National Party
Congress in Chiém Ho4 in Tuyén Quang province,
the Resistance zone northeast of Hanoi, was
dominated by poster art.”® Truong Chinh officially

elevated propaganda to art when he wrote in 1948
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in Marxism and Vietnamese Culture: ‘As it attains

a certain level, propaganda becomes art which in
turn has the unmistakable character of propaganda
if it is to some extent realistic. Thus we can say
that: Art is only real art if it becomes propaganda.™
Ho Chi Minh, who could not attend, was of a similar
mind, and wrote in his letter to the exhibitors: ‘I
am sorry I am too busy to come and see the exhi
bition . . . I am sending you some of my comments
on art that you can refer to. Culture, literature and
art are also a battle front, and you are all fighters

on that front’ (illus. 245).*® Significant posters from
1951 are Tran Vin Can’s The Anonymous Combatant
and T6 Ngoc Van's The Enemy Kill, Burn and Rape.
Tran Vin Can won second prize for his poster.

T6 Ngoc Van, now director of the Vietnam College
of Fine Arts since 1950, was criticized once again.
Quang Phong gives us an insight into the Viét Minh’s

tightening grip on artistic expression:

16 Ngoc Van even had to abandon his short noon nap
to come to the hall of the 1951 National Conference

on Culture, Literature and Art where bis poster was
displayed, to wipe out some figures of Moroccan and
Senegalese blacks and replace them by figures of whites:
in fact he was criticized for not having aimed at the
principal enemy — the French soldier — and for baving
directed the point of bis brush towards the black soldiers.
16 Ngoc Vin had the habit of painting women with their
sensual beauty, but it seemed that it was not appropriate
for the dramatic situations in which women became

the victims, therefore in one of bis paintings, the women
violated by the French soldiers were old and ugly, but

how to present the Frenchman who committed the crime?
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Propaganda Committee Bic Ninh
top: Destroy, Annihilate, Exterminate
the Enemy and Develop, Expand

245 Guerrilla Warfare, undated

Anonymous
19 May, undated inscribed woodblock print



He asked bis colleague to serve as the model. And in his
poster, the French was a young robust man whereas he

should have been an ogre, savage and brutal.”

As the war intensified, posters depicted violence
in a more graphic way with slogans inciting hatred
(cdm thi), such as Destroy, Annibilate, Exterminate
the Enemy and Develop, Expand Guerrilla Warfare
and My Dear Patriots, Fight for the Homeland, Kill the
Colonialists (illus. 246, 247). Leaflets and posters
printed in French sought to demoralize the enemy.*
Their messages varied between expressing com-
passion for French mothers and wives, to solidarity
with enemy fighters separated from their loved
ones, to exhortations to defect, to death threats.

A series by Luong Xuin Nhi was printed by the
Ligue pour le Rapatriement (RAPA).> RAPA’s logo was
a flying dove adapted from Picasso’s bird of peace.
The title 14 juillet 1789, 19 aoit 1945 (14 July 1789,
19 August 1945) is a direct reference to H6 Chi
Minh'’s independence speech that drew parallels
between the French and Vietnamese revolutions
(illus. 267).%* In the poster, an adaptation of the
figure of the bare-breasted Marianne from Eugene
Delacroix’ La Liberté guidant le peuple (actually
depicting the 1830 July Revolution to overthrow

the Bourbon dynasty), holding the French flag in
her right hand and a bayonet in her left hand, is
silhouetted against a red map of France. Leading
the charge, a Vietnamese woman dressed in the
traditional @o das holds the red and gold Viét Minh
flag in her left hand and a pistolet in her right, silhou-
etted against the S-shaped map of Vietnam. The

female figure holds a gun and replaces the young
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Anonymous

My Dear Patriots, Fight for the
Homeland, Kill the Colonialists,
undated
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Anonymous

Spirit Vietnam-Soviet-China
Forever! . . ., undated
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boy wielding two pistolets in the original painting.
The women float on a banderole with the inscrip-
tion ‘14 juillet 1789 et 19 aoiit 1945’. The women’s
en-avant stance became a favoured pose in war
posters of the 1960s and "7os, with women leading
the charge, gun in one hand and flag in the other.

With the official reappearance of the Indochinese
Communist Party, renamed the Workers Party in
1951, Viét Minh propaganda shifted from nationalist
to socialist themes. Spirit Vietnam-Soviet-China
Forever!. . . portrays H6 Chi Minh side by side with
the Chinese and Soviet leaders Mao and Stalin
(illus. 248). Mao Zedong’s communist victory in
1949 and the Sino-Soviet Alliance prompted Ho Chi
Minh to seek new alliances. To boost troop morale,
propaganda promoted international socialism and
portrayed a cosy alliance between the Soviet Union,
the People’s Republic of China and Vietnam in
their common fight against the imperialists.?

In 1953, class struggle, a theme central to com-

munist ideology, came to the fore, as the General

above:
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Phan Théng
Untitled, c. 19535

watercolour and pen on paper
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Secretary of the Party, Truong Chinh, launched
a Land Reform Campaign ‘to restore social justice
and establish the dictatorship of the proletariat’.
EBAI artist (Class XvI 1942—5) Phan Théng, in
a series of political drawings, depicts landlords as
greedy and violent exploiters of starving farmers
and their families (illus. 249).3* The estimated
number of landlords who were executed varies
widely between 15,000 and 150,000. By 1956, H6
Chi Minh had personally acknowledged that there
were serious problems with land reform and a subse-
quent Party announcement ended the campaign.®
The war ended in 1954 with the Viét Minh’s
victory over the French at Dién Bién Phu. The epic
battle lasted over 57 days and nights. Throughout,
braving artillery and aerial attacks, artist-soldiers
printed propaganda leaflets, posters and newspapers
at rear headquarters to boost Viét Minh morale.?
An iconic red-and-white poster by the artist Nguyén
Bich (an example is in the collection of the National
History Museum in Hanoi) celebrates the victory
(illus. 250). A People’s Army soldier wearing
the PLA’s Quilted jacket uniform and camouflage
helmet holds up the Viét Minh flag; the flags of
the People’s Republic of China and the Ussr are
represented in the background. A dove, modelled
after Picasso’s bird of peace, is perched on the
soldier’s left shoulder. Picasso designed the dove
emblem for the Congres Mondial des Partisans de
la Paix in 1949. A lifelong member of the French
Communist Party, Picasso publicly opposed the
French War in Indochina. T6 Ngoc Vén sent him a
moving letter to thank him for his support.” The
artist Nguyén Bich, who designed the poster, first
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CHIEN DicH DigN BIEN Phi
VIDAIBA TOANTHANG!

incorporated the peace dove into his design for a Shortly after the victory at Dién Bién Phu, To
Dién Bién Phti medal awarded to soldiers during Ngoc Van was killed in an attack by French planes
the campaign. He symbolized a new generation of on 15 June 1954. Artist-inspired revolutionary
selftaught soldier-artists valued as much for their aesthetics died with him. After the war, the new
heroic military careers as for their artistic talent. Ministry of Culture created in 1955 was firmly in
He was not a graduate of the EBAI or of the Resis- control of all propaganda. Speaking to art critic
tance schools. After the war, he became an Quan Phong decades later, fellow artist Tran Van
illustrator of popular children’s comic books.** Can recalls the moment when he heard the news of
250

Nguyén Bich
Campaign Dién Bién Pha, Great
Complete Victory!, 1954

leaflet or booklet, inscribed
woodblock print
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T6 Ngoc Van’s death, enshrining war sketches in

Vietnam’s revolutionary aesthetic:

Upon bearing the sad news, we tried not to believe it was
true, boping he was able to hide somewbere during the
bombardment. Not until Nguyéen Dinb Thi (the writer
and composer) with other combatants came back from
the battlefield, bringing bis rucksack and bis painting
folder, did we despair! The folder was carefully wrapped
in a piece of raincoat . . . 16 Ngoc Van was as careful
as he bad always been. He'd rather get wet than leave
his sketches and folder improperly covered . . . among
the sketches be made along the way to the battlefield was
one with stirring strokes dated 15-6-1954. The sketch
depicted our troops marching through Lung Lo pass, the
last painting of bis life!

The Democratic Republic of Vietnam and
Socialist Realism, 1954-64

Following the 1954 Geneva Accords, Vietnam was
divided into the communist north and the non-commu-
nist south. The Democratic Republic of Vietnam (DRV),
under Ho Chi Minh, was backed by the Soviet Union;
the Republic of Vietnam, under Ngé Dinb Diém, was
backed by the United States. The agreement stipulated
that general elections would be beld by Fuly 1956 to
create a unified Vietnamese state. Given Ho Chi Minh’s
popularity, the Allied Powers- and v.S.-backed Republic
of Vietnam feared a communist victory at the polls.
National elections were never beld. In Hanoi, bawks led
by Lé Dudn advocated military support for the southern

revolution to achieve the reunification that was denied
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them at the polls. In 1959, the Politburo decided to give
military support to the ongoing insurgency against the
Digm regime in the south, as the only way to unify the
country.* The America—Vietnam War began in 1964.

The DRV’s most urgent task was to rebuild the coun-
try, devastated by nine years of war. Propaganda
focused on consolidating peace and implementing
the 1954 Geneva Accords, restoring and boosting
agricultural production and encouraging industrial
development.* The Ministry of Culture, created

in 1955, was in charge of propaganda. In 1957, the
Ministry set up its own poster design department
and employed artist-soldiers back from the front,
hired on the merits of their war record, often with
no background in fine arts.* This led to a more
codified approach to design. Art expressed health
and happiness; paintings teemed with optimistic
industrial and agricultural scenes, and the depiction
of poverty, misery and suffering was banned. Estab-
lished artists continued to contribute to propaganda
campaigns through the annual state-sponsored
Fine Arts Exhibitions. Artists were now cadres of
the state and operated under conditions of strict
censorship. Ideological conformity was enforced
by the secret police and through Maoist self- and
group-criticism sessions in the workplace. Celebrat-
ed Resistance artists were punished during the 1957
Nhan Vin-Giai Pham affair for their contributions
to Nhdn Vin (Humanities) and Giai Pham (Works
of Spring), publications that criticized the Party
censorship. The journals were closed down. Some
contributors were imprisoned; others had their

careers ruined. The Vietnam College of Fine Arts



(Trudng cao ding My thuat Viét Nam) reopened in
Hanoi in 1957 under the control of the Ministry of
Culture.® EBAI graduate Tran Van Can, the lyrical
French-trained oil painter-turned-revolutionary
artist, became its director. His tenure ensured that
classical sketching and drawing techniques were
taught to a new generation of artists.

Compared to the war years, the printing Quality
of posters improved dramatically. They were now
printed on machine-made paper on industrial
presses in Hanoi. Posters were much larger than
the woodblock prints of the war years and were
printed in three or four colours, which were bolder
and more varied than the duotones of the manual
printing presses in the jungles of the Viét Bac.

At the 1955 Party Conference, the Party asserted
that the ‘v.s. and its minions were supplanting the
French in the south’ and launched campaigns to
‘remain vigilant against U.s. aggression’.** At the
same time, Socialist Realism, the official art of the
Soviet Union since 1934, made its official debut
following the DRv’s alliance with the Soviet Union:
art should be representational, accessible to the
people and supportive of the aims of the Party and
of the state. Official cultural exchanges with the
Soviet Union and Eastern Bloc countries proliferat-
ed. Soviet experts were sent to Vietnam to teach
oil painting and sculpture at the Vietnam College
of Fine Arts. Vietnamese artists studied at Soviet
and Eastern Bloc universities. Pham Thanh TAm’s
1955 poster is an early example of Vietnamese So-
cialist Realism (illus. 236). In a less codified version
of its Soviet and Chinese counterparts, Pham

Thanh Tam incorporates American-style comic
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strips in his otherwise Socialist Realist poster.
The People’s Army soldiers warn to Stay Vigilant
[against American] Bullying, pointing the finger at

a longnosed, angry, green-faced American, a U.s.
missile in his back pocket, wearing cowboy boots.
The cartoon-like character, brandishing the flame
of war, one boot trampling the map of a divided
Vietnam with green attack arrows pointing north,
orders a cowered Diém, the South Vietnamese
‘puppet’ leader, to attack the north. u.s. tanks, the
Seventh Fleet and u.s. planes are lined up behind
him. Tam, whose drawings are in the collection of
the British Museum, exhibits the classical composi-
tion and sketching skills he learned as a teenager
from EBAT artist Luong Xuin Nhi in the Resistance
art school. His sketches and diary of Dién Bién
Phu are one of the few known contemporaneous
diaries of the epic battle, published in English and
French in Drawing Under Fire.*

Restoring agricultural production was another
priority for the Party in 1955.4° The modernist Folk
Art Movement, developed in the jungles of the Viét
Bac, with its flat perspective and vivid colours, was
ideal for agricultural campaigns, which portrayed
happy women field workers wearing the colourful
clothes of ethnic minorities in sunlit landscapes.
The collection of the Vietnam Women’s Museum in
Hanoi is representative of the genre, which remained
popular well into the 1970s and *80s.4” Regular
campaigns promoted the production of rice, soya
beans and cotton and the rearing of poultry and
pigs with an emphasis on good husbandry. Typically,
posters feature women from the ethnic minorities

with idealized features, colourful dress and exotic
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headdresses. Animals, crops, fruit and vegetables
are used as brightly coloured stylized motifs. The
Ministry of Culture’s compulsory ‘Going Down
to the People’ campaign exposed artists to the
‘real’ life of the farmers. Artists on the annual
three-month programme lived with the people and
farmed the land.*® Tran Van Can, the director
of the Vietnam Fine Arts College, travelled to the
countryside to paint Irrigation in a Summer Rice
Field, alacquer painting that he presented at the
Seventh National Fine Arts Exhibition in 1957.
Industrial development was seen as crucial to
the DRV’s new socialist society. In poster art, in-
dustrial and technological themes were influenced
by Russian Constructivism, a style that became
popular with Vietnamese artists studying in Eastern
Bloc countries. Following the death of Stalin in
1953, the ‘Khrushchev Thaw’ led to a modernization
of Socialist Realism and a rediscovery of earlier
modernist styles. With its angular geometric
patterns and red, black, grey and white palette, it
was ideally suited to campaigns promoting heavy

industry and new technologies. EBAT artist Nguyén

TRT CA VI HOA BINH
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D6 Cung specialized in depicting a new breed of
industrial workers in his oil paintings Mechanical
Workers and Learning from Each Other, presented

at the 1960 National Fine Arts Exhibition.* Later
posters by Nguyén Céng D9, who studied photog-
raphy and film in East Germany in 1962 and art

at the Vietnam College of Fine Arts, exhibit the
geometric stylized patterns of Constructivism. In
All for Peace, orange and black stylized tanks are
turned into tractors (illus. 251).%° Artist Nguyén Thu
combines agricultural and industrial production
goals in his 1960 poster, The Mountains Belong to You,
Child, and Factories Also Belong to You, portraying an
ethnic minority woman holding a child against the
background of the Truong Son mountain range and
a new factory (illus. 252).

