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The subject of Socialist Realist interiors is a research 
issue of a complex nature, the phenomenon spread 
on many levels, suspended between the material 
and sacral space, between sacrum and profanum.2 
The interiors evoking the world behind Alice’s mir-
ror became the objects of, as well as a symbol of and 
a portal to, another (better, that is socialist) world. 
Two orders existing in the space caused its superficial 
inconsistency. We often deal with buildings of simpli-
fied exteriors and lavish interiors or, vice versa, with 
historical buildings and simplified, modern interiors. 
The esthetic incoherence can be treated as an imma-
nent feature of the doctrine and, in the interior design, 
as a deliberate narration, especially given the fact that 
the Socialist Realist esthetics mixed the axiological, 
ideological, and artistic categories.

The Polish interiors of the period of Socialist Real-
ism, although subjected to the Soviet model, repre-
sented various forms, conventions, motives, and pat-
terns far from those imposed. They make us revise 

the views on the monolithic and colonial nature of 
the Socialist Realism realized in Eastern Europe.3 The 
architecture and interiors were created there by the 
domestic, not Soviet, architects faithful to their own 
artistic interests and traditions, only slightly adjusted 
on the basis of cultural mimicry to the requirements 
of the new style. In reality, in each country of the so-
called Eastern Bloc, forms were non-uniform, con-
sciously borrowing from different architectural pat-
terns. They represented versions of modernity that dif-
fered between the countries and significantly differed 
from the imposed Stalinist model.4

Therefore, we should place the Eastern European 
interiors of that period in the context of creation, not 
imitation, where Socialist Realism can be seen as a 
specific hybrid emerging from the application of dif-
ferent socrealization strategies, irreducible to one uni-
versal pattern. A number of factors, including these 
ideological, pragmatic (economic) or personal, were 
responsible for the plurality of the “socialist realisms” 
negotiating, modifying, and diversifying the doctrinal 
principles.5

In this article, I would like to discuss the dif-
ferences between the Polish interiors realized in the 
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period of the Socialist Realism and stress their diver-
sity. The analysis will indicate that even in the most 
model “socialist realist” creations we are dealing 
primarily with the “socialist realist” elements only. 
Moreover, these single forms or items seldom became 
“doctrinal”, as it was difficult to define “socialist real-
ist” design. Socialist Realism in the interior design is, 
therefore, highly hybrid on many layers.

Socialist Realism and Socialist Realist  
hybrids in the interiors

The Soviet model of culture, gradually implemented 
in Eastern European countries after 1945, was based 
on the doctrine of Socialist Realism, which provided 
(theoretically) visual uniformity for socialist states and 
defined their new political membership and depend-
ence.6 The shortest approved definition of Socialist 
Realism, and the one most often referred to, is that 
“it is the art that is socialist in content and national 
in form”. This slogan was totally inadequate as the 
description of a program of artistic activities, but 
extremely useful in the process of the expansion of 
communism beyond the Soviet Union’s borders after 

1945. Moreover, the doctrine and the term rather 
concerned literature.7 Its tenets and guidelines toward 
design and architecture changed with time, and were 
clearly represented by such model works as, in the 
case of architecture and design, the Moscow subway, 
and then by the construction of Moscow high-rise 
buildings (vysotkas).8 The doctrine, however, did not 
explicitly define the form or composition of architec-
tural work. It was not unequivocally codified, even in 
the Soviet Union.

In Eastern Europe, according to the tenets of 
the so called “soft revolution”, the implementation 
of the Soviet cultural model began gradually, with 
such organizational changes as the centralization of 
architectural life, and a ban on private practice. At 
this initial stage (1945–1948), the architectural style, 
mainly based on modernism, was not defined. How-
ever, a new role and function of architecture, which 
was intended to meet all of the man’s needs, was being 
developed. At the end of the 1940s, another stage of 
Sovietization began. New ready-made mottos and slo-
gans that explained the principles of the new style in 
a very sketchy and vague way were imported. Dur-
ing meetings, conventions, and discussions, it was 
stressed that, in order to express “socialist content”, 

Fig. 1. Parliment, Warsaw, main hall; architect: Bohdan Pniewski, 1949–1952 (photo: Aleksandra Sumorok)
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architecture was to use explicitly defined, commonly 
known and acceptable forms derived from the past. In 
Poland, Socialist Realism was “introduced” during the 
Meeting of Party Architects in 1949 by its chief “Pol-
ish” theorist, Edmund Goldzamt (1921–1990).9

