
The exhibition title Eternity and a Moment was in-
spired by a speech delivered by Lech Niemojewski 
(1894-1952), a distinguished Polish architect, exponent 
of modernity and insightful researcher of the history 
of old Polish architecture. His words aptly convey the 
potential and stability of the independent Second Pol-
ish Republic and the short period of time when am-
bitious visions of a modern, dynamically developing 
state were being put into place. The position of Polish 
architecture in the years 1918-1939 was secured by an 
innovative, technologically advanced building indus-
try, but also by a unique promotional strategy that 
employed architectural models, photographs and 
photomontages. The selection of objects on display 

sums up the ways in which the country — revived af-
ter 123 years of captivity — was represented by means 
of modernist architecture. It is impossible to discuss 
Polish interwar architectural design without its pho-
tographic documentation produced by leading Polish 
photographers. The art of buildings is nothing without 
urban planning, and good urban planning depends 
on innovative economy. Examples of the Second Re-
public’s architectural topography selected for the 
exhibition are mere dots on the densely populated 
archi-map, an overture to the symphony of pioneer-
ing ideas and long-term plans that were being real-
ised with great success.
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Ministry of Foreign Affairs WARSAW

Design: Bohdan Pniewski
1932–1938
Non-existent building

In order to adapt the aristocratic residence in Warsaw, 
commonly referred to as Brühl’s Palace, to the purpose 
of housing the seat of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the 
complex had to be redeveloped, and a new residential 
wing constructed (the Minister’s apartments and a ball 
room) which differed in style from the original. Thanks to 
these alterations, the new building — its office unit alone 
comprising 322 rooms — was transformed into an elegant 
seat of public administration. The imposing staircase, 
where, as diplomatic protocol demanded, Minister Józef 
Beck and his wife would welcome guests, was finished with 
illuminated alabaster. In 1938, a photo essay dedicated to 
the government building’s modern wing was published in 
the American Life magazine.
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Castle Residence of the President 
of the Polish Republic WISŁA

Design: Adolf Szyszko-Bohusz, 1928–1931
Interior design: Włodzimierz Padlewski, 
Andrzej Pronaszko, 1930–1931

The residence, located in Śląsk Cieszyński (the region merged with Poland in 
1920), was erected as a gift of the Silesian Province to the President of the Polish 
Republic, Ignacy Mościcki. The location was symbolic — it is here that the ‘Queen 
of Polish rivers’, the Vistula, has its source. The Palace was fitted with furniture 
made of bent chrome- and nickel-plated pipes; it was innovative both in form 
and in the technology employed, and designed especially for the President. It 
was also an example, unique in Europe, of employing modern industrial design 
on such a scale in order to arrange the interiors of official state buildings. The 
fittings were produced by Konrad, Jarnuszkiewicz i Ska, a leading company on 
the Polish furniture market.
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Already in the early 1930s Gdynia was one of the most mod-
ern ports in Europe. After Poland had gained 140 km of the 
Baltic coastline as a result of the post-WW1 agreements, 
this small fishermen’s village began to dynamically trans-
form into a new modernist city. Gdynia’s rapid develop-
ment was one of the strategic points of the country’s eco-
nomic advancement as a naval power. The ‘white city’s’ 
architecture was inspired by ship construction — a trend, 
commonly referred to as streamline. Its distinguishing fea-
tures included round porthole windows and terraces’ bal-
ustrades imitating the railings along a ship’s deck.

City of Gdynia GDYNIA

Urban planning: Roman Feliński, Adam Kuncewicz
1926–1939
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This model industrial town was built 
following the creation of the Cen-
tral Industrial Region (COP) in 1937 
in the central-southern territories of 
the Second Polish Republic. It was 
the largest economic and industrial 
undertaking in Poland. The modern-
ist architecture surrounded by pine 
forests magnified the successes of 
a strong economy. Modern apart-
ment blocks rising within workers’ 
estates were separated by belts of 
greenery, thus ensuring good ven-
tilation and access to natural light. 
The ideas of the Central Industri-
al Region were promoted in both 
literature and fine arts. Melchior 
Wańkowicz, a writer and journalist, 
published books titled COP — ogni-
sko siły (COP — a Source of Power) 
and Sztafeta. Książka o polskim po-
chodzie gospodarczym (The Relay. 
A Book on Polish Economic Parade), 
illustrated with avant-garde photo-
montages.