The most historically important posters of the
interwar years were created for the reunification
campaign. In 1959, the Party took the decision to
give military support to the ongoing revolution in
the south against the u.s.-backed Diém government
to stop U.S. aggression, which prevented reunifica-
tion of the country.s* At the Third National Party
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Congtess in 1960, H6 Chi Minh, in his opening
speech, stated that the Party must be ‘ready to
fight to preserve peace, protect the country and the
building of socialism in the North and support the
peaceful struggle for national reunification’s* In a
photograph from 1960, students from the Hanoi
College of Fine Arts give the final touches to a giant
poster. The poster’s slogan echoes H6 Chi Minh’s
speech in support of reunification: South North One
House (illus. 253). North and south, represented by
a woman from the north and one from the south
holding a white dove, embrace in a show of unity.
A year earlier, in 1958, the Party stepped up its
anti-American campaign propagating fears of a u.s.
nuclear war after the u.s. conducted 35 nuclear tests
in the Pacific in a single year. EBAI lacquer artist
Nguyén Dtic Nung did a lacquer work entitled They
Conducted the A-bomb Test Again or Imperial America
to Test Atomic Bombs and Nguyén D6 Cung created
another poster entitled Peace Protection against
Nuclear War (1959).3

In 1964, Van Da, a soldier-artist who graduated

from the Vietnam College of Fine Arts in 1963 on

252 the DRv equivalent of the GI Bill, designed a
Nguyén Thu . .

The Mountains Belong to You, commemorative poster for the tenth anniversary of
Child, and Factories Also the Dign Bién Phii Victory. The title of the poster,

Belong to You, 1960 Determined to Fight, Determined to Win, linked Viet-

nam’s independence war against the French with
the fight against the Americans and their ‘puppets’,
the South Vietnamese regime. Determined to Fight,
Determined to Win was the slogan of the 1954 Dién
Bién Phii campaign inscribed on the Viét Minh’s red
flags.5* In 1960, Determined to Fight, Determined to

Win banners were carried by the first Hanoi dele-
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gation sent to support the revolution in the South.
August 1964, the Gulf of Tonkin incident led to
v.s. military support for the Republic of Vietnam
and to the America—Vietnam War (1964-75) (illus.

254).

The America-Vietnam War, 1964-75

‘Nothing is more precious than independence
and freedom.’

The first u.s. Marines landed at Da Nang in March
1965 to support the Republic of Vietnam (South
Vietnam) against infiltration by the communist north.
The war lasted ten years until 30 April 19;75 when the
North Vietnamese Army (NvA) entered Saigon. The DRV
(North Vietnam,), backed by the Soviet Union and the
People’s Republic of China, fought a conventional war
in the north and along the bMz (Demilitarized Zone)
and the Ho Chi Minh Trail, the military supply route
between north and south. The National Liberation
Front Army (NLF or Vietcong) fought a guerrilla war
in the Republic of Vietnam against South Vietnamese
and American troops. According to official Vietnamese
sources published in 1995 by Agence France Presse, 1.1
million Nv4 and NLF combatants died between 1954
and 1975, and another 600,000 were wounded. Civil-
ian deaths between 1954 and 1975 are estimated at two
million in the North and two million in the South. A
2008 study published by the British Medical Journal
estimated a total of 3.8 million casualties between 1955
and 1984. Of the U.S. combatants, 58,193 lost their

lives.ss
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Van Pa

Determined to Win, 10th
Anniversary of the Dién Bién
Phu Victory, 1964



Propaganda was central to the DRV’s military strat-
egy to mobilize the whole population, including
women, against a formidable military and financial
superpower. Hanoi portrayed the conflict as an
all-out war for national salvation and reunification.
Fuelling patriotic fervour against a foreign invader
was a powerful motivator. The Republic of Vietnam
was presented as a puppet regime — think Vichy
during the Second World War — made up of collabo-
rators and traitors. Propaganda campaigns exhorted
northerners to save their southern comrades from
the murderous excesses of the fascist regimes in
the south.

Propaganda was effective because of the state’s
qQuasi-total control over society. During the war, the
DRV’s security apparatus, ultimately responsible for
censorship of the arts, was enhanced with the help of
the East German Stasi.® The depiction of military
casualties in art, photography and film was banned.
u.S. censorship had banned publication of Ameri-
can dead during the First and Second World Wars,
but television, a new technology, changed all that.
The Vietnam War was the first u.s. televised war in
history. The distressing images of dead American
soldiers and of South Vietnamese civilian casualties
on the American nightly news fuelled anti-war pro-
tests, leading the Canadian philosopher Marshall
McLuhan to comment in 1975 that ‘Television
brought the brutality of war into the comfort of the
living room. Vietnam was lost in the living rooms
of America — not on the battlefields of Vietnam.s”

During the August Revolution of 1945, a
generation of inspired artists passionate about

independence created the first Viét Minh posters.
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Twenty years later the DRV’s propaganda network
employed hundreds of artist-cadres who produced
thousands of posters. Artist-cadres included a
corps of professional poster designers working for
the ministries of Culture and Defence as well as
established artists — painters in oil and lacquer and
on silk employed by the Vietnam Association of
Fine Arts, the Vietnam College of Fine Arts or state-
owned illustrated journals and newspapers. Yet
far from exhibiting the monolithic style generally
associated with socialist censorship and propagan-
da, poster styles were adapted to maximize their
effectiveness on their target audience. Today, the
variety in styles contributes to their contemporary
appeal, in both concept and design, as in Pietro
Ruffo’s mixed-media take on Trdn Thi Tam, Stick to
the Land, Stick to the People, She is Valiant and Resilient,
9-1972 (illus. 237, 258).

Vietnamese poetic realism and French-inspired
painting styles exhorted women combatants to
enlist. Indigenous folk art popular in villages
encouraged the rural population to reach produc-
tion goals to support the war effort. Quéc Théi (b.
1943), a selftaught professional poster designer,
is representative of this style. In love with colour
since the age of six, Quéc Thai worked as a poster
designer in the early 1960s for the regional office
of the Ministry of Culture in Kién An and later for
the Police Department designing traffic systems.
He graduated from the Vietnam College of Fine
Arts in 1982.5 Good Production, Good Collection
(1972) features an attractive young woman wearing
a fetching green straw hat, a strap under her chin,

holding a sheaf of rice against a rice sheaf design



in warm yellow hues. In the background, women
comrades aim their guns at the sky (illus. 268).
Russian Constructivism and Socialist Realism
appealed to the population’s patriotism to fight on
until victory. American Pop art and Western-style
comic-book graphics familiar to the enemy were
used in campaigns to demoralize U.s. troops, in

the same way that Impressionist-style posters had
sought to demoralize French troops during the
previous war. Black-and-white woodcut engravings
influenced by the Chinese Woodcut Movement of
the 1930s became popular, notably with the artists
Tran Huy O4nh and Nguyén Vin Truc, who studied
at the Fine Arts College in Shanghai in the early
1960s (illus. 255).

America—Vietnam War posters can be divided
into hand-painted posters, woodblock prints and
mass-produced printed posters. Posters produced
in Hanoi by the ministries exhibit codified designs,
are large in size, have bold colours and are usually
printed on machine-made paper on conventional
presses. Printing was a well-established state indus-
try. In contrast, posters created on the front lines
originate from sketches drawn under fire. They are

hand-painted, hand-printed from woodblock en-

gravings or produced on manual lithograph presses.
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Ten years after the end of the French War, estab-
lished Hanoi artists and teams of artist-soldiers
embedded with the North Vietnamese Army and
with the Vietcong guerrillas in the south once again
left for the front line. Artists worked from sketches,
drawing in the streets of Hanoi or travelling to the
front lines of the bMz and the H6 Chi Minh Trail
to record women manning anti-aircraft artillery,
downed u.s. planes, bombed landscapes or bridges
being rebuilt. Artist-soldiers produced hand-coloured
and woodblock posters on the front line as vivid

as their war sketches.® Hanoi artists travelled
down the H6 Chi Minh Trail on a perilous journey
to set up a clandestine propaganda network. They
taught art to guerrilla fighters and held impromptu
exhibitions in the jungles of the Mekong Delta.
They moved with the soldiers and carried their
materials and artworks with them. They stored
their drawings in U.s. ammunition boxes, in disused
u.s. flares, under termite mounds, in underground
kitchens and in rock caves. They collectively created
thousands of sketches, watercolours and posters.
Posters were hand-drawn in jungle art schools.

Kim Lién, one of the few women war artists, was
photographed at NLF headquarters near T4y Ninh,

hand-painting the image of a woman and child

255
Nguyén Vin Truc,
Untitled, undated
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with the inscription Hatred Must be Avenged! (illus.
256, 257, 270). Posters were often adapted from
sketches drawn under fire and from hundreds of
portraits of heroes, heroines and ordinary soldiers.
The life drawings and croguis rapide so prized by
T6 Ngoc Van lend immediacy and poignancy to
the propaganda produced on the front lines, where
artist-soldiers lived, fought and died with their
fellow combatants.®

War propaganda includes ‘positive’ and ‘negative’
themes. Positive themes depict heroic combatants
and commemorate military victories. ‘Emulate
Patriots’ campaigns encouraged volunteers to enlist
in the armed forces and celebrated the sacrifice
and bravery of martyred heroes and heroines. ‘Sure
to Win’ campaigns kept up morale in the face
of mounting war dead. ‘Victory’ campaigns were

launched at the beginning of offensives to whip up

a positive mental state, essential for victory. ‘Sol-

256 idarity’ campaigns promoted solidarity between

Photograph of artist Kim Lién NVA regular troops and NLF guerrilla (Vietcong)

in the Resi inti . . . . ..
in the Resistance painting 2 fighters in the south and with the ethnic minorities
woman holding a dead child with

enemy helicopters and battleships ﬁghtll‘lg on the DRV side. Allegiance to the leader, the
in the background, Viet Cong

Headauarters, Tay Nin, 1065 Party and international socialism was popularized
by the celebration of communist leaders’ birthdays,
including Soviet and Chinese leaders, and anni-
versaries of the Party, the armed forces and the
voluntary organizations. In 1970, the artist Trudng
Sinh, who studied art in East Germany and worked
as a poster designer for the Ministry of Culture
between 1964 and 1990, created a 320 sQ. m poster
of Lenin to commemorate the Soviet leader’s

hundredth birthday, to hang on the opera house in

Hanoi.® Campaigns were launched to encourage

257
Detail of illus. 275
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industrial and agricultural production to support
the war effort. Slogans were part of daily life, visible
everywhere, on city and village walls, on banners,
placards and posters and audible on radio. They
were taken verbatim from H6 Chi Minh’s personal
letters, speeches and addresses to the nation, from
Party directives and from poems and songs written
and composed by revolutionary poets, writers and
musicians. Slogans went from the mundane, ‘Learn
BDVH [dentistry] to fight the Americans!’, to the
didactic, to the optimistic ‘Determined to Win’, to
the cruel or poignant.

Central to the DRV’s military strategy were
campaigns to ‘convince’ women and young people
to ‘volunteer’ for combat in the war for national
salvation. (Although this is not the subject of this
essay, anecdotal evidence suggests that volunteering
was as compulsory as the draft.) In 1965, during
the first year of the war, the “Three Ready To’ (‘Ba
sin sang’) campaign in the north and ‘Year of the
Volunteer’ (‘Nam xung phong’) in the south en-
couraged young men and women to join the Youth
Volunteer Corps.*” The “Three Responsibilities’

campaign (‘Ba dim dang’) exhorted women to
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Detail of illus. 269

volunteer for combat duty.® The following
year, as U.S. troops reached 400,000 in the south,
Ho Chi Minh launched a personal appeal on
national radio to recruit hundreds of thousands

of additional volunteers:

The war may last five years, ten years, twenty years or
longer. Ha Noi, Hdi Phong and some cities and factories
may be devastated. But the people of Vietnam decided
not to fear. Nothing is more precious than independence

and freedom.™

A 1967 poster by EBAI artist Phan Thong inscribed
with Ho Chi Minh’s popular saying ‘Nothing is
more precious than independence and freedom’ is
emblematic of the war’s central themes of national
salvation and reunification (illus. 259). The poster
displays a mix of socialist, Catholic and traditional
Vietnamese symbolism. The red and gold socialist
palette is softened by touches of cerulean, the
traditional Vietnamese colour of optimism. Southern
Resistance fighters engage the viewer with a steady
gaze. Cupped giant hands hold up a red heart
centred with the S-shaped map of a unified Vietnam.
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than Independence and
Freedom, 1967

The heart motif is borrowed from the Catholic
imagery of the sacred heart familiar to Vietnamese
Catholics. Contrary to most reports, not all Cath-
olics left the DRv and there were Catholic militias
who fought on the communist side. The S-shaped
map of Vietnam is the one artist Tran Van Can

drew in 1945 to symbolize national unity. The sheaf

of rice signifies the abundance of the new socialist
society. Most significant is the representation of
the woman combatant, an AK-47 strapped to her
shoulder, clutching a sheaf of rice in her arms.

The representation of women combatants is the
most enduring propaganda image of the American
—Vietnam War. This points to the extraordinary
contribution women made to the war effort. Glo-
rification of women combatants exists throughout
Vietnamese history. The Trung Sisters are legendary
heroines who defeated the occupying Chinese and
ruled for three years from AD 40 to 43. Women
combatants fought in the 1930s communist-led
Nghé Tinh soviets and during the French War,
when, in the south, they were known as the ‘Long-
haired Army’. But this was the first time women
served in combat roles in such large numbers. An
estimated one million women fought with NLF
forces in South Vietnam, a number that exceeds the

estimated 800,000 women in combat and combat

support missions who served in the Soviet Armed
Forces during the Second World War.® Women

T ra n T h i T a m manned anti-aircraft guns on Hanoi rooftops and

decommissioned unexploded bombs along the

J'L:'/i ﬁll/ff H'}/I )' f! 1 14 J'F‘) /1 \‘ Ho6 Chi Minh Trail. The Three Responsibilities

)} J \ r AM w’ J,-"_r' : ‘\' Z |L B N(5 campaign launched in 1965 compelled women to

volunteer for combat. This was translated into poster

above:
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Huynh Van Thuan

Tr&n Thi Tam, Stick to the
Land, Stick to the People, She
is Valiant and Resilient, 9-1972,
1972
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art, where women are depicted with a rifle, AK-47
or bayonet to signify their new role as defenders of
the nation. A flower, a bundle of rice or an infant
mark their traditional roles as mothers, custodians
of the family and workers responsible for produc-
tion in wartime. These deceptively poetic images
to Western viewers conveyed a loaded message to
Vietnamese women. Women’s Three Responsibili-
ties to the Party and the nation were clearly defined

by the Women’s Union:

1. Women are responsible for production and for the

replacement work of their busbands’ fighting.

2. Women are in charge of the family for busbands,
children and brothers enlisted and serving in the

Army for a long time.

3. Women are responsible for combat service, for joining
militias and for military training for combat readi-

ness; to serve the Army, police and militia to fight.”