In Hungary, however, the codification of new 
style principles and the national form only took place 
in 1951, during the First Congress of Hungarian 
Architects, which was attended by a Polish representa-
tive, Jan Minorski (1914–1980).10 In Hungary, the 
discussion concerning the “new” architecture, initi-
ated, among others, by Máté Major (1904–1986) in 
the magazine Új építészet (“New Architecture”), began 
earlier than in Poland. It was agreed that there was 
a necessity to create progressive, socialist humanistic 
architecture. However, its doctrinal forms were not 
accepted.11 Most Hungarian architectural projects 
completed by 1951 were modernist, or even function-
alist, in design. The first polarization of Hungarian 
architects’ viewpoints took place in April 1951, when 
Imre Perényi (a former functionalist; 1913–2002) 
delivered a speech concerning the necessity of drawing 
inspiration from one’s heritage. But in another speech, 
Máté Major encouraged architects to create a socialist 

architecture based on a modern style.12 This doctrinal 
standpoint was finally adopted a few months later, in 
October 1951, during the First Congress of Hungarian 
Architects. It should be emphasized that the keynote 
speech, delivered by György Kardos (1902–1953), 
was focused primarily on the criticism of previously 
designed architecture and barely explained the prin-
ciples of the new style. Similar underspecifications 
were a common practice. The Polish Meeting of Party 
Architects was similar in its structure, focusing on 
three basic activities: the criticism of existing works, 
an “offer” of cooperation, and vaguely defined princi-
ples of the new style.

It is of note that the spheres of applied art and 
design were not included in a separate program. David 
Crowley notes that “the politically correct face of design 
and the applied arts was, however, less clear. The ten-
ets of Socialist Realism were difficult or even impos-
sible to apply to the design of a vehicle or a teapot.”13

Design and interior design were situated at the 
intersection of art and architecture, though the pro-
gram was defined according to doctrinal guidelines 
concerning other disciplines, not directly design. The 
guidelines were clarified through exhibitions (occasion-

Fig. 2. Palace of Science and Culture, Warsaw, Dramatic Theatre; architect: Lev Rudniev with a team  
(photo: Aleksandra Sumorok)
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ally devoted to design14) or model works. General slo-
gans claimed that forms must be socialist and human-
ist above everything else, to serve all human needs. 
However, forms themselves were not clearly defined. 
They were to be easily perceived and therefore needed 
to refer to a well-known legacy derived from the past. 
According to the Soviet model, history was understood 
as a kind of a bank of forms, details, and ornaments, 
from which it was possible to freely choose, although 
the state determined the “degree” of this freedom. 
The basic content of stylistic conventions was Euro-
pean styles derived from the “classical” heritage: the 
architecture of ancient Greece and Rome, partly the 
Renaissance and, above all, the neoclassical, especially 
the academic style.15

In fact, the dazzling historical interiors, which 
Sheila Fitzpatrick aptly labeled the “Monday pal-
aces”,16 were scarce, and if they did appear, it was 
mostly to fulfill the needs of culture. Definitely less 
eclectic were the interiors provided for the state and 
government: these were much more esthetic and ele-

gant. However, they were realized in the first phase of 
the doctrine’s implementation.

The interiors most common in Poland dur-
ing the Socialist Realist period were those in which 
the new style was reduced to the repertoire of some 
basic, repetitive elements – architectural: symmetrical 
design plan with strongly accentuated public space 
(cf. Figs. 1, 14); decorative: coffered ceiling (cf. Figs. 
3, 10, 18), simplified columns (cf. Figs. 1, 13, 15), 
and other “classical” details (cf. Fig. 9), hidden light 
sources (cf. Fig. 12); design elements: metal and 
ceramic chandeliers (cf. Figs. 2–3, 8–9, 19), ornamen-
tal balustrades or grilles (cf. Figs. 1, 2, 11, 13, 15–16), 
radiator covers (cf. Fig. 2); elaborated materials like: 
marbles and coloured stones (cf. Figs. 2, 5, 20), stucco 
(cf. Figs. 3, 6, 12, 17), ceramics (cf. Figs. 7–9), orna-
mental painting (cf. Fig. 19). Certainly, we are dealing 
with distinctive interiors, based on the compilations 
of various elements and traditions: historical, mod-
ernist, etc. It is difficult, however, to assume the exist-
ence of the “ideal” Socialist Realism interior. If the 
Moscow projects are seen as the model, the Polish 
(but also the Hungarian) interiors are not following 
it. One of the most influential and well-recognized 
Polish interiors of this period was created for the 
Parliament House, but it cannot be described as the 
doctrinal Socialist Realism at all17 (Fig. 1). Paradoxi-
cally, the interiors most representative of the Socialist 
Realism, realized for the Palace of Culture and Sci-
ence in Warsaw (Figs. 2–3) or the Palace of Culture 
in Dąbrowa Górnicza (Figs. 4–7), were finished at the 
end of the doctrine, and could, therefore, never serve 
as the model creations.