City of Stalowa Wola STALOWA WOLA
 
Architecture and urban planning: 
Jan Bitny-Szlachta, Bronisław Rudziński, Stefania Skibniewska
1937–1939
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Polonia Photomontage MILAN
 
Design: Bohdan Lachert, Jan Najman, Zbigniew Puget
1933

A monumental photomontage titled 
Polonia, sized 6×3 m, was produced 
at the V Triennale di Milano. L’Es-
posizione Internazionale delle Arti 
Decorative e Industriali Moderne e 
dell’Architettura Moderna. 
It was created entirely by architects 
who used photographs of modernist 
buildings in Warsaw to tell a visual 
story about a modern metropolis and, 
at the same time, about a modern 
country. As the format was large, big-
scale photos were placed at the top 
of the board, while the smaller-scale 
ones at the bottom. The lettering ‘Po-
lonia’ was composed in plain font, 
the very popular at the time Futura 
— one of the key-words equivalent of 
modernity.
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Polish Pavilion at the Art 
and Technique in Modern Life 
exhibition in Paris PARIS
 
Design: Stanisław Brukalski, Bohdan Pniewski (Honorary Rotunda)
Bohdan Lachert, Józef Szanajca (Economic Pavilion)
1937

The Polish presentation occupied two 
pavilions, stylistically different in or-
der to match the exhibition slogans: 
art and technique. The Honorary Ro-
tunda which, as the name suggested, 
was created in the form of a stone 
rotunda, housed seven statues on 
display: Kings Bolesław Chrobry 
and Władysław Jagiełło, astronomer 
Mikołaj Kopernik, General Tadeusz 
Kościuszko, poet Adam Mickiewicz, 
composer Fryderyk Chopin and Mar-
shall Józef Piłsudski. The second pa-
vilion was a modern edifice made of 
steel and glass. It promoted Poland 
as a country of advanced technolo-
gies — one of the walls was painted 
into a red and white chess board, the 
symbol of Polish aviation. It featured 
such objects as Polish RWD aircrafts 
which boasted modern construction 
and referred to the first flight over 
the Atlantic accomplished by a Pole, 
Stanisław Skarżyński.
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Polish General Exhibition POZNAŃ
 
Lead architect: Roger Sławski
16 May – 30 September 1929

The Polish General Exhibition in Poznań was visited by 4.5 
million guests, including several thousand from abroad. 
This mass event, organised ten years after Poland had 
regained independence, promoted the country’s dynam-
ic progress as well as broadly understood national cul-
ture. The exhibition area was divided into sections, each 
assigned to a specific area: agriculture, forestry, food in-
dustry, industry (forest industry, heavy industry, metal in-
dustry, textile industry), transportation, local and regional 
administration, the union of Polish towns, as well as cul-
ture, art and science. Thus, the exhibition pavilions also 
served as promotional tools. The ones which were under 
the patronage of the government (i.e. the ministerial pa-
vilions) were handed over to the Modernists, including the 
well-recognised avant-garde Præsens group. The inte-
riors were designed in consonance with the wall colours 
and original pictorial diagrams.
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The passenger vessel, named after Polish King Stefan Ba-
tory, was one of the two modern ocean liners cruising un-
der the Polish flag, a twin ship of MS Piłsudski. It covered 
the route Gdynia-New York. The luxury vessel was com-
monly referred to as ‘the floating saloon’ or ‘ambassador 
of Polish culture’ due to very high artistic quality of the fit-
tings, as well as references to the vernacular interior de-
sign tradition in the way that the formal or common spac-
es (smoking room, reading room, swimming pool, gym) 
and passenger cabins were decorated. The tableware for 
passengers was also especially designed (at the factory in 
Ćmielów), as were the tablecloths (from the linen factory 
in Żyrardów), the menus and the playing cards.

MS Batory Ocean Liner
 
Monfalcone shipyard, Italy
1934–1935
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Silesian Museum KATOWICE
 
Design: Karol Schayer
Sculptural decorations: Stanisław Szukalski 
1936–1939
Non-existent building