Women figure prominently in ‘Emulate Patriots’

campaigns celebrating national heroines killed

in combat. EBAT artist Huynh Van Thuin, who
designed the DRV’s new banknotes in 1953, honours
24-year-old Tran Thi Tam, killed in combat during
the second battle of Quang Tri in his iconic poster
Tran Thi Tam, Stick to the Land, Stick to the People,
She Is Valiant and Resilient, 9-1972 (illus. 260).% The
close-up of the heroine sketched in thick black lines
on a pale background has a Pop art silkscreen-like
qQuality, more American movie poster than Socialist

Realism. Duong Anh, a 1958 graduate of the
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Anonymous

Route 9, Khe Sanh, Emulate
Frontline Heroes, undated



Vietnam College of Fine Arts, celebrates a heroine
and martyr fighting with the Vietcong guerrillas

in the south in Lé Thi Hong Gdam, Determined and
Brave [in] Attacking, Steadfastly and Firmly [in] Post
Holding (illus. 271).% Lé Thi Hong Gdm, who
joined the Resistance in the south at the age of
sixteen, was killed in action at nineteen.® She is
portrayed as a mature woman aiming an AK-47 at
an invisible enemy. Her flowing black hair is worn
long, and she is draped in the camouflage poncho
liner of a u.s. parachute. Vietcong guerrilla fighters
used the nylon liners as raincoats. The poster’s
composition and red, black and white palette of
Constructivism are reminiscent of Soviet posters
depicting armed women such as Women Workers
Take Up Your Rifles (1917), or Motherland is Calling
You. The People of Vietnam Will Surely Win! The
American Empire Will Surely Lose! (signed hiéu, 1972)
is the portrait of a southern guerrilla fighter in a
cool blue palette enhanced by strong black lines
and deep shadows, her chequered scarf framing her
face (illus. 280). The young mother of Decided to
Beat the American Enemy so My Baby Can Sleep (illus.
261, 2773), a gun by her side to protect her sleeping
baby, represented hundreds of thousands of South
Vietnamese women in rural South Vietnam,
threatened by American aerial bombardments.
(The Viet Cong did not have any air capability.)
Many enlisted with the Viet Cong to protect their
children and their land. Even though South Vietnam
was an American ally, U.s. carpet bombing of rural
South Vietnam was unparalleled in its ferocity and
scale against an ally’s territory. On the ground,

a u.s. ‘kill anything that moves’ policy threatened
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civilians in the villages, including women and chil-
dren, who were suspected of supporting the Viet
Cong. The poster’s slogan targets Americans with
no mention of the South Vietnamese government
‘puppet’ forces, their allies. From observation, Viet
Cong propaganda to enlist women’s support was
directed more often at foreign imperialists than at
South Vietnamese government forces.

The portrayal of women guerrilla fighters was
central to Vietcong propaganda. Posters of female
combatants were adapted from war drawings by
established Hanoi artists ‘embedded’ with the NLE”
Huynh Phuong Dong, whose war drawings are
part of the collection of the H6 Chi Minh City Fine
Arts Museum, was the first artist and officer to be
sent down the Trail in 1963 to set up a propaganda
network in the south. Vent Hatred, Point Your Gun
(illus. 274) was a Women’s Union directive encour-
aging women who lost loved ones to turn hatred
into action. A woman guerrilla fighter, her long
black hair tied in a ponytail, wears the black pyjama
uniform of the Long-haired Army with a stylized
American parachute draped over her shoulder. The
red and gold background of the DRv flag symbolizes
north-south solidarity. Huynh Phuong Déng gradu-
ated from the Gia Dinh Art School in Saigon and
was a professor at the Vietnam College of Fine Arts
in Hanoi. Under military orders to keep his mission
secret, he wrote a farewell poem to his family to
say goodbye. He was reunited with his family nine
years later, at the end of the war.”*

Lé Lam was another established Hanoi artist
who volunteered to go south. An admirer of

Delacroix and Rubens, Lé Lam graduated from
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the Vietnam College of Fine Arts in 1953 and from
the University of Fine Arts in Kiev in 1964. He
travelled down the Trail in 1966, carrying with him
drawing paper, an eraser, a pencil, a knife, a brush
and a watercolour set he had brought back from
Leningrad. His poster Protect the Nation depicts in
muted earthen tones an elegant woman guerrilla
fighter wearing the southern uniform, the black
pyjama, H6 Chi Minh sandals made from rubber
tyres, a chequered scarf and a floppy canvas hat
(illus. 275).7* The gold-starred, red-and-blue-striped
NLF flag is tied to the blade of her bayonet. The
frayed edges of the Italianate archway are the only
visible traces of war, suggestive of bombings.
Posters by young guerrilla artists trained in the
jungle art schools of the Mekong Delta appealed to
their comrades-in-arms, who identified with their
lifelike portrayals. The poignant Hold on to Youth
depicts a southern guerrilla fighter in the black
pyjama uniform, wearing the chequered scarf as a
headdress. She holds a pink lotus blossom (hoa ser)
in one hand, and the strap of her gun in the other.
A bamboo forest makes up the background. The
lotus blossom is a Buddhist and popular secular

symbol of beauty, purity and truth, and H6 Chi

Minh’s favourite flower. The poster is inscribed with

a popular 1954 poem written by a girl to her brother,
a soldier at Dién Bién Phu, and published in the
People’s Army front-line newspaper (illus. 2776).7
Oftensives and battles were preceded by propa-
ganda campaigns extolling victory. The 1968 Tét

Offensive (Tét Mdu Thén) marked a turning point in

the war. For the first time, the NvA and NFL joined

forces in a general offensive against u.s. and South
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Truong Sinh

3500 usAF, F111A: Ac 130, F105,
F101, 852, 1972
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Pham Tri Tué

Do Your Duty and Vote,
1976
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Vietnamese troops. The Welcome Tét Victory Art
Competition was launched within a few days of
the beginning of the oftensive. The victory poster
campaign was timed to have maximum impact on
troop morale. The Central Propaganda Committee
of the Ministry of Culture and the Vietnam Fine
Arts Association received hundreds of images.
Nguyén Tién Canh’s painting Hué Welcomes Victory
was selected for nationwide release as a poster and
a stamp. The poster portrays unity in victory: two
Vietcong combatants stand in a victorious stance
next to the NFL flag planted on the Ngo Mén Gate
or Noon Gate, the main gate to the imperial city.
NVA troops and tanks are silhouetted in dark red
hues behind them. The battle of Hué lasted until
March 1968; it was one of the longest and bloodiest
battles of the war, with heavy casualties on both
sides. The artist Nguyén Tién Canh, in a recent
interview, recalls painting day and night with artist
friends to be ready in time for the competition:

‘I was happy and honoured that the painting was
chosen to be a poster for wide distribution.””* In
the biggest battle of the war, compared at the time
with Dién Bién Phu, the Nva laid siege to the u.s.
Marine Base at Khe Sanh. H6 Chi Minh sent a

Socialist Republic of Vietnam

message to the soldiers on the Route g-Khe Sanh
Front proclaiming ‘our victory at Khe Sanh’ on 13
July 1968. Front-line posters of Route 9 and of the
battle of Khe Sanh are relatively rare, as B-52 bomb-
ing and artillery shelling was too intense for artists
to draw.”s Route 9, Khe Sanh, Emulate Frontline Heroes,
by an unknown artist, depicts a soldier ready to
launch a bazooka alongside a tunnel digger. NvA
engineers dug networks of trenches and tunnels to
protect soldiers during the six-month NVA siege of
the u.s. Marine base (illus. 262).

Ho Chi Minh died in Hanoi in 1969 at the age
of 79. In death as in life, he remains the most cele-
brated and depicted leader in Vietnam. In an iconic
poster published after his death, Tran Huy O4nh
and Nguyén Thu portrayed the departed leader
of Vietnamese independence still commanding the
troops.”® The inscription comes from a popular
NvA marching song, “You are still marching with
us, Uncle Ho,” by the revolutionary composer Huy
Thuc.”” To this day, artist Lé Huy Trap, a 1964
graduate of the Vietnam Fine Arts College who
worked designing theatre sets for the Ministry of
Culture, draws posters exclusively of H6 Chi Minh
to express his ‘soul and spiritual beauty’”* In 1970,
a pastel drawing with the inscription ‘Nothing
is more precious than independence and freedom’
was sent for exhibition to Cuba and selected by
Fidel Castro to be printed as a poster. Today, more
than forty years later, Lé Huy Trip continues
to design award-winning posters of Ho6 Chi Minh.

Negative propaganda depicted hatred and
called for revenge against u.s. imperialists and the

U.S.-backed ‘puppet regime’ in South Vietnam.
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Anonymous

19-8 2-9 1945-2014

69th Anniversary of the August
Revolution and National Day, 2014

propaganda poster photographed
on a building in Hanoi
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They Shoot Their Guns. We Want Retaliation for the
People is representative of the DRv’s anti-American
campaigns (illus. 2777). It is interesting to note that
DRV propaganda differentiated between the Ameri-
can people and the government. It was aimed at
the soldiers ‘sent to kill us’, and the politicians
who sent them there, not at the American people,
who were not the enemy. Censorship banned the
portrayal of dead Vietnamese soldiers but encour-
aged the depiction of dead Vietnamese civilians,
victims of enemy bombings or atrocities. Keeping
count of the number of U.s. planes shot down was
arecurring theme. A poster commemorates the
downing of the 3,500th u.s. plane (illus. 263). Anti-
campaigns ridiculed enemy leaders, Richard Nixon
in particular, and condemned enemy atrocities
using both symbolism and graphic violence. Pham
Thanh Tam’s symbolic poster-sketch Ha Ng7 18-12-
30-12-1972 denounces the Christmas bombings of
Hanoi in 1972, a punitive U.S. action that targeted
the city’s civilian population. It was condemned at
the time by the U.s. anti-war lobby. Tam’s poster-
sketch depicts a U.s. Air Force B-52 plane broken in
half by the strength of the people’s patriotic spirit,
represented by yellow-skinned forearms (illus. 278).
During the twelve days of bombing, two hundred
B-52s flew more than seven hundred sorties. B-52s,
fighters and smaller bombers dropped over twenty
thousand tons of bombs. The Hanoi-based artist
Truong Sinh, who studied art in East Germany in
the 1960s, sketched the destruction in situ. ‘T drew
the Nixon poster on the night of 26 December 1972,
standing on the corner of Kham Thien Street,” he

said in a recent interview. ‘I wanted to support
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the military spirit of the people towards one goal:
reunification.”” Nixon Must Pay the Blood Debt
shows Nixon’s head in the shape of a B-52 bomb
being struck by red lightning bolts and the angry
fist of a mother who is holding her dead child

(illus. 279, 280). Truong Sinh, who studied art
with Tran Vin Cén in the Resistance and headed
the Youth Volunteer Corps’ propaganda team
during the Dién Bién Pht Campaign, created over
one thousand posters during a career at the Ministry

of Culture between 1964 and 199o.

After 1975

The 1973 Paris Peace Accords ended direct u.s. military
involvement in Vietnam. In December 1974, joint DRV
and NLF (Vietcong) forces launched a full scale offensive
that culminated in the fall, for the South Vietnamese
and the Americans, and the liberation, for the North
Vietnamese and the Vietcong, of Saigon on 30 April 1975.
Nationwide National Assembly elections were beld in
1976 and the DRV and the Republic of Vietnam formed
the Socialist Republic of Vietnam. Southern ‘collaborators’
were sent to re-education camps. Thousands, who became
known as ‘the boat people’ in the West, took to the bigh
seas, fleeing persecution or economic bardship. In 1979,

a Third Indochina War erupted. China launched an
offensive in response to Vietnam’s occupation of Cambodia
that ended the rule of the Chinese-backed Kbhmer Rouge
and the genocide there. By the mid-1980s, Vietnam’s
state-run economy was in crisis. In 1986, the government
promoted Renovation or D6i M6y, moving towards an

open market econonyy.



At the end of the war, the newly created Socialist
Republic of Vietnam launched a propaganda
campaign to mobilize the south to vote in favour of
unification (illus. 265). Pham Tri Tué’s 1976 Socialist
Realist poster Perform Your Electoral Duty portrays
the familiar motifs, with the S-shaped map of Viet-
nam and the red flag with a gold star representing
the unified state of the srv. Significantly, a single
female figure dressed in the black pyjama uniform
of the victorious southern revolutionaries (the Viet-
cong) is portrayed as representative of the whole
of the southern electorate. The cheerful young girl,
lips and nails painted baby pink, a chequered scarf
around her neck, holds a pen in one hand and an
electoral ballot paper in the other.

In 1986, economic renovation or Dé7 Mé: was
followed by a more relaxed cultural policy that led
" 3 g to innovation in the visual arts, including in poster
HOA BINH LA LE SONG ! design. In the mid-198os, the Vietnam College of
Fine Arts introduced graphic design as a course sep-
arate from painting and sculpture. Today, old-style
propaganda posters are still prominently displayed
in town and city centres promoting the political
status Quo, celebrating H6 Chi Minh and commem-
orating Party and Army anniversaries (illus. 294).%
They coexist with new-style state-run environmental,

anti-smoking and HIV awareness campaigns. Artist

Nguyén Ding Phd’s Peace Is Life!, which won a
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bronze medal in 1986, is representative of the new
Nguyén Ping Phi

o wave in design, free of the familiar Socialist Realist
Peace is Life, 1986

motifs of the past (illus. 266).
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Duong Anh, Lé Thi Hong Gadm
Determined and Brave (in)
Attacking/ Steadfastly and
Firmly (in) Post Holding, 1971

opposite:
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hiéu

The People of Vietnam Will
Surely Win! The American
Empire Will Surely Lose!, 1972
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Huynh Phuong Péng

Vent Hatred, Point Your Gun,
no date
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Lé Lam

Protect the Nation or Defend
the Government, 1965
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Hold on to Youth, no date
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Pham Than Tam

Ha Néi 18-12-30-12-1972; us
air force B-52; Strategic Air
Command, 1972

watercolour and ink on paper



279

Truong Sinh

Nixon Must Pay the Blood Debt,

1972






iVIVA OCTUBRE!

70 ANIVERSARIO DE LA REVOLUCION SOCIALISTA

DE OCTUBRE




Republic of Cuba,

1959-

Lincoln Cushing

Although the conventional notion of communist
society is that it is drab and stiff, Cuba’s cultural
output forces a serious re-evaluation of that view.
Cuba’s political iconoclasm is mirrored in its
poster art.

When Fidel Castro (b. 1926) and the 26th of
July Movement forced out the despised dictator
Fulgencio Batista (1901-1973) in the early hours of
1959, ‘communism’ was less of a common motivator
for the average Cuban than independence and
nationalism. The excesses of colonialism, capitalism
and imperialism had been seared into the popular
consciousness for several generations, and Castro
symbolized an end to all that. Numerous internal
and external forces would shape the economic and
political forms that followed. But, as a small country
with few natural resources, Cuba would always
find itself taking a path different from that of any
other nation — capitalist or socialist.