Wedding cake style?  
Not only Palace of Culture and Science

Undoubtedly, the interiors of the Warsaw Palace of 
Culture and Science have a special place in the history 
of Socialist Realist interiors.18 On the one hand, the 
Palace defines the canon of Socialist Realism in Poland 
(but not necessarily Polish) and may serve as a refer-
ence point for other creations from that period. On 
the other hand, as a model interior, it failed due to the 
late realization (opening in 1955) and the reluctance 
of many artists and architects to follow the “Soviet 
style”, with which the Palace was identified. Moreover, 
it should be remembered that the Palace represents a 
great variety of interior forms, often genuinely histori-
cal and pompous, but at the same time surprisingly 

Fig. 3. Palace of Science and Culture, Warsaw, 
Dramatic Theatre; chandelier: Helena and Lech 

Grześkiewicz, 1955 (photo: Aleksandra Sumorok)
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Fig. 4. Palace of Culture, Dąbrowa Górnicza; architect: Zbigniew Rzepecki, 1951–1958 (photo: Aleksandra Sumorok)

Fig. 5. Palace of Culture, Dąbrowa Górnicza, foyer; architect: Zbigniew Rzepecki, 1951–1958  
(photo: Aleksandra Sumorok)
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good, with the sophisticated detail of the best qual-
ity, elegant materials: marble, stucco, unique design 
art (Fig. 2). The design elements and furnishing were 
provided mostly by Polish artists. The monumental 
ceramic chandeliers by Helena (1909–1977) and Lech 
Grześkiewicz (1913–2012) attracted attention in par-
ticular (Fig. 3). The interiors of the theaters, two dra-
matic and one for children, the Youth Palace, movie 
theaters, and the most prestigious interior, that of the 
Congress Hall, were created with great care. In addi-
tion to these showpiece spaces, there were numerous 
smaller interiors: reception rooms, libraries, restau-
rants, and a variety of offices and educational rooms.19

The second largest palace of culture (Pałac Kul-
tury Zagłębia) in Poland, designed by Zbigniew Rzep-
ecki (1901–1977) in Dąbrowa Górnicza with original, 
splendid forms, could fit the “canon” of Polish Socialist 
Realism, but was opened even later than the Palace in 
Warsaw, in 195820 (Fig. 4). Huge interior spaces are sur-
prising not only in terms of the variety of decorations 
and the richness of materials, but also with respect to 
forms and their origins (Fig. 5). The ceiling in particu-
lar creates the ornamental “microcosm” based on the 
oriental forms, probably drawing upon the folk art of 
one of the Soviet republics, i. e. Armenia (Fig. 6). Other 

decorations were mostly historical (detail of wood pan-
eling). Other attention-grabbing elements are also the 
realistic paintings depicting Silesian themes made on 
the majolica tiles covering the walls of a few reception 
rooms (Figs. 7, cf. Fig. 8). The splendor of the decora-
tion contrasts with the building’s general layout, which 
remains very symmetrical. The center of this monu-
mental Palace was occupied by the main hall and the 
auditorium for about 900 people. However, the pro-
ject provided numerous other showpiece interiors and 
spaces – staircases, entrance hall, movie theater, cafes, 
clubs, library, educational rooms, etc.