Once a symbol of Katowice, the monumental edifice was 
a vital element of the panorama of this modern city, com-
parable with the leading American agglomerations as far 
as the level of architectural and engineering development 
was concerned. The museum was amongst the most tech-
nologically advanced institutions of that kind across the 
globe. The interior featured sliding walls, air-conditioning, 
lifts, elevators and radiative heating. Boasting large ex-
tents of glazing in various arrangements, the building was 
an example of technical possibilities as well as harmonious 
combination of modern architecture and sculpture. The 
decorations, which were ultimately never created, includ-
ed a bas-relief depicting a coal miner and three Silesian 
females, as well as an art déco statue of King Bolesław 
Chrobry.
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The edifice was one of the best examples of a modernist 
synthesis of fine arts — architecture organically combined 
with sculpture, painting and crafts. Boasting a reinforced 
concrete structure, it was built using local materials. In 
order to promote various branches of the dynamically 
developing economy, as the name of the institution sug-
gested (National Development Bank), the facades were 
clad with volcanic andesite from the Małopolska region, 
as well as with terrazzo, commonly referred to as ‘artifi-
cial stone’. The interiors were finished with granite slabs, 
several types of marble, alabaster and glass, as well as 
local types of timber, i.e. ash, walnut and oak. The Bank 
was built in the style of streamlined Classicism which was 
soon to dominate the government buildings that were built 
in Warsaw at the time.

National Development Bank WARSAW
 
Design: Rudolf Świerczyński
Decorations: Jan Szczepkowski (sculpture), 
Felicjan Szczęsny Kowarski, Wacław Borowski, 
Romuald Kamil Witkowski (fine art), 
Wojciech Jastrzębowski (furnishings)
1928–1931
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The cable car built on the slopes of Kasprowy Wierch, 
a peak in the Western Tatra mountains rising 1987 metres 
above sea level, was the first such construction in Poland, 
which rendered it quite prestigious. Built on the initiative 
of Andrzej Bobkowski, Polish Deputy Minister of Sport, it 
was to promote mountain tourism, which was then seen as 
a rather elitist type of leisure. Aside from the three stations 
— the starting point at Kuźnice, the intermediate station 
on Myślenickie Turnie, and the final stop on the mountain 
top — an astronomical observatory was constructed. The 
buildings were all designed in plain form which agreed 
with the Tatra landscape, owing to the use of local stone. 
The final station consisted of a mountain chalet for tour-
ists and a restaurant with an viewing deck facing Eastern 
Tatras.

Cable Car  
to Kasprowy Wierch ZAKOPANE
 
Design: Anna Kodelska, Aleksander Kodelski
1934–1936
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The Józef Piłsudski sanatorium for children, integrated 
with the mountain massif of Beskid Śląski, had the am-
bience of a small health resort. The first health complex 
constructed on such a scale in the Second Polish Repub-
lic, it included a modern school for the ailing children and 
special educational yards. The staircase bannisters were 
placed on two levels as the height of the little patients var-
ied. The architecture, blended into the surrounding na-
ture, was not only highly functional and aesthetic, but — 
above all — it served a psychological role. The distribution 
of the buildings, which lacked symmetry, followed on the 
postulates of free access to natural light, air and sun, req-
uisite to TB treatment methods prevalent at the time. It 
meant spending time in deck chairs on terraces or in the 
so-called resting rooms.

Tuberculosis Sanatorium 
for Children ISTEBNA
 
Design: Jadwiga Dobrzyńska, Zygmunt Łoboda
1930–1936
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Functional Warsaw — A Study 
in Urban Planning WARSAW
 
Authors: Jan Chmielewski, Szymon Syrkus
1934

The rules of modern urban planning mapped out by the 
Congrès international d’architecture moderne (CIAM) in 
1933 provided an impulse for a multi-dimensional study on 
the future development of Warsaw. The analysis drew on 
the geographical location of the city situated in the Vistula 
River valley at the crossroads of transcontinental routes. 
The study was developed by prominent architects. Its most 
interesting element were the graphic tables designed by 
Jerzy Hryniewiecki. The key points for the development of 
the metropolis were marked on terrain maps, and their 
interconnecting lines resembled a dragonfly. This Func-
tional Warsaw study was met with high acclaim from Le 
Corbusier himself.
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County Court WARSAW
 
Design: Bohdan Pniewski
1935–1939

The facade of this monumental building on the side of 
Leszno Street (today Solidarności Avenue) was adorned 
with an engraved adage running along its entire length: 
“Justice is a mainstay of the power and stability of the Re-
public” (a paraphrase of the text by Ulpian, a prominent 
Roman jurist), as well as three arcades marking the en-
trances. The architect highlighted the main entrance by 
way of four free standing pillars in the form of fasces. The 
building was clad with sandstone — both polished and 
rough-surfaced, roughly cut and thus offering fine sculp-
tural and chiaroscuro effects. The gravity of the building 
finished with marble slabs, wrought iron chandeliers and 
wall-mounted light fittings, was enhanced by excellent 
acoustics.
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Marshall Józef Piłsudski 
Quarter at the 
Pole Mokotowskie Park WARSAW
 