From the mid-1960s until the early 1980s,
Cuban graphic artists produced posters of enor-
mous artistic power and social impact. A uniQue
confluence of conditions aligned to fuel this prolific
output — a small and literate nation immersed in
the heady rush of building a new society, a dense
community of artists willing to explore popular
media, a state that actively supported the arts and

a highly centralized political apparatus anxious
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Emilio Gémez for

Editora Politica

Long Live October! 70th
Anniversary of the Socialist
October Revolution, 1987
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to consolidate power. The energy of a new film
industry sparked the process, and by the time the
Soviet Union collapsed, Cuba had produced at
least 12,000 posters on such wide-ranging subjects
as occupational health, the sugar harvest, the war
in Vietnam,” glass recycling and folk-music festivals.
Cuba is small enough for posters to be a viable
medium for reaching a wide audience, and mecha-
nisms created for the dissemination of other social
goods readily took on the selective scattering of
these vocal graphics. Some of the posters (such as
those announcing film showings) were limited-
edition publicity items, but most were generated in
the thousands and freely dispersed like dandelion
seeds all over Cuba and the world by travellers and
the postal service. Many ended up in union halls,
community centres, schools and private residences
in Cuba and beyond.

These posters offer a glimpse into Cuban
life. Impressive as they are as artistic artefacts, their
deeper value lies in their ability to help us under-
stand the Cuba of this period. It was one of those
historical moments when human capital was more
important than financial capital, when public
voluntarism was commonplace and self-sacrifice
expected. Social experimentation was the order of
the day. Many people’s lives were fundamentally

transformed, and old political struggles were



resolved as new ones emerged. The overthrow of
Batista and the immense national transformation
that followed led to a ‘golden age’ of Cuban posters,
roughly encompassing the period from 1966 to 1972.
The non-commercial mass poster was the
direct fruit of the revolution, a conscious applica-
tion of art in the service of social improvement.
State resources were allocated as never before to
a broad range of cultural and artistic projects, and
posters were the right medium at the right time.
These posters were steeped in this revolutionary
brew, and, like the other posters in this book, they

deserve to be understood in their own context.

The Cuban Poster Tradition

‘Within the revolution, everything; without it,
nothing.”> Although this much-repeated quotation
by Castro would seem to suggest a heavy-handed
policy of cultural orthodoxy, the reality of Cuban
cultural practice is complex. Cuba is a literate
nation of eleven million people; Havana itself is a
cosmopolitan capital of one million and has been a
cultural nexus between the Old World and the New
ever since the ‘discovery’ of the Americas in 1492.
From the beginning, Cuban artists and intellectuals
have been active in creating their own national
culture. During the intense period before the 1959
revolution, artists of all stylistic persuasions were
adding their skills to the overthrow of Batista. My
mother, Nancy Cushing, once told me a story
from that period while our family lived there that

illustrates the sort of engagement that involved
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artists of all styles. In 1955 an abstract painting by
Luis Martinez Pedro (1910-1989) won top honours
at a national art exhibition in Havana. After a
wealthy New York collector purchased it, it was
reproduced as silkscreen multiples as a fundraiser for
Castro’s revolutionary forces. Its newly revealed
underground title? Two Rifles.

Early progressive social movements, including
the American and French Revolutions, relied
on the power of printed broadsides and posters.
Many other distinctive political poster genres had
emerged around the world by the time Batista’s
power was shattered in Cuba. Among them were
the prints of José Guadalupe Posada (1851-1913)
that energized the Mexican revolution of 1913-15;
the Mexican posters generated by the Taller de
Grafica Popular (Popular Arts Workshop), founded
in 1937; and the posters produced by the revo-
lutionary governments of the Soviet Union and
China that can be seen in this book. In my opinion,
what distinguishes Cuban poster art from most
(but certainly not all) of these antecedents is their
wide range of content, unorthodox use of colour
and crisp design style. This is the result of several
factors, including a long tradition of international
influence in Cuban artwork and a revolutionary
government that was relatively open to experimen-
tation and innovation.

As in Europe and the United States,
commercial lithographs first appeared in Cuba in
the mid-nineteenth century. The emergence of a
booming film industry in the 1940s — and the need
to publicize those films — led to the first distinctly
domestic advertising poster style. In 1943 the
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René Mederos Pazos for
Editora Politica

In Honour of October [the
Bolshevik Revolution of 1917],
c. 1989

(12-sheet billboard)

exhibition ‘Originales de Tamigraph: Silk Screen
Originals’, which included 55 works by 27 North
American artists, provided a significant impetus
for the recognition in Cuba of fine-art screen-print-
ing.? During the 1950s, a few artists applied their
talents to printmaking, but it remained a lesser
cultural form than painting or sculpture until after
the revolution. In the years immediately following
1959 there was no particular sign that this art form
would blossom. Early public artwork was generally
described as unimaginative and hackneyed; in the
words of one observer, ‘commercial standards of
realistic illustration of the Batista era were [simply]
given a new political orientation.*

However, artists, critics and other intellectuals
began to Question this trend, and alternative
approaches flowered. On 26 July 1969 the first of
many National Poster Shows (Salénes Nacionales
de Carteles) was held and the medium itself began
to achieve legitimacy.’ Perhaps more importantly, the
Cubans managed to avoid mimicking the Socialist
Realism typical of Soviet propaganda and were well
on the way to establishing their own unique style.

Given that the two countries were in the process of
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building deep political and economic ties, this was
a highly visible indicator of Cuban independence.
In order to understand exactly how the poster art
form came to prominence in Cuba we must look
at the major contributors to this movement — the

publishers and the artists.

The Publishers

The vast majority of Cuban posters have been
produced under the auspices of three agencies:
1cAIC (the Cuban Film and Cinematic Industries
Institute, more commonly known as the Cuban
Film Institute), Editora Politica and OSPAAAL
(the Organization in Solidarity with the People of
Africa, Asia and Latin America). Although each
agency developed its own area of specialization,
individual artists often created work for all of them.
ICAIC has a silkscreen workshop that is respon-
sible for producing posters for all films made in
Cuba, as well as for foreign films shown in Cuba.
Its posters have all been of identical size to fit in

special kiosks throughout Havana and other cities.



To reach Cuba’s large rural population, mobile
projection crews also show films in the countryside.
Movies have always been enormously popular in
Cuba. Before the revolution, film posters, like the
films themselves, were usually designed and printed
outside the country. The first real breakthrough in
establishing a domestic graphic presence occurred
in the early 1940s, when the commercial graphic
artist Eladio Rivadulla Martinez (1923-2011) and
other Cubans began to create silkscreen movie
posters specifically for the local market. This trend
took a dramatic step forward after the revolution.

1cAIC is generally acknowledged as having been
the prime force in the post-revolutionary emergence
of a uniquely Cuban style of poster art. Saul Yelin
(1924—2010) was a visionary publicist when 1CAIC
was created in March 1959, and he was instru-
mental in turning the fresh, new film institute into
a significant international cultural presence.® In
keeping with the spirit of the times, the contribu-
tion of individual artists was seen as less important
than the poster’s content, and dozens of idealistic
and talented artists applied their professional skills
to this new enterprise. Given that film showings
were already well attended, however, the posters
were not as much advertising as an opportunity to
present a Cuban slant on the film’s subject. ICAIC is
the only one of the agencies that actively marketed
its posters as a commercial product. It maintained a
small retail shop in Havana and sold many posters
in the local and international markets.

Editora Politica (EP), the official publishing
department of the Cuban Communist Party,

started out as the Committee of Revolutionary

324

Orientation (COR, 1962-74), then became the
Department of Revolutionary Orientation (DOR,
1974-84) and finally settled on Editora Politica in
1985. This agency is responsible for a wide range of
mostly domestic public-information propaganda in
the form of books, brochures, billboards (illus. 282)
and posters. Many other government agencies used
its resources and distribution powers for their own
work, including the Federation of Cuban Women,
the National Confederation of Workers and the
National Union of Students in Latin America and
the Caribbean.

OSPAAAL is officially a non-governmental organi-
zation recognized by the United Nations and based
in Havana. Its origins were the Tricontinental
Conferences organized by ospaa (Organization for
Solidarity for the People of Africa and Asia), first
held in Cairo in 1957. It was not until the fourth
congress, in Accra in 1965, that 0srAA finally agreed
to include Latin America. OSPAAAL’s founding
conference in Havana in January 1966 involved five
hundred delegates from 35 countries representing
their national liberation movements and parties.

OSPAAAL became the primary source of solidarity
posters produced in Cuba aimed at activists around
the world. Between 1966 and 1990 it published
Tricontinental, a monthly magazine with a circus
lation that in 1989 peaked at 30,000 copies and
reached 87 different countries. Tricontinental was
produced in four languages (English, Spanish,
French and Arabic), and many issues — especially
during the early years — included a poster. This
simple act, of violating the conventional formal

purity of a poster by folding it up for mailing, was
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Berta Abelenda for OSPAAAL
Day of Solidarity with the Arab
Peoples, 1968
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the key to what became the most effective world-
wide poster distribution system ever. Some posters
were even designed to take advantage of this
process, and presented different or modified images
as the viewer unfolded them. 0SPAAAL produced
posters in about 38 different nations and on a wide
range of subjects, including the British war against
Argentina over the disputed Falkland Islands (the
Malvinas), the anniversary of the nuclear bombing of
Hiroshima, and nineteen posters on Che Guevara.
Although ospaAAL’s publishing activities have
been drastically reduced in recent years, it occasion-

ally continues to host international conferences.

The Artists

Cuban artists themselves, as individuals and as a
group, played a central role in the vibrant cultural
explosion of Cuban poster art. Some — such as
Eduardo Muiioz Bachs (1937-200r) and René
Mederos Pazos (1933-1996) — were staft designers;
others contributed as freelancers. Each one brought
a particular style that was generally encouraged,
rather than subsumed, in the design process. Most
had formal training as designers (Félix Beltrdn,

b. 1938) or painters (Radl Martinez, 1927-1995).
Each left an indelible stylistic mark. Bachs, whose
work as a children’s book illustrator was influenced
by Polish posters, adopted a decidedly whimsical
and loose approach. Martinez is generally credited
with introducing the ‘Pop’ style to Cuba. Beltran’s
work is characterized by elegant simplicity. Alfrédo

Rostgaard (1943-2004) was able to inject the
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[Many Ches], 1970



unexpected into images that had been exhausted by
previous artists. Mederos was a master at combining
painterly flat fields of colour with exquisite line work,
and Alberto Blanco explored photomontage in many
of his OSPAAAL posters.

Cuban designers were not immune to the
tension between artist and client, however, and
almost every designer has anecdotes of creative
work thwarted by political inappropriateness or
bureaucratic thick-headedness. Even the simple
issue of artistic recognition was an object of struggle
among designers and agencies. Still, many posters
were signed or otherwise credited, an uncommon
characteristic in state-sponsored socialist art. As art
director of 0sPAAAL, Rostgaard held the opinion
that posters should be signed, ‘Because the people

want to know.”

Women Graphic Artists

Despite the efforts of the Cuban revolution to
empower women and achieve socialist equality, the
work of women artists is very unevenly represented
among the thousands of posters produced since
1959. Eight women — Berta Abelenda, Gladys
Acosta, Estela Diaz, Daysi Garcia, Clara Garcia,
Jane Norling, Asela Pérez and Elena Serrano

— designed 22 of 0SPAAAL’s known output of
approximately 326 distinct titles (less than 7 per
cent). Although Serrano and Pérez each created
only one image for this agency, their posters were
among the more memorable — the famous Day of

the Heroic Guerrilla, October 8 (commonly known
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as ‘Continental Che”) and International Week of
Solidarity with Latin America respectively. Norling,
a muralist and graphic artist from the San Francisco
Bay area, designed one while she was working there
in 1973. Every single one of Abelenda’s posters
included some form of weapon, ranging from spears
to bazookas, always treated in a witty and unex-
pected manner, as in Day of Solidarity with the
Arab Peoples (illus. 283). Interestingly, although
ICAIC was responsible for a prolific output, it
appears that only a handful of its posters — as few
as four — may have been designed by women. Many
of the women who designed posters for OSPAAAL
also did so for EP, including Acosta, Diaz, Clara
Garcia, Daysi Garcia and Pérez. Other designers
included Eufemia Alvarez, Isabel Carrillo, Cecilia
Guerra and Vivian Lechuga. Of the 218 EP posters
I have catalogued, 35 (15 per cent) were designed

by women.

Style

The posters in this essay were selected out of
thousands to reveal certain consistent characteristics
of Cuban design. Although a tremendous range

of styles is evident among them, certain patterns
emerge that help to describe this body of work.
Perhaps the most surprising is the low quotient

of Socialist Realism - the relative absence of the
heroic, amped-up super-workers and production
equipment so prevalent in the revolutionary
artwork of the Soviet Union, China and other

communist countries, as displayed elsewhere in



this book. Rather, Cuban artists used alternative
and creative approaches to graphic representation,
producing a distinctive and rich poster genre.
There are a number of identifiable stylistic
features displayed by these posters. The first is
their use of illustration and graphics: very few of
these posters use photographs as source elements
or rely on full-colour reproduction of original
art; almost all are based on what is known as ‘flat
colour’ in the graphic arts. This stylistic convention
comes partly from the technical limitations of
hand-cut silkscreen stencils, but a more complete
explanation would have to include a fondness for
this particular graphic treatment on the part of the
designers, since many posters were reproduced in
offset. Another identifiable feature is their use of
humour and visual wit. Overt satire and subtle wit
of imagery, like Che Guevara’s repeated faces in
Rostgaard’s Many Ches (illus. 284), represent an
accepted design approach. This also includes the
convention of fusing disparate images, such as the
two-way radio, grenades, cartridges and bazooka
neatly drawn into a classic Egyptian style in Day in
Solidarity with the Arab People or the hand grenade
knight’s torso in Chess Tournament — Military
Garrison of Havana (illus. 285). -
Many Cuban poster artists use the imagery René Mederos Pazos for
Editora Politica

I Am Going to Study to Be a
the ultimate extension of political power. After Teacher, 1971

of weapons, from spears to AK-47s, to symbolize

experiencing a major revolution less than two
generations ago, Cuba has had to continue to
defend itself against armed attacks from the United
States government and militant members of the

Cuban exile community. In addition, for many
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years Cuban foreign policy actively supported
revolutionary movements around the world, and
Cuba sent regular army troops, clandestine forces
and arms to many countries. Weapons can show
up in obvious settings, such as posters expressing
solidarity with nations in struggle, as well as in

less obvious situations, such as First UNE4AC [Cuban
National Union of Writers and Artists| Graphic Design
Conference (illus. 298), or the poster for the tenth
anniversary of ICAIC (illus. 299). In some cases,
the use of indigenous images is fused with modern
weaponry, as in posters on Guatemala or the Arab
people. The type of weapon also has a political
dimension; sophisticated hardware, such as missiles
and fighter jets, is always associated with the forces
of oppression and imperialism. AK-47s and shoulder
fired rockets are weapons of resistance.