Historical interior spaces, though not so monu-
mental, were also realized for other buildings serving 
cultural purposes. They emerged in certain places of 
particular political significance. Examples of stunning 
theatre interiors, but very tasteful and small-scaled, 
can be provided by theatres in Warsaw (Z

.
oliborz dis-

trict) or in Nowa Huta (the best known socialist city 
in Poland).21 In particular, the interiors of the Warsaw 
theatre were designed with special care and attention 
to detail. Its historical forms contrasted with the earlier 
modernist building of the cultural house located in the 
vicinity (in fact, they were linked together). The rich 
decor of interiors such as halls and foyers included 

Fig. 6. Palace of Culture, Dąbrowa Górnicza, stucco ceiling details, architect: Zbigniew Rzepecki, 1951–1958  
(photo: Aleksandra Sumorok)
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ceramic tiles on the walls (Fig. 8), mirrors in green 
ceramic frames (cloakroom), marble floors laid out in 
geometric patterns, and very decorative stucco ceilings 
(foyer) (Fig. 9). An elaborated architectural and artistic 
decoration was given to the 500-seat auditorium with 
a coffered ceiling (Fig. 10).

The “ideal” Social Realist space, which is charac-
terized by exceptional decorativism, was created for 
the Soviet embassy in Warsaw, although it is difficult 
to classify it as “Polish.” The building and its interiors 
were designed by Russian (Soviet) architect Lev Rud-
niev (1885–1956) and his team. However, similarly 
to the Palace of Culture and Science, some design ele-
ments, such as chandeliers, were delivered by Polish 
artists. We are dealing there with luxurious, palace-
style interiors in the neoclassicist style, complemented 
by expensive materials, such as marble. Particularly 
noteworthy are five presentable halls: Fireplace Room, 
Mirror Room, Round Room, Golden Room, and Mar-
ble Room, situated in an enfilade.22

Because of their prestigious function, palace-
like spaces with enhanced decorativeness were also 
realized for the clubs of the Polish-Soviet Friendship 
Societies. Particular attention was paid to the Warsaw 
club designed by Michał Ptic-Borkowski. Therefore, 
numerous architectural decorations (stucco, col-
umns, neoclassical details), sculpture, and painting 
appeared there.23

However, in the case of creations with historical 
stylization, we will be dealing more often with the 
interiors restrained in form, inspired more literally by 
neoclassicism. Such creations can be found, among 
others, in Rzeszów, the capital of a new industrial 
region in the south-east of Poland (although planned 
and developed since the interwar period, as the Cen-
tral Industrial Region24). Special care was given to 
designing the interiors of the local culture house, 
which were widely commented on in the professional 
press and therefore gained the reputation for a model 
construction (arch. Józef Polak [1923–]).25 This pre-
sentable but small building inspired by Neoclassi-
cism received an interior with a complex, almost fully 

Fig. 8. Żoliborz Theatre, Warsaw, foyer with majolica tiles; 
architect: Stanisław Brukalski, 1952  

(photo: Aleksandra Sumorok)

Fig. 7. Palace of Culture, Dąbrowa Górnicza, majolica tiles, 
1951–1958 (photo: Aleksandra Sumorok)

Fig. 9. Żoliborz Theatre, Warsaw, foyer; architect:  
Stanisław Brukalski, 1952 (photo: Aleksandra Sumorok)
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realized iconographical program. Logically designed 
internal space housed both showpiece and smaller, 
educational rooms. The greatest focus was put on 
the decoration of the main hall and the auditorium 
(Figs. 11–12). The two-story, bright and spacious main 
hall received a monumental staircase with a painted 
panneau. The forms and ambience of this space brings 
some associations with the Parliamentary Hall in War-
saw (designed by Bohdan Pniewski [1897–1967]). On 
the first floor, in the auditorium, the visitor’s attention 
is attracted by the relief decoration of the ceiling refer-
ring to “cultural” themes (allegorical masks, musical 
instruments, etc.).26

An interior similar in style appeared in another 
Rzeszów building, which was used by the state admin-
istration. Initially, simplified, modern forms in the 
Perret style were planned.27 After the introduction of 
the doctrine, the interiors were “improved” by Mar-
cin Weinfeld (1884–1967) (acting in his capacity of a 
high-ranking ministry officer), a famous Polish prewar 
architect, responsible during Socialist Realism for the 
approval and evaluation of projects. The new interiors 
were more pompous and enriched with neoclassical 
details (Fig. 13). This building, characterized by a rela-
tively austere architecture, devoid of historical detail, 

Fig. 10. Żoliborz Theatre, Warsaw, auditorium; architect: Stanisław Brukalski, 1952 (photo: Aleksandra Sumorok)

Fig. 11. Palace of Culture, Rzeszów, hall;  
architect: Józef Polak, 1953 (photo: Aleksandra Sumorok)
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and by monumental, decorative interiors, indicated 
the process of the “socrealization” and hybridization 
of the Socialist Realism typical of this period full of 
inner contradictions.