Urbanist concept: Jan Chmielewski
Design: Bohdan Pniewski
1935–1939
unrealised project

A decision to build the Marshall Józef 
Piłsudski housing district was made 
soon after his passing. ‘An urban de-
sign monument’ was to rise in the 
area of the Pole Mokotowskie Park, 
a stretch of green owned by the State 
Treasury. The area was symbolic as it 
was the site of the last parade ever 
received by the Marshall. The design 
was  modelled on the Champs-Élysées 
Avenue in Paris, or the Via dell’Impe-
ro in Rome — an avenue in the city 
centre, lined with trees and unique 
examples of contemporary architec-
ture. The prestigious quarter was to 
house state-owned buildings (i.e. the 
Parliament), as well as the Temple of 
Divine Providence, a mausoleum of 
sorts for well-deserved Poles. Models 
of the never-constructer district were 
presented at the Warsaw: Yesterday, 
Today, Tomorrow exhibition in 1938.
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A monumental edifice, financed with government funds, 
was located along the prestigious Trzech Wieszczów  
Avenue (Three Poets Avenue: Adam Mickiewicz, Zygmunt 
Krasiński, Juliusz Słowacki). According to the architectur-
al competition guidelines, the building was to be “a genu-
ine reflection of contemporary culture and the zeitgeist.” 
It boasted a double structure of reinforced concrete and 
welded iron — the first of its kind in Europe. The floor plan 
set on the letter ‘T’ made it possible to introduce sepa-
rate sections of the reading room, the storage area, and 
the administrative unit. Facades brought to mind rows of 
evenly arranged books. The use of multi-colour cladding 
of various materials, including sandstone and granite, 
added a subtle artistic touch to the library building.

Jagiellonian Library KRAKÓW
 
Design: Wacław Krzyżanowski
Structure: Stefan Bryła
1929–1940
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Main Railway Station  WARSAW

Design: Czesław Przybylski
Structure: Andrzej Pszenicki 
Decorations: Józef Klukowski, Stanisław Ostrowski (sculpture)
Felicjan Szczęsny Kowarski, Jan Sokołowski (fine arts)
Zygmunt Grabowski (easel painting)
Adam Kossowski, Edward Manteuffel (sgraffito)
Mieczysław Jurgielewicz (stained-glass)
1932–1939
Non-existent building, demolished in 1945

Situated in the very centre of Warsaw, the railway station 
— one of the largest in Europe at the time — was envis-
aged to be the flagship building of not just the city but the 
entire country. The minimalist architecture was executed 
with the use of precious materials — facades were clad 
with dolomite and granite slabs, underground platforms 
were panelled with basalt, the staircases with marble, and 
the while ceilings were finished with illuminated lacquered 
fibre cement. The monumental main hall — designed as 

a steel structure with the floor area of 33,000 cubic me-
tres — was adorned with paintings and sgraffito, as well 
as a sculpture of Polonia lifting up an eagle. Decorative 
motifs included allegories to the main branches of indus-
try: agriculture, mining, rail transportation, fishing, weav-
ing, art, education, and construction, as well as symbolic 
references to natural resources. The interiors were never 
finished before the outbreak of the Second World War.



The name of Czesław Olszewski brings to mind not only 
the photo documentation of the highest quality, but also 
the panorama of Polish architecture in the interwar pe-
riod, ever present in the Polish mass imagination. The 
buildings, frozen in time on a photographic film, played 
quite a role in forging the popular belief that the artistic 
culture of the Second Polish Republic was outstanding. 
It was with much sensitivity that Olszewski documented 
both monumental government buildings as well as min-
ute architectural details. He collaborated with the Ar-
chitektura i Budownictwo (Architecture and Construc-
tion) monthly, which employed photography as the most 
vital tool for promoting modernist architecture. The pur-
pose of photography — next to photomontages — was 
to document it and determine how it was viewed.

Modernist View
 
Photographs by Czesław Olszewski

Partner: 
National Digital Archives is one of three central state archives and was created 
in 2008, as a response to the digital revolution. NDA’s tasks include archiving, digitizing 
and sharing digital content online: photography, sound recordings and movies. 
NDA’s collection includes more than 15 million photographs, 40,000 sound recordings, 
and about 2,4 thousand films. Some of them can be found online at nac.gov.pl
The institution also acts as a Competence Center for the digitization of cultural 
resources. The NDA has created “ZoSIA” — the Integrated Archival Information System 
and szukajwarchiwach.pl website, where millions of archival materials’ scans can 
be found.
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