Another significant feature of these posters is
their treatment of conceptual abstraction. Cuban
art was not wedded to strict realism; Castro
famously proclaimed in 1977: ‘our enemy is impe-
rialism, not abstract art.” Many of these posters
elegantly demonstrate the designer’s ability to
reduce abstract concepts to simple images, as
evidenced in the representation of anti-capitalism
or anti-colonialism (illus. 300). They also use
techniques of appropriation; in several examples,
well-known or popular artwork is radically trans-
formed, for example Leonardo da Vinci’s classic
Vitruvian Man in Capitalism: Denial of Human Rights
(illus. 303), or the traditional religious painting genre
of Christ nailed to an International Monetary Fund
cross in Cristo Guerrillero. The use of iconography

is also prominent, and many posters use commonly
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understood visual shorthand to express their
subject. Icons include Uncle Sam, the imperial
eagle, the dollar sign, continental shapes, stylized

flags and machetes.

Content

Although the separate ‘fine art’ and ‘commercial
art’ worlds continue to exist in Cuba, significant
amounts of resources and talent have been
funnelled into challenging that dichotomy. From
the late 1960s until the late 1990s, public agency
support for artists and designers made it possible
for them to make a living producing public service
materials. The lack of a mercantile infrastructure
made it difficult for individual artists to sell their
work, although that has changed considerably
in recent years. Posters have publicized motorcy-
cle-based health brigades, exhorted citizens to join
the sugar harvest, advocated efficient work in the
sugar mills and encouraged the planting of healthy
fruit and vegetables on available land. Some crops,
such as tobacco, require a challenging balance
of public policy approaches; one poster pleads
tor Your Youthful Hand in helping the harvest, but
another warns, Tobacco Burns Health. Sports,
education and culture all play significant roles. One
poster proudly proclaims, I Am Going to Study to
Be a Teacher (illus. 285).

International solidarity is an important part of
the national culture, especially because Cuba has
had its own long fight against U.s. domination. This

deep connection to other underdeveloped countries
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struggling for self- determination resulted in many
works succinctly and elegantly showing resistance
against colonialism and u.s. imperialism. In 1969,
and again in 1971, EP sent the artist René Mederos
Pazos to Vietnam, where he spent several months
experiencing the American war on the ground. He
created two stunning series of paintings, many of
which were turned into silkscreen prints and offset
posters. The Cuban government also issued seven
as postage stamps based on these posters (illus. 286).

The persistent theme of ‘as in Viet Nam’
underscores a deep national determination to be
as selfreliant, brave and resourceful as the people
of Vietnam, equating domestic food and industrial
production with the urgency of armed struggle.
This theme, of a nation surviving under siege,
largely reflects the economic and political reality of
U.s.—Cuban relations and has artistic precedents in
posters produced in the United States during the
Second World War.

Many posters include visual references to Africa
and to the struggle against slavery and racism. Cuba
is an extraordinarily racially integrated country, a
teature that can be traced to wars of independence
in which trust and respect between Spanish-origin
criollos and Afro-Cuban leaders and troops were
essential to victory against the Spanish. A poster
from 1986 commemorating the centennial of the
abolition of slavery is titled Rebel Slaves — Precursors
of Our Social Revolutions (illus. 302), articulating
a theme repeated in many Cuban posters. Africa
is a popular subject of films, as are slave revolts and
solidarity with forces fighting the slave trade and

colonial legacy in Africa and the Americas (illus.
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286

René Mederos Pazos for
80th Anniversary of the
Birth of H5 Chi Minh, 1970

Cuban postage stamp

XXX ANNVERSARID DEL DESEMBARCO

287

Emilio Gémez for

Editora Politica

Granma: Tiller Held Firmly,
Bow Towards the Future: 30th
Anniversary of the Landing,
1986
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303). (Note the artistic device employed here that,

in storyboard fashion, first shows the Africans in
a chain gang, then in the process of being freed, and
finally armed for self-defence.) Historical events from

Cuba’s own revolution are also regularly portrayed,
including the 1953 attack on the Moncada Barracks
(illus. 304), the 1955 voyage of Fidel’s forces from
Mexico to Cuba aboard the Granma (illus. 287) and
the 1961 repulsion of the U.s.-backed invasion at the
Bay of Pigs (Playa Girén).

There are few examples of ‘leader worship’, a
conventional critique of communist propaganda as
evidenced by the prolific portraiture of Chairman
Mao in Chinese posters. Only a handful of posters
show Fidel Castro, and even those are not expected
to follow an aesthetic orthodoxy (illus. 305). By
far the two most prominently featured individuals
are José Marti (1853-1995, illus. 288) and Ernesto
‘Che’ Guevara. There are posters of well-known
revolutionary heroes and martyrs, including Chile’s
Salvador Allende, Congo’s Patrice Lumumba, South
Africa’s Nelson Mandela, Nicaragua’s Augusto
César Sandino (illus. 306) and Vietnam’s H6 Chi
Minh (illus. 307). Also represented are lesser-
known Cuban revolutionary martyrs such as Frank
Pais (1934-1957, illus. 308).% Figures from other
countries honoured in print include Vladimir Lenin
(illus. 289), the Black Panthers George Jackson
(illus. 309) and Angela Davis (illus. 310), Yasser
Arafat and even Sweden’s Olof Palme. Villains also
get their share, with Nixon (illus. 311), Hitler (illus.
312) and Chile’s Augusto Pinochet among them.
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René Mederos Pazos for
Editora Politica (por)
Exhibition (collage of historical
figures, left to right: Maximo

Gomez, Eduardo Agramonte,
Quintin Bandera, Che Guevara,
Camilo Cienfuegos, José Marti),
1971
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Form

Although most of the posters are produced in offset
format, many of them (including all the older 1cAIC
posters) were printed as silkscreens in somewhat
limited numbers.” Many of the more popular 1CAIC
posters have been reissued, often many times, to
meet the demand for sales. Although the silkscreen
print shop for 1caic did not have the capacity
to produce photographic stencils (all the posters,
including those with a ‘halftone dot” appearance,
were painstakingly cut by hand), the Editora Politica
offset shop certainly could — and did — produce
tull-colour separations. EP’s state sponsorship meant
that it controlled the most modern production
facilities, including a silkscreen press capable of
printing twelve-sheet billboards, and a large sheet-
ted offset plant.™ Billboards in Cuba have a special
impact since commercial advertising, which clots
most public space in capitalist countries, is absent.
It is also interesting to note that almost all
Cuban posters are orientated in a vertical format.
All the 1cAIC posters needed to be that way to
fit into existing street kiosks, but the vertical
uniformity of the others — only five of the osPAAAL
posters are orientated horizontally — appears simply

to be a matter of convention.

Cuban Artistic Interrelationships Abroad
Despite the fervent wish on the part of the United

States government to isolate the ‘rogue state’ of

Cuba from the world community, Cuban artists
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routinely engage in exhibitions and work abroad.
Europe, Canada and Latin America all regularly
include Cuban visual artists, musicians and film-
makers in festivals, symposia and shows. Until
recently, the U.s. embargo has served as an ominous,
though penetrable, barrier to artistic exchanges
between U.s. and Cuban nationals. Visas for visiting
artists and scholars were often denied at the last
minute by the u.s. State Department. Some
institutions, such as New York’s Center for Cuban
Studies, persisted in bringing Cuban artists to the
United States in the spirit of cultural exchange.
Likewise, there is no doubt that the efflo-
rescence of graphic artwork flowing from Cuba
influenced and stimulated the work of poster artists
in the United States. Any political poster-maker
with a pulse had at least a passing familiarity with
some of the OSPAAAL posters. Many of the images
were formally or informally copied into domestic
posters. Some were reproduced for the Vietnam
solidarity movement, such as René Mederos Pazos’
stunning graphic of H6 Chi Minh (illus. 313),
reprinted in 1971 by Glad Day Press in Ithaca, New
York, to raise money for Medical Aid to Indochina.
The United States solidarity organization Vencer-
emos Brigade has reissued many images for years
as part of its campaign to end the Cuban embargo.
Others were appropriated for concerns such as
Puerto Rican independence and the struggle
against apartheid in South Africa. Several u.s. print
shops donated use of their facilities to print posters
for Cuba — one of the OSPAAAL reprints proudly
bears the union label of Berkeley’s (California)

Inkworks Press, printed in a joint publishing
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project with Fireworks Graphics Collective.

But, more importantly, collaborative projects mndnnnn nE "nMBH
emerged when U.s. artists went to Cuba to teach mndn n nn DE nE ns
and learn, and their Cuban counterparts were
brought to the United States to share their expe- CENTENARIO DE LENIN 18701970
riences. Several progressive cultural institutions,
such as the Center for Cuban Studies in New York
and Mission Grafica in San Francisco, sponsored
shows and tours. The first California exhibition
of Cuban posters was held in San Francisco’s Palace

of the Legion of Honor in 1975." Two years later

-

one of the organizers of that show, Juan Fuentes,
visited Cuba to co-curate an exhibit by Bay Area
Latino artists. Many u.s. artists acknowledge a
deep debt to the creative spirit and political savvy

that the Cuban poster movement engendered.

Poster Themes
National Pride

‘Neither nations nor men respect those that don’t respect
them.” — José Marti

Cuba has a complex colonial history, deeply affected
by the slave trade and by the foreign powers that
have interfered in its Quest for self-determination —
Spain, England, the United States and the Soviet
Union. This history strongly defines the Cuban
national character and is essential to understanding
Cuba’s dogged efforts to be treated as an equal on
the world stage.

By the time Pope Alexander vI (1492-1503)

granted Cuba formal self-control in 1493, it was
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Antonio Pérez Gonzalez (Niko
or Nico) for Editora Politica
Builder of Men, Builder of Ideas:
Lenin Centennial, 1870-1970,
1970
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the unequalled hub of the Spanish Empire in the
Americas. Indigenous people were forced into
serfdom, inspiring the first revolt in the New World
under Taino chief Hatuey (who was burned at the
stake in 1512). The Tainos perished from overwork
and disease, and were replaced by African slaves as
early as 1513. Spain levied heavy taxes and forced
unfair trade agreements on Cuba, and the first in a
long series of citizen rebellions against the Spanish
Crown broke out in 1740. England occupied Cuba
in 1762 but traded it back for Florida the following

year. As in other colonial countries, the local popula-
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René Mederos Pazos for
Editora Politica

Cuba 52 [1952], #2 in Moncada
series, 1973
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tion — Cuban-born criollos — developed an interest in
self-determination and was inspired by the success
of the American Revolution. From the earliest days
of the republic, however, the United States govern-
ment and business leaders seemed more interested
in owning Cuba than in seeing it free.

Cuba’s First War of Independence (1868-78)
was led by General Méximo Gémez (1836-1905), a
white c¢riollo, and the mulasto Antonio Macéo (1845—
1896), and resulted in 250,000 Cuban and 80,000
Spanish casualties. The revolt failed, however, and

left the island’s economy in shambles. The poet



and author José Marti, imprisoned and deported
during that war, used his stay in New York to found
the Cuban Revolutionary Party on the mutual
principles of nationalism and social justice. In 1895
he joined up with fellow exiles Gémez and Macéo
for another revolution. Although Marti was killed
almost immediately, and Macéo the following
year, the Second War of Independence (1895-8)
continued to wrack the country until the fateful
evening of 15 February 1898, when the battleship
uss Maine exploded in Havana harbour, killing
260 men. Although a board of American naval
officers determined that a submarine mine caused
the ship’s forward magazine to explode, no specific
persons or parties were implicated.

A variety of political and economic forces had put
the United States on a collision course with Spain
over Cuba and its only other remaining colony in
the Americas, Puerto Rico. Trade between Cuba
and the United States had grown steadily since the
American colonial period, and American citizens
eventually came to own millions of dollars’ worth
of Cuban property, primarily in the sugar, tobacco
and iron industries, all of which were imperilled
by the fighting. These conditions — economic
self-interest, coupled with expansionist interests in
the hemisphere and public outrage over accounts
of Spanish military brutality against the Cubans
and the U.s. citizens — created a powder keg, and
the Uss Maine was the fuse. On 19 April 1898 the
United States Congress passed a joint resolution
proclaiming Cuba ‘free and independent’, and
when signed by President McKinley the next day, it

served as a declaration of war.
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The war was immensely popular in the United
States and was over in less than a year. In the end,
the u.s. goals were overwhelmingly achieved, but
at the expense of Cuban aspirations. The Cuban
war for independence had been hijacked to become
‘the Spanish-American War (1898)’. Cuban forces
were not allowed to attend the surrender cere-
monies, nor were Cuban representatives invited
to the signing of the peace treaty in Paris. The
u.s. army of occupation demobilized the Cuban
army and appointed Spanish officers to security
positions. In 1902 the Cubans accepted the Platt
Amendment, which gave the United States the
unconditional right to intervene in Cuba’s internal
affairs and perpetual rights to the coaling station at
Guantanamo Bay as the only alternative to direct
u.s. military rule. Cuba had essentially become a
corporate-dominated colony of the United States
(illus. 290). A cycle of dependence on U.s. approval
had begun, only to be broken with the success of
the revolution against the corrupt and hated Batista
government in 1959.

It was against this backdrop that the new revo-
lutionary government struggled to establish itself.
Like Marti before him, Fidel Castro was a nationalist
and an anti-imperialist, and the United States
government grew increasingly uncomfortable as
a series of popular measures — starting with the
Agrarian Reform Law during Castro’s first year in
power — made it clear that he had no wish to follow
the u.s. policy. Relations between the two countries
continued to unravel. When Soviet crude oil arrived
in Havana, American-owned refineries refused to

process it, and they were nationalized. When the



United States refused to buy Cuban sugar (and the
Soviet Union did not), American-owned sugar mills
were nationalized. Eventually this downward spiral
led to an eftort by exiled nationals to retake the
country in the failed Bay of Pigs invasion in 1961.
This escalation of hostilities led to the Cuban Mis-
sile Crisis the next year. Although formal invasion
efforts ceased, covert operations against Castro and
the Cuban economy continued for many years. The
U.S. government has also pursued an official eco-
nomic blockade of the island that has significantly
hurt Cuba’s effort to become self-sufficient. Aid
from, and trade with, other countries has to a large
extent mitigated the impact of the u.s. embargo, but
it has unquestionably reinforced the United States
government’s appearance to the Cuban people (and
much of the rest of the world) as a bully.” This, in
turn, has fuelled Cuban nationalism, and the cycle
showed no sign of ending until a bilateral thawing
of relations was announced at the end of 2014 under
the U.s. president Barack Obama. At the time of
writing the normalization of U.s.—Cuban relations is

continuing at a steady pace.

Production and Resources

For many years approximately a Quarter of the
Cuban workforce was employed in agriculture, a
qQuarter in industry and the remaining half in the
services sector.”® However, since the mid-1990s
agriculture has declined and the hotel and hospitality
industries have expanded. Exports went principally
to Russia and the Netherlands, followed by Canada
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and other countries. Imports have come from
Spain, Venezuela and Canada.™

Ever since its founding, Cuba’s entire economy
has relied on the cultivation and export of just
two crops: sugar and tobacco. This is owing to
the influence and needs of foreign interests, and
the resulting distortion of an export monoculture
has driven Cuba’s economy for hundreds of years.
Promoting agriculture remains a major emphasis of
domestic poster campaigns, many of them equating
the struggle for economic self-sufficiency with the
military sacrifice of the revolution as exemplified by
the poster To Camaguey: With the Faith and Valour of
the Combatants Moncada (illus. 315). Similarly, the
phrase ‘as in Viet Nam’ is used as an exhortation to
emulate the tenacity, organization and discipline of
the Vietnamese people (illus. 316).