Socialist realist hybrids.  
Utilitarian, pragmatic, modernist

Most often, we deal with interiors which are far from 
the guidelines of Socialist Realism. They represent 
various “socrealization” strategies, rooted in mod-
ernist, as well as in historical, but often simplified, 
forms. Sometimes the austerity of the interiors was 
the result of financial restraints. Various factors have 
determined the multiplicity of the “socialist realisms”. 
These hybrid “socialist realisms”, in their turn, also 
manifested themselves in the interiors, clearly proving 
that the officially condemned “third way” of Socialist 
Realism became a fact.

It should be remembered that Socialist Realism 
as a new, imposed style at the beginning of the 1950s 

was often deliberately “misunderstood” by architects 
and mixed with the modern tradition. A building that 
had already been under construction represented 
modern forms slightly decorated with a delicate his-
torical ornament. More changes were visible in the 
interiors. A well-known example of this early “socre-
alization” is the Youth Palace in Katowice (arch. Zyg-
munt Majerski [1909–1979] and Julian Duchowicz 
[1912–1972]).28 A modernist building received his-
torical details, a coffered ceiling in the auditorium, 
sculptures, and relief decoration inside.29 This kind 
of hybrid or, shall we say, “enhanced” modernism 
was officially accepted and recognized as “own”, 
socialist.

A reference to the best traditions of modern-
ism appeared in the interiors of the most important 
“state” institutions.30 These elitist interiors were then 
created in Warsaw, the symbol of the new, socialist 
Poland. Adam Szymski accurately emphasizes that the 
year 1948 was important for Polish architecture and 
urban planning not because of the creation of ZOR 
(Company of Workers` Housing Estate), but mainly 

Fig. 12. Palace of Culture, Rzeszów, auditorium; architect: Józef Polak, 1953 (photo: Aleksandra Sumorok)
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because of the government’s initiative to urgently 
erect important buildings for public administra-
tion. One of the first were the interiors of the Central 
Planning Council (P.K.P.G.) (designed by Stanisław 
Bieńkuński [1914–1989] and Stanisław Rychłowski 
[1909–1981]) (Fig.  14). This building was supposed 
to mark the beginning of developing the ministerial 
district. Later on, the interiors of the Ministry Council, 
the Central Committee of the Party, and the Parlia-
ment (Fig. 1) were realized. They represented a break-
through moment, as they were designed shortly before 
the doctrine, but finished after 1949, which led to a 
rather superficial “socrealization”, usually involving 
the addition of the ornament. These interiors contin-
ued the prewar tradition, although it must be noticed 
that the style developed in the 1930s was transformed 
due to the new political and economic conditions.31 
They were created by eminent architects and interior 
designers and attract attention especially thanks to 
their finesse, elegance, subtle detail, sophisticated his-
torical references, and, what is especially surprising in 

such showpiece objects, lack of monumentality and 
pathos (i. e. the interior of the Parliament by Bohdan 
Pniewski32).

After 1950, the buildings and interiors of the 
state (state offices, party headquarters, etc.) were 
erected all over the country. Elegant spaces undergo-
ing slight “socrealization” were created, among others, 
in Poznań, Łódź or Gdańsk, by great artistic individu-
als. Excellence of proportion and detail will be found 
in the creations by Władysław Czerny (1899–1976), 
Witold Minkiewicz (1880–1961) (Gdańsk Region) 
(Fig. 15), Julian Duchowicz and Zygmunt Majerski33 
(in Gliwice and Zabrze). Although these excellent inte-
riors were scarce, they had a great impact on the whole 
generation of younger architects. They proved that 
creating good spaces in time of limited artistic expres-
sion was possible.

More and more various “socrealization” strate-
gies appeared with time. Among others, the approach 
based on heritage, but used in a witty way, can be 
noticed. The architects referred to historical forms, 

Fig. 13. State Administration Office, Rzeszów, entrance hall; architect: Ludwik Pisarek, Marcin Weinfeld, 1953  
(photo: Aleksandra Sumorok)
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but combined them in a surprising way. This strategy 
was characteristic of the young generation of archi-
tects represented by, among others, Marek Leykam 
(1908–1983), the designer of the Government Pre-
siding Office interiors in Warsaw (Fig. 16), and the 
architects’ team of Henryk Buszko (1924–2015), 
Aleksander Franta (1925–), Jerzy Gottfried (1922–) in 
Silesia. The most “non-orthodox” approach to the her-
itage is shown by Buszko, Franta, and Gottfried, in the 
interiors of the palace of culture in Świętochłowice34 
(Fig.  17). The conscious contrast between modern 
architecture and historical detail based on the thor-
ough knowledge resulted in an ambiguous hybridism.

Excellent interiors combining historical elements 
with the prewar tradition, expressed especially in the 
furnishing and metal work, appeared in Nowa Huta. 
The leader of the interior designers’ team in Miastopro-
jekt Nowa Huta, Marian Sigmund (1902–1993), was 
a member of the influential modernist organization 
Order (ŁAD). The interiors of Nowa Huta, both the 
showpiece ones, such as the Administrative Center, and 
those for public use, such as shops restaurants, or cin-
emas, clearly conveyed the spirit of the 1930s.35 How-
ever, these interiors were more conventional in form 
than the prewar ones. It is also worth mentioning the 

provincial Socialist Realism hybrids, which are a sepa-
rate genre. The local “party’s houses” and/or “palaces of 
culture” were palaces without a palace. They were sup-
posed to dazzle one with their beauty. However, they 
did so in a superficial manner, since their presentabil-
ity, understood in terms of increased decorativeness, 
could only be observed in accessible spaces: entrance 
halls with open stairways, lounges, or meeting rooms. 
An example can be the interior of the party’s building 
in Kielce designed by Jerzy Z

.
ukowski (1907–1980), 

which draws attention to its decoration only in the 
central parts: the entrance hall and conference room36 
(Fig. 18). The decoration evoked the Renaissance, as the 
region was associated with the “Polish” national archi-
tecture of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.37

Most of the Polish interiors of the years 1949–
1956 represented the hybrid style in various layers. 
The reduction of the historical form was a result of 
both the vitality of the modernist tradition and the 
economic restraints (reduction of expensive decor), as 
well as the need to create the presentable space and 
at the same time utilitarian and functional one, espe-
cially in the case of office or school interiors. It must 
be also remembered that all types of interiors received 
the categories of “presentability”. The categories of the 

Fig. 14. Central Planning Council, Warsaw, main hall; architects: Stanisław Bieńskuński, Stanisław Rychłowski, 1951 
(photo: Aleksandra Sumorok)
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1st, 2nd or 3rd grade (not applicable to the most pres-
tigious buildings) precisely defined the architectural 
details (its type), the number of paintings and sculp-
tures, and the quality of the material (marble, stucco, 
terrazzo, plaster).38

Vernacular traditions. Doctrinal and modern ideas

The specific form of Socialist Realism can be observed 
in the south of Poland, in the Podhale region. The local 
architecture continued the prewar attempts to create 
a picturesque vision, based on the vernacular tradi-
tions, of this mountainous region. This new region-
alism, although far from the doctrinal forms, gained 
the approval of the authorities, as an example of the 
“national” forms.39

The quality of this style and its high artistic val-
ues ​were determined by various factors. Firstly, great 
influence on the postwar architecture and interiors 
of Podhale, especially Zakopane, was exerted by the 
modernist (vernacular) creations of the 1930s, such as 
the cable car station on Kasprowy Wierch (designed by 
Anna and Andrzej Kodelski, 1898–1973). An impor-

tant fact was also the settling down in Zakopane dur-
ing the Second World War of some outstanding Polish 
architects, including Juliusz Źórawski (1898–1967), 
Jerzy Mokrzyński (1909–1997) or Marian Sulikowski 
(1913–1973).40 Architectural society in Zakopane 
remained very active in the time of the German occupa-
tion. The Architecture Department of the City Council 
(Der Stadtkommissar in Zakopane – Bauabteilung) was 
operating, headed by Stefan Żychoń (1904–1992), as 
was the informal branch of the Faculty of Architec-
ture of Warsaw University of Technology. After 1945, 
although most of the architects returned to their previ-
ous workplaces, the architectural “spirit” of that place 
had remained. Not only architects, but also excellent 
artists resided in Zakopane, such as Tadeusz Brzozow
ski (1918–1987). Moreover, Antoni Kenar with his 
wife Halina reformed the school for young artists, 
which quickly became a very influential center of art 
and design, called the “Kenar” school.41

The concept of a new regional style of architec-
ture and interiors was mainly defined and developed 
by Anna Górska (1914–2002), a graduate of the War-
saw University of Technology, a student of Bohdan 
Pniewski, one of the most prominent prewar Polish 