Cuba’s soil chemistry and climate are perfect
for the cultivation of cane sugar, and about 75 per
cent of the agricultural export income is drawn
from this single crop. A national volunteer campaign
to realize a ten-million-ton sugar harvest by 1970
tell short of its goal, but the zafra — the sugar
harvest — and the ancillary activities of operating
and maintaining the mills remain significant.
Posters promote the Sugar Harvest 1985 — At Full
Capacity and encourage workers to Pull Together
with Efficiency and Quality and to Cut Until the Last
[Sugar] Cane — Whether It Rains a Lot or a Little
(illus. 314). When it is all over, we are told, the
Cane Cutting Quota Is Completed (illus. 317).

The growing and processing of tobacco are
also an essential part of the culture — posters

(not illustrated here) announce that The Tobacco



SOLO
LA NECESARIA

Heriberto Trujillo

for Editora Politica

Only That Which Is Necessary
[Electricity Conservation], 1981

337

Harvest Awaits Your Youthful Hand and rejoice

in Happiness in the Tobacco Fields. Other crops are
encouraged as well: The Land is Fertile — Work for the
Whole Population [to] Plant Every Field. As an island
nation, Cuba is particularly dependent on imported
goods. Because of the blockade and a shortage of
natural resources, many public campaigns have
been advanced on such issues as reducing electrical
consumption (illus. 291), saving fresh water (illus.

292) and recycling glass.

Sports and Health

T would rather play for 10,000,000 people than
10,000,000 dollars.” — Cuban baseball pitcher Omar
Linares, answering reporters’ questions about why be
didn’t wish to defect to the United States at the 1996
Olympics in Atlanta, Georgia

Cuba has produced many great athletes and teams.
Its boxers have earned 23 Olympic gold medals
(Tedfilo Stevenson alone took three heavyweight
gold medals), 87 senior and junior world titles

and 25 world cups. Cuba has excelled in other
Olympic sports as well, including swimming, judo,
fencing, volleyball and track (Alberto Juantorena
won gold medals in the 400-m and 8oo-m runs at
the xx1 Olympiad in Montreal, Canada, in 1976).
Sports, as part of physical culture in general,

are considered to be an integral component of

a well-rounded and healthy populace. In many
Western countries massive private advertising

budgets are spent encouraging people to buy a

left:
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Faustino Pérez for Editora
Politica (Poder Popular)
Save It [Water], 1983
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Daysi Garcia for

Editora Politica

Working for the 10 Million in
Good Health [Rural Motorbike
Health Brigades], 1970
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particular athletic shoe or paying for naming rights
to sports facilities. Teams and players are bought
and sold as commodities. The commercialization
of physical activity is so pervasive that it is taken
for granted. Yet in Cuba, posters advertise sporting
events, rather than individual teams, and encourage
whole communities to participate in sports for the
simple reason that it is good for them. This public
campaign is captured in the sweet, simple message,
“To practise sports is to grow healthy.’

A commitment to public well-being is also at
the heart of healthcare policy in Cuba. As one
would expect of a state agency responsible for edu-
cating the citizenry about issues of public health,
EP’s posters cover a wide range of topics, including
encouraging people to plant fruit and vegetables,
to work carefully when trimming meats and to Quit
smoking. Other posters publicize important public
services such as the motorized health brigades that

serve the rural population (illus. 393).

Solidarity and Revolution

‘Solidarity is not charity, but mutual aid in pursuit of
shared objectives.” — Samora Machel, FRELIMO (Frente
de Libertagao de Mozambique) revolutionary bero and
forst president of Mozambique

Ever since Fidel Castro’s troops defeated the
Batista regime in 1959, Cuba has actively supported
movements for fundamental political change all
over the world. This includes support of struggles

for national liberation — the process that many
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countries endured to emerge from colonial control
during the 1960s and "7os — and of revolutionary
organizations within certain countries that have
resorted to armed struggle to overthrow unpopular
regimes. Most of these countries constitute what
is known as the ‘third world’. They have suftered
underdevelopment as a conseqQuence of modern
colonial status or have experienced dramatic social
inequality as a result of corrupt foreign-supported
governments, and they are generally in the conti-
nents of Africa, Asia and South America.

Solidarity is a political term that can mean
many things. It can range from formal support,
with military troops and materiel (such as Cuba
sent to aid guerrillas in the Congo), to more
benign activities such as sending food or skilled
personnel to other countries. It also means public
support of these countries and their subjects, with
United Nations speeches and posters distributed
worldwide. Some of these posters take on abstract
political issues, such as foreign debt, liberation
theology, armed struggle, the influence of the
International Monetary Fund and even capitalism
itself. However, most solidarity posters focus on
specific countries, events and problems.

The primary enemy of subjects in colonial
countries was usually the military and police forces
of the occupying Europeans. However, national
liberation struggles also served as a theatre for the
grander geopolitical battle being waged between
the United States and its archenemies, the Soviet
Union and China. Thus, by engaging in support for
the oppositional forces, Cuba became a significant

participant in the larger struggle between capitalism



and socialism. In many cases, public u.s. foreign
policy only hinted at the actual role the u.s.
played in supporting the colonial powers, and
the implementation of more clandestine foreign
policy goals fell to the Central Intelligence Agency
(c1a), special operations units of the armed forces
and surrogate mercenaries. Many of the aftected
countries are ones that most Americans are only
vaguely aware of — the Congo, Zimbabwe, Guin-
ea-Bissau — but others, such as Vietnam and South
Africa, are better known. Cuba deeply identified
with Vietnam, a small, poor country attempting to
overthrow a series of corrupt leaders serving the
interests of a chain of foreign masters (illus. 318).
Cuba was one of the earliest and most persistent
supporters of Nelson Mandela and the African
National Congress at the same time that the
United States government avoided taking a stand.
In some cases, Cuban solidarity has extended to
geopolitical entities that were not even countries:
Puerto Rico, a ‘commonwealth’ of the United
States, is represented as a colonial vestige of more
than a hundred years of u.s. occupation, and Pal-
estine is respected as a nation without recognized
statehood. North Korea, a nation with which Cuba
had very little active engagement, was nonetheless
supported because of its affiliation with the socialist
bloc (illus. 319).

Because the Soviet Union was the mainstay of
Cuban political and economic support for many
years, it is not surprising to see posters in the Soviet

style and supporting broad themes of the Russian
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Revolution (illus. 281, 294, 320). Cuban solidarity
posters have honoured martyrs (Sandino in Nicara-
gua), criticized U.s. intervention (in the Dominican
Republic), endorsed domestic opposition within
the United States (as carried out by the Black Pan-
ther Party), or simply noted the struggle of whole
countries (Guatemala, illus. 321), populations

(the Arab people) and generic exploited classes
(peasants in Peru). Many posters have supported the
struggle of Cuban allies that u.s. foreign policy has
simply labelled unacceptable. The democratically
elected governments of these countries were seen
as a threat to U.s. business and political interests,
and overt military invasions (Grenada) or covert
c14 actions (Chile) resulted in their replacement by
more acceptable leadership.

Finally, there is the theme of Che and the
exporting of revolution. Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara
was an asthmatic Argentinian doctor who met
Fidel Castro in 1954, participated in the Cuban
revolution, served as head of various government
agencies and never gave up his dream of world
revolution. He participated in clandestine guerrilla
activities in the Congo and in Bolivia, where he
was finally caught and executed in 1967. He has
attained mythic status for some as a hero of the
oppressed, is criticized by others for adventurism
and vanguardism, and is demonized by yet others
as a murderous Marxist-Leninist. His image is
by far the best-known symbol of revolution in the
world. Public and private display of his portrait in

Cuba is ubiquitous.
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Education and Culture

‘In the morning, the pen — but in the afternoon, the
plough.” — FJosé Marti

The post-revolutionary Cuban government has
established a strong record on education. Although
literacy statistics from the time Batista fled the
island in 1959 range from 43 per cent to 8o per cent,
there is little dispute over the data on Cuba’s status
at present. In 2001, a task force assessing a 1998
UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific
and Cultural Organization) region-wide test of
primary-school pupils concluded: ‘In test scores,
completion rates, and literacy levels, Cuban primary
students are at or near the top of a list of peers from
across Latin America.” The report went on to note:

‘Cuba far and away led the region in third- and
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Eduardo Marin Potrillé for Editora Politica
The Optimistic Tragedy by Vsievolod
Vishnievsky; Saluting the First Congress of
the Cuban Communist Party, Cuban-Soviet
Coproduction of the Brecht Political Theatre,
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fourth-grade mathematics and language achievement
... Even the lowest fourth of Cuban students per-
formed above the regional average.” UNESCO ranks
Cuba’s basic literacy rate at just over 96 per cent.
This is remarkable given that current per-student
funding is less than a thousand dollars a year. Part
of the reason for such high rates can be traced back
to 1961, when the new revolutionary government
launched a massive literacy campaign in which all
schools were closed for eight months and 120,000
volunteers worked to raise the reading level of almost
a million people. Another factor may be the large
number of educated professionals who, because of
the slow economy, have had difficulty finding work in
their field and have ended up in teaching positions.
Cuban public policy has always included a com-
mitment to supporting universal public education,

compulsory through to the ninth grade (age fifteen
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LA EDUCACION: UN ARMA
CONTRA EL ENEMIGO

CONTRA EL BUROCRATISMO:
MEJOR PREPARACION TECNICA

top:
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Arturo Alfonso Palomino for
Editora Politica (MININT)
Education: A Weapon Against
the Enemy, 1972
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bottom:

296

Asela Pérez for Editora Politica
Against Bureaucracy: Improved
Technical Preparation, 1977

or sixteen). Education is seen as essential to build-
ing the New Socialist Man and Woman. The role
of an intelligent populace, articulate in the relative
merits of socialism over capitalism, is promoted as a
defence against corrupt foreign influences in martial
terms: Education: A Weapon Against the Enemy

(illus. 295), proclaims one poster. Promotion of an
educated population went beyond simple literacy —
it also included creative problem-solving and critical
thinking (illus. 296, 322).

It is also significant that, given Cuba’s mostly
rural population, it has risen to the dual challenge
of educating agricultural workers and breaking
down social divisions between city and countryside.
In 1971 Cuba established the ‘Secondary Schools
in the Countryside’ campaign, in which students
spent summers on farms and on orchards, dividing
their time between their studies and bringing in the
harvest. This approach is captured in a poster (not
shown), Alongside the Workers Harvesting Wealth,
with interwoven images of tobacco leaves, books
and sugar cane.

Like education, Cuban cultural development
since the revolution has been shaped by the influ-
ence of state support. Posters proclaim a multitude
of public events, including music festivals, art
exhibitions and graphic arts conferences. Cuban
music — everything from traditional folk music,
to Afro-Cuban drumming, to jazz and rock — is a
popular form of expression that pulsates from clubs
and concert halls. Art exhibitions both large and
small are often promoted with powerful graphic art.
But the cultural activity most frequently expressed

through the poster art form has been cinema. What



has been exceptional is that not only does the
‘advertising’ division of ICAIC produce posters for
Cuban films, it does so for @/l films shown in Cuba.
Approximately one-third of the films promoted are
Cuban; the rest come from all over the world. It

is fascinating to see the range of countries, directors
and topics that appear in ICAIC’s posters. Films

by Kurosawa, Hitchcock and Bufiuel are all
repackaged through Cuban eyes, often by artists
interpreting the movie’s theme rather than pro-
moting a particular actor or director. Compare

this approach to the conventional Hollywood-style
advertisement featuring close-ups of box-office stars,
and you begin to see the radical departure these
posters represent. Conversely, because these are
limited-edition silkscreen prints, the ICAIC posters
also represent the form of the Cuban poster that
most closely mimics the fine art collectible and

commercial prints sold in galleries around the world.

The Road Ahead

Beginning in the late 1980s, when the collapse of the
Soviet Union left Cuba on its own, Cuba entered
what it called the ‘Special Period’. The country went
into a tailspin, losing favourable trade agreements,
oil and sugar subsidies, and technical assistance
almost overnight. Ever since, it has followed a path
of rebuilding its economy through international
tourism. Massive joint-venture projects with Spain,
Canada, Brazil, Mexico and other nations have
focused almost entirely on the hotel and ancillary

service industries. During the 2000s the strong
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relationship between Cuba and Venezuela’s Hugo
Chavez (1954-2013) offered a supporting role, but
the Bolivarian Revolution has waned, and at the
time of writing Cuba is deeply involved in negoti-
ating new diplomatic and economic relations with
the United States. This process, though justifiable
given Cuba’s limited economic options, has resulted
in considerable distortion of the cultural fabric.

All the poster-producing agencies have had to
shift themselves from being supported by the state
to relying on fee-for-service work. Although an
organization such as ICAIC may have a chance at
pulling this off, agencies with an explicit political
message, such as EP or OSPAAAL, are withering on
the vine. This belt-tightening has affected Cuban
art production in every way. What’s more, because
many supplies such as ink are in short supply,
even aesthetic options are affected. One example
is billboard design, which during the early 1990s
encouraged the use of white space to save ink.