Fig. 15. Central Coal Centre, Gdańsk, hall; architect: Witold Minkiewicz, 1951 (photo: Aleksandra Sumorok)



	 SOCIALIST REALIST INTERIORS	 311

Acta Hist. Art., Tom. 59, 2018

architects and a person very sensitive to the problem 
of the detail. Górska designed most of the buildings 
and interiors of that time in the Zakopane region. 
She emphasized the importance of traditional build-
ing methods, techniques, and materials and there-
fore used in her projects timber framing, high shingle 
roofs. Górska carefully designed the interiors, always 
in cooperation with local craftsmen and artists. Her 
“trademarks” were handmade wooden furniture, 
elaborate metalwork in zoomorphic forms, as well as 
sgrafittos inspired by folk. The best example of that 
style was the shelter in the Chochołowska Valley42 
(Fig. 19).

This new regionalism became a very popular 
language of architecture, but replicated outside the 
Podhale region, it yielded different results. In par-
ticular, the “regional” style was applied to all kinds 
of buildings, even utilitarian ones, such as garages or 
fire stations. The forms were reduced, simplified, and 
deprived of details and interesting interiors.

(Re)Built interiors. Between reconstruction and fantasy

The Polish architecture of the 1940s and the begin-
ning of Socialist Realism was largely dominated by 
the problem of mass scale destruction. An exceptional 
case was the interiors for the rebuilt city centers of 
Warsaw, Gdańsk, Poznań, or Lublin. They can be 
situated between creation, vision, and reconstruction. 
Special attention was given to the reconstruction of 
the national monuments serving as symbols of rebirth, 
such as the Wawel Castle. The design teams were 
then established, although architects were supervised 
by the head of the “conservators”, Jan Zachwatowicz 
(1900–1983). Aside from these most important mon-
uments, most Polish historical interiors were freely 
reconstructed, with various principles and patterns 
employed. Sometimes architects created a histori-
cal (often politicized) vision, in other cases the most 
important consideration was the simplification and 
“modernization” of the interior. Generally, the empha-
sis was put on the reconstruction of the façade, not the 
interior, which was to serve more pragmatic purposes.

Most of the “historical” interiors can be found in 
Warsaw. Historical stylization took place in all interi-
ors of the Old Market Square. Another example can 
be the Polish Craft Association, located in the newly 
reconstructed Chodkiewicz Palace on Miodowa Street. 
The elegant interiors designed by Jan Bogusławski 
(1910–1982) and Józef Łowiński (1902–1976) were 
supposed, through historical styling, to refer in the 
“creative” manner to the “palace” character of the 
exterior.43 Hence, the rich decoration in the form of 
stucco, metal grids by a famous art deco artist Henryk 
Grunwald (1904–1958), or paintings such as Edward 
Czarnecki’s “Jan Kiliński leading the people of war in 
Warsaw” appeared in the interiors.44

In the Old Town of Gdańsk, de facto changed into 
a large scale housing estate, the “preservation” princi-
ple was the reconstruction of the façades. The interiors 
served pragmatic purposes and contemporary func-
tions. Many “bourgeois” palaces were converted into 
kindergartens to become the public good. In the case 
of the most important historical interiors on Długa 
Street, the details were reconstructed precisely, but 
the layout and floors plan were often changed, as in 
the House of Polish Kings.45 Sometimes, behind the 
historic façade, completely new spaces were hidden, 
as in the case of Grain Central, designed at the very 
center of the Old Town by Władysław Czerny. The 
office building occupied a place of the few market 

Fig. 16. Government Presiding Office, Warsaw,  
internal atrium; architect: Marek Leykam, 1954  

(photo: Aleksandra Sumorok)
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tenements. Behind the artificial façades, singular, not 
divided office interiors were hidden.

It should be remembered that the preservation 
discourse underwent ideologization on various levels. 
It used social desires and expectations to affect collec-
tive memory. However, these political attempts were 
more visible in the exteriors of buildings than in the 
interiors.46 

Marta Leśniakowska, a Polish art historian, 
noticed that the construction of “new monuments” 
and new Old Towns had no precedent. The so-called 
Polish school of conservation created the artificial cit-
ies model, the scenography in accordance with politi-
cal guidelines, and catchy slogans – “the whole nation 
builds its capital”. Only few (e.g. Piwocki) have the 
courage to write that by the superficial resurrecting of 
traditions we destroy them.47

Drastic examples of using the historical form for 
the destruction of local identity can be observed espe-
cially in the so-called Regained territories, but the 

interiors of buildings are affected only sporadically. 
One of the examples can be found, among others, in 
the interiors of the party’s house in Grudziądz. The 
large hall of that building was decorated in detail with 
stucco work imitating the forms characteristic of the 
“national” Renaissance of the Lublin region, though 
never existing in the north.

New, unknown narratives were introduced, not 
only in reconstructed cities, but also in those with 
existing city tissue, but with a “problematic” history, 
such as Łódź (a multicultural place before 1939). The 
best example of an attempt to change a city’s identity 
was the expansion of the Poznański Palace, the most 
famous nineteenth-century Jewish palace, a visual sign 
of the multiculturalism of Łódź. In the newly created 
wing of the building, a government office was estab-
lished. However, the interiors remained very utilitar-
ian (arch. Józef Korski, 1886–1967). The only pre-
sentable space was the main hall of the first floor, belle 
etage, covered with a coffered ceiling.48

Fig. 17. Palace of Culture, Świętochłowice, foyer; architects: Henryk Buszko, Aleksander Franta, Jerzy Gottfried, 1955 
(photo: Aleksandra Sumorok)
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An interesting, less known example of a “creative” 
reconstruction and picturesque historization occurred 
in the interiors of Kazimierz Dolny thanks to architect 
Karol Siciński (1884–1965). Siciński was chief conser-
vator of this town, 80% of which was destroyed during 
the Second World War. Kazimierz gained a significant 
status, not only as an artistic center (the town already 
had it before the war), but also as a symbol of national 
values, a place that is a treasure of outstanding architec-
tural monuments of the national Renaissance. Siciński 
constantly realized the vision of a picturesque, roman-
tic village filled with buildings resonating with the spirit 
of the Renaissance. He created a recognizable style of 
Kazimierz, which is in fact a mixture of styles and tradi-
tions. Although it is difficult to attribute it to the Social-
ist Realism, it perfectly fits into a broadly understood 
doctrine, because of the usage of national forms. One 
of the larger and well recognized interiors was designed 
by Siciński between 1952 and 1955 for the Architect’s 
House.49 The building was described as a prewar dream 
that came true. It received presentable interiors inspired 

by a Renaissance burgher house. They were carefully 
designed, with care for the tiniest detail (Fig. 20).

Conclusions

In spite of the doctrine, we are dealing with the diversity 
of interior forms, not only in Poland, but also in other 
countries of Central and Eastern Europe. Many of the dif-
ferences observed in the interior design (sometimes insig-
nificant ones) resulted, among others, from an individual 
approach to the socialist realist, differences in the imple-
mentation process, and different traditions or architects. 
The architectural landscape of these times, though subor-
dinated to the unifying doctrine, was created by individu-
als, creators, not imitators. Unlike Polish ones, Hungarian 
interiors were seldom historical and palace-like, and if so, 
they referred to a strong, massive Neoclassicism. The fur-
niture was more influenced by the design of Scandina-
vian countries, where at the end of the war many of the 
influential designers were educated, than by the Soviet.

Fig. 18. Party House, Kielce, conference room; architect: Jerzy Żukowski, 1953 (photo: Aleksandra Sumorok)
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Fig. 20. Architects’ House, Kazimierz, restaurant; architect: Karol Siciński, 1955 (photo: Aleksandra Sumorok)

Fig. 19. Chochołowska Shelter, Chochołowska Valley, restaurant; architect: Anna Górska, 1953  
(photo: Aleksandra Sumorok)
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logią a masową wyobraźnią [Palace of Culture and Science: 
between Ideology and Mass Imagination], ed. Grębecka, 
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	 46	Historical distortions have become visible in the pro-
cess of the reconstruction of Warsaw: it saw a specific selec-
tivity in the choice of historical styles, as well as their “crea-
tive” interpretation helping to create a good, “positive” tradi-
tion legitimizing new authorities (e.g. Nowy Świat street).
	 47	Leśniakowska, Marta: Polska historia sztuki i nac-
jonalizm [Polish Art History and Nationalism], in Nacjon-
alizm w sztuce i historii sztuki 1789–1950 [Nationalism in 
Art. and Art History 1789–1950], eds. Konstantynów, 
Dariusz, Pasieczny, Robert, Paszkiewicz, Piotr, Warsaw, 
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