All this has had a direct impact on production
of the sort of posters described in this chapter, and
it’s unclear what role the publishing department of
the Cuban Communist Party will play in the future.
However, Cuba has a talented and vibrant art com-
munity, and what may well emerge is a shift away
from state-sponsored channels to more independent
ones such as community-based organizations,
student groups and independent workshops. This
will unquestionably result in a different range of
subjects and styles from that produced in Cuba’s
‘Golden Era’, but if Cuban history is anything to go
by, the new graphic art will continue to be powerful,

opinionated and unexpected.
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Israel Fundora for

Editora Politica

Chess Tournament — Military
Garrison of Havana, 1973

PRIMER ENCUENTRO DE DISENO
GRAFICO DE LA UNEAC

Marzo de 1979

Sala “Ruben Martinez Villena*
Calle 17 esq. a H, Vedado

298

Francisco Masvidal for
Editora Politica (UNEAC)
First UNEAC [Cuban National
Union of Writers and Artists]
Graphic Design Conference,
1979

opposite:
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Alfrédo Rostgaard for ICAIC
ICAIC 10th Anniversary, 1969
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Rafael Enriquez for OSPAAAL
Capitalism: Denial of Human
Rights, 1977

opposite:
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Faustino Pérez for OSPAAAL
Day of Solidarity with
Zimbabwe, 1970
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- CUBA 1886 -1986 -
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Anonymous for

Editora Politica

Rebel Slaves — Precursors of
Our Social Revolutions, 1986

opposite:

303

Antonio Pérez Gonzalez
(Niko or Nico) for ICAIC
Maputo, the Ninth Meridian
(Cuban film), 1977
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Faustino Pérez for
Editora Politica
26th July, 1983
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Félix Beltran for
Editora Politica
Fidel Castro, 1973
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Antonio Reboiro, ICAIC
’79 Springs: A Documentary
by Santiago Alvarez, 1969

opposite:
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Rafael Enriquez for OSPAAAL
Sandino Lives, 1984

308

Roberto Figueredo for
Editora Politica (DOR)
The Bravest, the Most
Helpful, the Most
Extraordinary of our
Comrades (Fidel Castro
quotation, image of Frank
Pais), 1977
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Rafael Morante for OSPAAAL
Power to the People: George
[Jackson], 1971
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Luis Balaguer for OCLAE
Days of Support for Vietnam,
Cambodia and Laos, 1969

LIBERTAD PARA ANGELA DAVIS
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Félix Beltran for

Editora Politica

Freedom for Angela Davis, 1971
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Antonio Pérez Gonzalez
(Niko or Nico) for ICAIC
30th Anniversary of the
Downfall of the Nazi-Fascist
Axis. The Future Entirely
Belongs to Socialism, 1975
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René Mederos Pazos
for Editora Politica

Viet Nam Shall Win, 1971



314

Gladys Acosta for
Editora Politica

Cut Until the Last [Sugar]
Cane — Whether It Rains a
Lot or a Little, 1971

CORTAR HASTA LA ULTIMA CANA
LLUEVA MUCHO O LLUEVA POCO
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René Mederos Pazos,
Editora Politica

To Camagiiey: With the Faith
and Valour of the Moncada
Combatants, c. 1971

A CAMAGUEY

CON LA FE'Y-EL VALOR DE LOS COMBATIENTES-DEL MONCADA
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René Mederos Pazos
for Editora Politica
As in Vietnam, 1970

opposite:
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Heriberto Echeverria

for Editora Politica

Cane Cutting Quota Is
Completed: A New Standard
for the Sugar Mill, 1972
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René Mederos Pazos
for Editora Politica
National Liberation Front
of South Vietnam, 1969
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Olivio Martinez for OSPAAAL
International Campaign of
Solidarity with the People of
Korea, 1973
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Dagoberto Marcelo for
Editora Politica (DOR)
Defender of the World: Long
Live the 67th Anniversary of the
USSR October Revolution!, 1984
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Antonio Pérez Gonzalez
(Niko or Nico) for OSPAAAL
Day of Solidarity with
Guatemala, 1970

opposite:

322

Félix Beltran for Editora
Politica (MININT)

With Preparation, There Is No
Need for Improvisation, 1973



CON PREPARACION, NO HAY IMPROVISACION
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Europe (London, 1992), p. 46.

See Margaret Timmers, ‘Posters of Freedom’, Eye, 1/1
(1990), pp- 32-9.

See James Aulich and Tim Wilcox, eds, Europe

Without Walls: Art, Posters and Revolution, 1989-1993
(Manchester, 1993); Dana Bartelt, Art as Activist; A
valtozds jelei Plakdtok 1988—1990, exh. cat., Magyar
Nemzeti Galéria (Budapest, 1990).

For a survey of these posters, see Daoud Sarhandi
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and Alina Boboc, Evil Doesn’t Live Here: Posters of the
Bosnian War (New York, 2001).

Jesa Denegri, ‘Inside or Outside “Socialist
Modernism”? Radical Views of the Yugoslav Art
Scene’, in Impossible Histories: Historical Avant-gardes,
Neo-avant-gardes, and Post-avant-gardes in Yugoslavia,
1918-1991, ed. Dubravka Djuri¢ and Misko Suvakovié
(Cambridge, Ma, 2003), pp. 170-209.

See Nermina ZildZo, ‘Burying the Past and Exhuming
Mass Graves’, in East Art Map: Contemporary Art and
Eastern Europe, ed. IRWIN (London, 2006), pp. 141-52.
Aulich and Sylvestrova, Political Posters, p. 81.

4 People’s Republic of China, 1949—-

See www.news.xinhuanet.com/english, 15 October
2014.

‘China Sends Artists to the Countryside in Mao-

style Cultural Campaign’, www.theguardian.com, 2
December 2014.

Hoover Institution Political Posters Database. See
www.hoohila.stanford.edu, accessed 15 January 2015.
Hu Jintao was General Secretary of the Communist
Party, President of the People’s Republic and Chairman
of the Central Military Commission. Xi Jinping holds
the same titles; ‘civilization’ is a translation of the term
‘Wenming: for an explanation of this term’s political
usage, see Thomas Boutonnet, ‘From Local Control

to Globalised Citizenship: The Civilising Concept of
Wenming in Official Chinese Rhetoric’, 2011, www.
academia.edu.

Maurice Meisner, ‘Iconoclasm and Cultural Revolution
in China and Russia’, in Bolshevik Culture: Experiment and
Order in the Russian Revolution, ed. A. Gleason, P. Kenez
and R. Stites (Bloomington, 1N, and Indianapolis, 14,
1985), pp. 279-83). Meisner argues that their different
conceptions of this term greatly influenced the course of
their revolutionary development. By the time the PRC

was established, Stalin’s version of ‘cultural revolution’ —



and kulturnost — had changed the USSR to a conservative,
conformist society.

Régine Robin, ‘Stalinism and Popular Culture’, in

The Culture of the Stalin Period, ed. Hans Gunther
(Basingstoke, 1990), pp. 1540 (p. 22).

C. K. Yang, Chinese Communist Society: The Family and
the Village (Cambridge, M4, and London, 1959), pp.
189—90.

David Holm, Art and Ideology in Revolutionary China
(Oxford, 1991), pp. 23-30; Julian Chang, “The
Mechanics of State Propaganda: The People’s Republic
of China and the Soviet Union in the 1950s’, in New
Perspectives on State Socialism in China, ed. Timothy
Cheek and Tony Saich (Armonk, Ny, and London,
1997), pp- 76-124 (p. 76).

The standard account of this definitive event is Bonnie
S. McDougall, Mao Zedong’s ‘alks at the Yanan
Conference on Literature and Art’: A Translation of the
1943 Text with Commentary (Ann Arbor, M1, 1980).

Julia F. Andrews, Painters and Politics in the People’s
Republic of China, 1949-1979 (Berkeley, ca, 1994),
especially chap. 2; Maria Galikowski, ‘Introduction’, in
Art and Politics in China, 1949-1984 (Hong Kong, 1998)
pp- 16-21.

Ellen Johnston Laing, The Winking Owi: Art in the
People’s Republic of China (Berkeley, ca, 1998), fig. 4, The
Peasants are Starving.

Holm, Art and Ideology, especially pp. 53-66.

Literally ‘New Year prints’, nianbua are single-sheet
popular prints for the home. These appeared as early

as the Han dynasty (206 BC—AD 221), with images of
protective gods. Nianhua were replaced at the New
Year festival, with specified imagery for gates, walls and
other parts of the home. From the Ming dynasty (1368
1644), plays and stories were illustrated, and by the late
nineteenth century, urban scenes, new inventions and
current events were subjects for nianbua.

Andrews, Painters and Politics, p. 8o.

See Stefan Landsberger, www.chineseposters.net;

accessed 15 March 2015.
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Chang tai Hung, ‘Repainting China: New Year Prints
(nianbua) and Peasant Resistance in the Early Years of
the People’s Republic’, Comparative Studies in Society and
History, xL11/4 (October 2000), pp. 770-810 (p. 770).
Quoted in Thomas P. Bernstein, ‘Introduction’; in
China Learns from the Soviet Union, 1949—Present, ed.
Thomas P. Bernstein and Hua-Yu Li (Plymouth, 2010),
pp- 1-23 (p- 1).

Stefan R. Landsberger and Marien van der Heijden,
Chinese Posters: The 11sH-Landsberger Collection (Munich,
2009), p- 55

Laing, The Winking Owl, pp. 20-23.

Kuiyi Shen, ‘Publishing Posters before the Cultural
Revolution’, Modern Chinese Literature and Culture, X11/2
(Fall 2000), pp. 177-201 (p. 188).

Frank Dikétter, Mao’s Great Famine: The History of
China’s Most Devastating Catastropbe, 195862 (London,
2010), pp. 186—7.

Ibid., p. 188.

Laing, The Winking Owl, p. 26.

Andrews, Painters and Politics, p. 196.

Thanks to Xin Wenyuan for this piece of history.
Galikowski, Art and Politics in China, pp. 100-104.

Julia F. Andrews and Kuiyi Shen, The Art of Modern
China (Berkeley, ca, 2012), p. 152.

‘Nianhua gongzuozhong cunzai de zhuyao wenti’
(‘Important problems in #nianbua work”), Meishu (April
1958), pp. 6—7. These numbers are rounded, because
the totals given don’t add up to 100%.

Galikowski, Art and Politics in China, p. 98.

Ibid., p. 98.

Meishu (April 1958), pp. 6—7. Chang-tai Hung called the
failure of the nianhua campaign, ‘an ideological battle
between communist visions and China’s native folk
tradition’. Hung, ‘Repainting China’, p. 773.

Ten Years of Propaganda Posters (Shanghai, 1960s), editor’s
introduction, trans. in Shen, ‘Publishing Posters’, p. 177.
Galikowski, Art and Politics in China, p. 98.

Sulamith Heins Potter and Jack M. Potter, China’s
Peasants: The Anthropology of a Revolution (Cambridge,
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1990), p. 71.

Dikétter, Mao’s Great Famine, p. 36.

Estimates vary greatly about the number of premature
deaths that resulted during the 1958—62 famine.
Dikétter’s account concludes that 32.5 million is a
conservative baseline. He also cites Chen Yizi’s study
stating that 45 million people died prematurely. Ibid.,
PPp- 324-34.

Ibid., p. 114.

Jin Meisheng’s luscious vision of rural plenty was
reprinted several times, with total production
running to a million copies; see Landsberger, www.
chineseposters.net.

Shen, ‘Publishing Posters’, p. 192.

Laing, The Winking Owl, pp. 34-5.

The pen remained a political symbol of modernity.

In 1980, Luo Zhongli was awarded a national painting
prize for his hyperrealist Father, after he agreed to

paint in a pen behind the peasant’s ear, indicating his

progressiveness; see Andrews, Painters and Politics, p. 396.

Roderick MacFarquhar and Michael Schoenhals, Mao’s
Last Revolution (Cambridge, MA, 2006), pp. 7-13.

In late 1968 and early 1969, every province established
a revolutionary committee, comprising members of

the pLA, the cpc and Red Guards; nearly all were
dominated by the prLA.

See, for example, Li Zhensheng, Red-color News Soldier:
A Chinese Photographer’s Odyssey Through the Cultural
Revolution, ed. Robert Pledge (New York, 2003).

See Nicole Winfield, www.therecord.com, 11 April
2015. In 2014 Shen Jiawei painted the official portrait of
Pope Francis.

Cao Zhengfeng, ‘Chinese Huxian Farmer Paintings’

[1997], www.artelino.com, 2014, accessed 15 March 2015.

Steven Heller, Iron Fists: Branding the 20th-century
Totalitarian State (London, 2008), p. 187, fig. 386.
Jiang Qing, Wang Hongwen, Yao Wenyuan and Zhang
Chungiao. The Gang of Four was a political faction
which exerted control in the later stages of the Cultural

Revolution. The leading figure was Jiang Qing, Mao
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Zedong’s last wife. The other three were Wang
Hongwen, Yao Wenyuan and Zhang Qunqiao.
Associated Press, China: From the Long March to
Tiananmen Square (London, 1990), p. 146.

Landsberger, www.chineseposters.net. The image
illustrates a scene from the Ming-dynasty novel about
the Buddhist pilgrim Xuanzang, Xi You Fi (Journey

to the West, better known in English as Monkey). In

this interpretation, Landsberger sees Monkey as the
personification of the Chinese people. Known and loved
by all Chinese, the character of Monkey was interpreted
or appropriated for many purposes during the twentieth
century. The communist version highlighted the fact
that the novel, while Buddhist, also criticized the old
society, and that Monkey was a rebel.

Dazhai was a ‘model’ agricultural commune in the 1960s
and throughout the Cultural Revolution. Its methods
were followed by communes everywhere in China
without regard to local conditions, and with terrible
results. It became clear in the 1970s that the facts and
figures of Dazhai’s success had been highly inflated.
Deng Xiaoping, ‘Uphold the Four Basic Principles’, 30
March 1979, trans. in Sources of Chinese Tradition: From
1600 Through the Twentieth Century, vol. 11 (Introduction
to Asian Civilizations), ed. William Theodore de Bary
and Richard Lufrano (New York, 2000), pp. 492-3.

An apsaras is a female Buddhist deity. The Buddhist
Dunhuang caves are in Gansu province, so the apsaras
would be a locally recognized motif.

Lii Peng, A History of Art in 20th-century China (New
York, 2010), chaps 17-18.

Landsberger, www.chineseposters.net, accessed 15
March 2015.

‘Potential of the Chinese Dream’, www.usa.chinadaily.
com.cn, 26 March 2014.

The twelve qualities, from left to right, are: patriotism,
independence, prosperity and strength, dedication

to one’s work, equality, democracy, sincerity, justice,
civilization, friendliness, rule by law, and harmony.

President Xi Jinping is promoting Marxism among



59

intellectuals in China, supporting publications and
other projects by universities. Didi Kirste Tatlow,
‘China Seeks to Promote the “Right” Western
Philosophy: Marxism’, http://sinosphere.blogs.nytimes.
com/2015/09/23, accessed 11 December 2015.

Thanks to Mexin Wang for this and other translations.

5 Democratic People’s Republic of Korea,
1948-

‘Choson rodongdang chungang wiwonhoe, Choson
rodongdang chungang kunsa wiwonhoe kongdong kuho
— Choguk haebang irhiin tok’kwa Chos6n rodongdang
ch’anggon irhiin tos-e chiiimhayo’, Rodong Shinmun,
www.rodong.rep.kp, 12 February 2015.

See ‘Grow Vegetables Extensively! North Korea Unveils
310 New Slogans’, The Guardian (12 February 2015),
and Alison Gee, ‘Decoding North Korea’s Fish and
Mushroom Slogans’, www.bbc.com, 13 February 2015.
Each economic sector is represented by an individual
man or woman dressed in a typical set of work clothes
and armed with a recurring set of props that makes
them instantly recognizable. In this case, the front

row consists of a steelworker (hard hat and goggles),

a soldier (helmet), a farmer (female, head scarf, rice
bushel), a scientist (male, glasses, white coat, carrying
a blueprint) and a miner (hard hat with headlamp, rock
drill over his shoulder).

The cpc is the Communist Party of China.

Useful surveys of the intertwined history of Kim II
Sung and the DPRK are Adrian Buzo, The Guerilla
Dynasty: Politics and Leadership in North Korea (Boulder,
€0, 1999), and Bradley K. Martin, Under the Loving
Care of the Fatherly Leader: North Korea and the Kim
Dynasty (New York, 2004). For more detailed historical
analyses of the political roots of the DPRK, see Charles
Armstrong, The North Korean Revolution, 19451950
(Ithaca, NY, 2003); Andrei Lankov, From Stalin to Kim
1l Sung: The Formation of North Korea, 1945-1960 (New
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Brunswick, NJ, 2002); Bruce Cumings, Korea’s Place in
the Sun: A Modern History (New York, 1997).

Kim Il Sung’s position as the eternal president of the
DPRK was designated and enshrined in the revised
1998 Constitution.

The Chollima horse is a mythical animal that covers
great distances in a short period of time. In North
Korea, this ‘1,000-/ horse’ became the symbol of a
large-scale mobilization movement in the late 1950s.
Songun — Army First — politics are synonymous with the
reign of Kim Jong II. Following the systemic meltdown
in the mid-199os, songun became an ideological shield
that was draped over Kim Il Sung’s revolutionary Fuche
legacy. Songun highlighted the primacy of the army
both as protector of the DPRK and the Fuche revolution,
and as an inspirational model of total dedication to the
leader for the people.

Not only posters suffer from a lack of scholarly interest;
there is equally a dearth of research into the fine arts of
North Korea. Aside from Jane Portal’s Art under Control
in North Korea (London, 2005), a diverse collection of
papers was published under the title Exploring North
Korean Arts, ed. Rudiger Frank (Nuremberg, 2011), in
the wake of the ‘Blumen fiir Kim Il Sung’ exhibition

in the Viennese Museum fiir Angewante Kunst in the
summer of 2oro. Small wonder that Igor Golomstock
in his expanded Totalitarian Art: In the Soviet Union, the
Third Reich, Fascist Italy and the People’s Republic of China
(New York and London, 2011) pays due attention to
China (and even dedicates a postscript on Iraq), but
remains silent on North Korea. One unspoken reason
for overlooking North Korea may be found in the
conviction that the DPRK represents no more than a
replica of either the USSR or the PRC.

In 2008 I collaborated on the publication of the

Prestel volume North Korean Posters: The David

Heather Collection, ed. David Heather and Koen De
Ceuster (Munich, 2008). A coffee-table book rather
than an academic publication, it is rich in images, but

analytically thin. The bias for anti-American posters
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12

13

makes this book hardly representative of the scope of

North Korean poster production. Furthermore, since

the David Heather collection consists mainly of hand-

painted copies of North Korean posters, determining
production dates and authorship proved difficult, if not
impossible, further undermining the research value of

this collection.

The generalization that information is hard to come 14
by in North Korea stems partly from the fact that very

often a specific kind of information, related to the

inner workings of state power, is meant. Used as we

are to political debates taking place under the glare

of news media, North Korea is inevitably opaque and
unreadable. Conditions for doing fieldwork in North

Korea are also very constrained and site-specific, but

this does not mean that fieldwork is impossible, nor 15
that nothing credible can be said about North Korea.

What it does mean is that one should always be wary

of the fine print: the applied methodology and the
acknowledgement of its limitations (surprisingly absent

in many popular publications on North Korea that

claim to give us the full story).

In that respect, it is notable that the Seoul Museum of

Art was the first South Korean public museum to exhibit

a closely vetted selection of North Korean posters from

the Willem van der Bijl collection in its ‘Nx Project’ 16
exhibition (Seoul, Sema, 21 July - 29 September 2015).
Incidentally, prior to the opening of that exhibition, the

private Modern Design Museum showed a selection of

143 donated North Korean posters from the collection

of Sungkyunkwan University Emeritus Professor

of graphic design Paek Kiim-nam. (Tachanmin’guk,

Pukhan p’ostit’6 ril p'umda [Rok embraces North

Korean Posters], Seoul, 22 June — 21 July 2015.) North 17
Korean posters are a dangerous item to possess in

South Korea, since the National Security Law makes
possession of seditious materials a criminal offence. 18
A random selection of recent published works in English

that seek to offer a more informed understanding

of North Korea are: Suk-Young Kim, Illusive Utopia:
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Theater, Film and Everyday Performance in North Korea
(Ann Arbor, M1, 2010); Sonia Ryang, Reading North
Korea: An Ethnological Enquiry (Cambridge, M4, and
London, 2012); Heonik Kwon and Byung-Ho Chung,
North Korea: Beyond Charismatic Politics (Lanham, MD,
2012); Suzy Kim, Everyday Life in the North Korean
Revolution, 1945-1950 (Ithaca, NY, 2013).

More than the hand-painted copies readily available

at Pyongyang tourist outlets, printed posters are
particularly valuable research material because their
imprint (on the bottom of the poster) gives us a lot of
meta-information. The imprint usually includes the
name of the publisher, the artist and the printing house,
but also the print run, a serial number, an internal
catalogue number and the publication date.

After ten days of solitary confinement and constant
interrogation, he was forced to sign a confession and
found guilty as charged, whereupon he was asked to
leave the country. Contrary to what has been circulated
in some media (see Maeve Shearlaw, “The North
Korean Posters that Got Me Arrested for Espionage’,
www.theguardian.com, 20 July 2015), his business
venture was not the reason for his arrest (though he
was Queried about his weird interest in North Korean
art and poster culture).

One of the more recent examples of this must be Tobias
Miiller, ‘Propaganda-Kunst? Im Paradies des Bésen’,
Luxx (30 July 2015). Not only is the claim that all North
Korean art is mere propaganda rarely based on any

real knowledge, the label ‘propaganda’ is also always
used in the context of what ‘the other’ does, not unlike
the way ‘ideology’ is often presented as something
unbecoming that only political opponents engage in.
See Koen De Ceuster, “To Be an Artist in North Korea:
Talent and Then Some More’, in Rudiger Frank,
Exploring North Korean Arts, pp. 5171 (pp. 69—71).

It is unclear when the name change occurred. In the
1972 Literature and Arts Dictionary (Munbak yesul

sajon, comp. Sahoe kwahagwon munhak yon’guso,

Pyongyang, 1972, p. 882), posiit 0 is still used. By the
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21

22

time of Kim Jong II's Fine Arts Treatise (1992), sonjonbwa
is exclusively used.

Koen De Ceuster, ‘On Misconceptions of North
Korean Art and Why It Matters’, in The yoth
Anniversary of Liberation Day NK Project, ed. Seoul
Museum of Art (Seoul, 2015), pp. 138-42.

Yu Hwan-gi’s poster (illus. 208) shows the Chollima
horse as the mythical winged white stallion, the way

it also appears in the Chollima statue (1961) in central
Pyongyang. Unlike what we see in Kwak Hung:mo’s
design, the horse here is mounted by an industrial
worker and a peasant woman, and draped with a red
garland emblazoned with the text ‘First Five-Year Plan’.
In Yu’s design, the worker is holding a book close to his
chest. In its most iconic form, defined by the Chollima
statue, the worker is riding the winged horse with his
arm outstretched, his hand holding high a treatise of
Kim II Sung. This is exactly how the Chollima horse
appears atop a huge red 7’ in a poster design by Rim
Susjim in 1960, announcing the launch of the Seven-Year
Economic Development Plan (1961—7) (illus. 214).

To celebrate the Korean-Chinese Friendship Month

in 1959, Yu Hwan-gi produced a poster (illus. 215)
depicting the solidarity between a Chinese and a
Korean worker, reinforced by the image of two smoke-
billowing chimneys emblazoned with the characters for
‘Great Leap Forward’ and ‘Chollima’, affirming mutual
ideological inspiration and solidarity (both deviating
from the Soviet revolutionary model).

One of the many misconceptions about North Korea is
the suggestion that it is bent on economic autarky. This
misrepresentation stems from a narrow understanding
of the meaning of Fuche, which is all too often translated
as selfreliance. Juche is a much broader, fundamentally
anti-colonial concept that seeks to establish Korean
autonomy and agency in politics, economy and national
defence. Contrary to popular wisdom, North Korea
has always had a foreign trade policy, as attested to

by the number of posters dedicated to the subject in
the Willem van der Bijl collection. Another beautifully
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26

designed example of such a foreign trade promotion
poster is Ryu Hwan-gi’s Let Us Thoroughly Carry Out the
Party’s ‘Foreign Trade First’ Policy! (1984), which clearly
shows where North Korean domestic endowment

and production are deficient (alloy elements, palm oil,
agrochemicals, raw and processed rubber, cokes and
crude oil), which it seeks to offset by selling its industrial
products, ceramics, iron and steel products, cement,
machinery, zinc and magnesia clinker (illus. 232).
Slogans are so crucial, if not essential, to North Korea’s
political language that even Kim Jong Un elaborated
his ideas in his 2016 New Year’s address coated in the
explicit mention of a number of slogans.

A self-referential circularity of slogans and images

blurs the boundaries of time and space, of the actual
and the virtual, and makes North Korea into an innate
total work of art (Gesamtkunstwerk). See Boris Groys,
Gesamtkunstwerk Stalin: Die Gespaltene Kultur in der
Sowjetunion (Munich and Vienna, 1988/1996).

The six ‘heroes of our time’ were farmer Pak Ok-htii,
collier Kim Yu-bong, electrician O Yong gu, forester

Ri Ung ch’an, scientist Hydn Yongna and marathon
runner Chong Song-ok. Except for Chong Séng:

ok, they all worked in target sectors of the economy.
Marathoner Chéng stands out for internationally
defending the DPRK’s honour.

Given the explicit vaunting of the Soviet Union as a
guiding model for the young PRC and DPRK in this
poster (illus. 246), the pencilled addition of a date —
1954 — and the name of the Soviet Russian painter Pyon
Wallyong (Pen Varlen in Russian, 1916-1990) gains in
credibility. Until his return to Moscow in August 1954,
Pyon Wollyong spent nearly fourteen months in the
DPRK as part of a cultural exchange programme between
the Soviet Union and North Korea, where he worked as
an adviser for the Pyongyang College of Fine Arts, both
teaching and developing the new curriculum. On Pyon
Wallyong, see Mun Yong-dae, Uri-ga irhoborin ch’onjae
hwaga Pyon Wol-lyong (The Forgotten Painting Genius
Py6n Wéllyong) (Seoul, 2012).
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The date on the imprint of this poster has been altered
to March 1960. The book covers it shows all refer to
events/books/speeches after that date. In the entry on
Pak Sangnak in a biographical dictionary of Korean
artists, 1970 is given as the publication date for this
poster. Ri Chaehy6n, ed., Choson ryoktae misulga p yollam
(Guidebook to Successive Korean Artists) (Pyongyang,
1999), P- 454-

Whereas professional artists are affiliated with art
studios (misul ch angjaksa) dotted across the country,
amateur artists congregate in art circles at their place of
work. Aside from printed posters, painted posters are
produced on a more grass-roots level. Work units often
have their own artists who constantly produce artwork,
painted posters among them, as part of the daily routine
of propaganda work. Turnover is swift here, with
posters painted sometimes weekly, translating national
campaigns into site-specific images.

Kim Jong Un, ‘New Year Address’, Rodong Shinmun (2
January 2015), www.rodong.rep.kp/en.

The most comprehensive research on the Moranbong
Band to date is Ch’6n Hy6n-shik, ‘Moranbong aktan-tii
tmak chongch’i’ (The Music Politics of the Moranbong
Band), research commissioned by the Ministry of
Unification (South Korea) and published in December
2015 on the ROK government’s policy research

management system (PRISM), www.prism.go.kr.

6 Socialist Republic of Vietham, 1945-

‘Painter Nam Son (boa si) (1890-1973)’, www.
vietnamfineart.com.vn, accessed 27 October 2014;
‘Painter T6 Ngoc Van (hoa 5i) (1906-1954), Www.
vietnamfineart.com.vn, accessed 27 October 2014; ‘The
Artist Tran Vin Céan (Dan hoa)’, www.vietnamfineart.
comyn and www.witnesscollection.com, accessed 27
October 2014.

Vietnam News Agency, www.vietnamplus.vn, accessed

27 October 2014.
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Quang Phong, ‘1945-1954: Painters Volunteer to Fight
for National Salvation’, in Vietnamese Painting from 1925
Up to Now (Hanoi, 1995), p. 249. Quang Phong (1924—
2013) was an artist and arts editor contemporaneous to
the events he describes. A student at the Ecole des Beaux
Arts d’Indochine between 1942 and 1945, he joined the
Resistance and attended art school in Area 4, where
Tran Vin Can set up a woodblock printing workshop.
“Tran Vin Cin (1910-1994)’, http://haiphong.govvn, 17
October 2012.

Avenue Garnier is Dinh Tién Hoang Street today.
“Tran Vin Cin (1910-1994)’, http://haiphong.govyn,
17 October 2012. This is a description of the poster:
“Tran Vin Cin painted a large format poster, four by
six meters, with three characters: old, young and
women handle primitive weapons, standing on the
S-shaped strip of land with the words . . . Vieznam to

the Vietnamese.

Nguyén Sang (1923-1988), www.wikipedia.org,
accessed 30 October 2014.

Nguyén Thu Thiy, ‘August Revolution Led the Way
for Vietnamese Painting (Cdch mang thang Tam dén
duiong cho bt hoa Vit Nam)’, www.designs.vn, 20
January 2012, and Quang Phong, ‘1945-1954: Painters
Volunteer to Fight for National Salvation’, p. 249.

Hb Chi Minh, ‘Lesson 24: The Fight to Protect and
Build Democratic Government (Bai 24 tinh hinh vN)
(1945-1946)’, text.123doc.vn/document, accessed 27
October 2014. Lesson 24 includes the slogan: ‘Fight
against hunger, Fight against illiteracy’ (“Di¢t gidc dor,
diét gidc dot’), 8 September 1945.

Quang Phong, ‘1945-1954: Painters Volunteer to Fight
for National Salvation’, p. 249.

‘President H6 Chi Minh’s Anti-hunger and Anti-
illiteracy Movements in the Early Years after the 1945
August Revolution’, tevg.hochiminhcity.govvn, 24
November 2013.

Quang Phong, ‘1945-1954: Painters Volunteer to Fight
for National Salvation’, p. 250.

The Cultural Association for National Salvation
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21

22

was replaced by the Vietnamese Union for Art and
Literature (Ho: vin nghé Viét Nam ) in 1948.

Hbé Chi Minh, ‘11-06-1948: Uncle Ho’s Call for
Patriotic Emulation’ includes the slogan: ‘Fight against
Hunger, Fight against Illiteracy, Fight against Foreign
Invaders (‘Diét gidc déi, diét gidc dét, diét giic ngoai
xam’), 24 June 1948, www.lichsuvietnam.vn, accessed
27 October 2014.

Sherry Buchanan, ‘The Artist Under Fire’, in Pham
Thanh Tam, Drawing Under Fire: War Diary of a Young
Vietnamese Artist (London, 2005), pp. 19-25.

Mary Ginsberg, The Art of Influence: Asian Propaganda
(London, 2013), p. 25.

Kathryn Robson and Jennifer Yee, eds, France and
Indochina: Cultural Representations (New York, 2005),

p- 69.

“Ta Thic Binh, Realistic Painter (1919-1998),” www.
vietnamfineart.com.vn, accessed 28 October 2014.
Diép paper is obtained in almost the same way as

dé paper. The bark of the dé tree, which normally is
grown in Tuyén Quang Province, is soaked in water for
months, then mixed with powders of seashells (50 diép),
which is the origin of the paper’s name, and glutinous
rice to make sheets of paper.

Quang Phong, ‘1945-1954: Painters Volunteer to Fight
for National Salvation’, p. 250.

‘Hoang Tich Chu, Painter (1912-2003)’, www.
vietnamfineart.com.vn, accessed 28 October 2014.
During Golden Week in 1945, he painted the oil on
canvas Night Flowers.
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