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Introduction

As part of the celebration of the Millennium of the Polish 
State in 1957–1966, the state administration implemented 
numerous projects in order to instil the desired vision of 
joint history in society. The most spectacular of them were 
monuments constituting major sites in town topography, 
meant to affect collective memory. Some entailed creation 
of multi-function complexes, however, not all of them 
were accomplished. One of such ghost monuments can be 
found in the Silesian Panorama never created in Katowice. 
In 1958, the idea was conceived to create a complex under 
that name combining a painterly panorama, a historical mu-
seum, and a panoramic cinema. It was to commemorate  
40 years of the Silesian Uprisings: the leitmotif of the na-
tional celebration of the Millennium in 1961. The present 
paper speaks about the genesis of the idea, the Project’s as-
sumptions, and the course of the organisational works: the 
aspects previously undiscussed on a larger scale in literature.1  
It will also try to answer the questions about the reasons 
for the choice of the formal means, the place the unaccom-
plished Project takes in the history of the commemoration 
of the Silesian Uprisings, and the latter’s relevance in the 
context of the history of Polish display art.

Project’s history

The resolution of the Presidium of the Voivodeship National 
Council (PWRN) in Katowice of 13 August 1958 claims the 
following: In relation to the upcoming celebrations of the 
Millennium of the Polish State, as motioned by the Voivodeship 
Secretariat of the Polish United Workers’ Party in Katowice, 
the programme of the above celebrations will include the rais-
ing within the Katowice Voivodeship of a ‘Panorama’ meant 
to commemorate the century-long struggles of the Silesian 
people, with a particular emphasis on the historic deeds of 
the Silesian Insurgents struggling for social and national  
liberation, and meant to bond forever the ancient Silesian 
land with the Polish Motherland as the most precious contri-
bution to the joint effort to liberate our Peoples’ Homeland.2 
The preparatory works were assigned to Jerzy Ziętek. Two po-
tential locations for the Project were named: a piece of land 
south-east of the intersection of two major thoroughfares: 
Mikołowska and Kochłowicka Streets (the latter currently A4 
Motorway) and the plot east of the Park Hall at the corner of 
Kochłowicka and Plebiscytowa Streets.3

The geological and mining studies obtained in November 
and December 19584 as well as the construction evaluation5 
demonstrated that mining planned to continue below both 
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locations could lead to unpredictable ground movements. 
Experts suggested to extremely minimize the potential con-
struction on the sites. The necessity to adjust the design 
to the geological conditioning substantially increased the 
Project’s cost.6

In March 1959, the Committee for Building the Silesian 
Panorama, KBPŚ, headed by Ziętek concluded a contract 
with the designing team: the Katowice-based architects 
Zygmunt and Jerzy Winnicki, and Irena and Czesław Kotel.7 
They were to submit the architectural and detailed designs 
by 15 July 1959. There was no competition announced as 
was the rule with respect to projects of the highest rank 
supported by Poland’s central administration, such as the 
Silesian Insurgents’ Monument in Katowice, the Rotunda of 
the Racławice Panorama, or the Monument of the Return 
of the Western and Northern Territories to the Motherland 
in Wrocław. This may testify to a local impact of the Project. 
KBPŚ obtained all the necessary approvals.8 In September, the 
Expert Team for the Evaluation of Investment Projects of the 
Voivodeship Economic Development Planning Commission 
positively evaluated the ‘Design Assumptions’ provided there 
existed no plot of more favourable conditions and the con-
struction evaluation was reiterated.9 It confirmed the neces-
sity to secure the structure, this raising the cost of its shell 
by 50–100 per cent; in conclusion, a suggestion was for-
mulated to select a plot less exposed to mining damage.10 
Eventually, on 28 November 1959, the Expert Team for the 
Evaluation of Investment Projects recommended to address 
the Architectural-Construction Department of the Municipal 
National Council in Katowice to have a different plot allocat-
ed for the structure. As it seems, this very date marks the 
end of the works on the Project.11 No documents or press  
releases testifying to a further history of the Panorama have 
been traced. It may have been so that these plans were dis-
continued in favour of another more impressive project, or 
the authorities judged the Panorama idea as little fortunate, 
since in 1965, a competition was announced for an alterna-
tive memory infrastructure: Silesian Insurgents’ Monument, 
and two years later, for a thematically-related museum. 

Project assumptions
The Silesian Panorama shall constitute a durable monument 
raised to pay homage to and commemorate the Uprisings 
to liberate Silesia. The ideological and didactic impact of the 
Silesian Panorama shall go far beyond the boundaries of 
Katowice; it shall become a cultural facility of the impact on 
the whole Upper-Silesian Industrial District, while also turning 
into an important architectural sight,12 is what can be read in 
the ‘Project Assumptions’. The Project included a display hall 
of a painting panorama, a Cinerama, and a museum. Each part 
was assigned a major importance by the authors. Through 
its size and impact potential, the panoramic painting could 
shape the image of the Silesian Uprisings, and consolidate 
their interpretation desired by the Investor in social aware-
ness. A Cinerama, a panoramic cinema, would constitute 
the first attraction of the type in Poland, while the concept 
of creating a museum of Silesian Uprisings was presented as 
the necessity to satisfy the burning need: lack of an appropri-
ate museum constituted a threat that the still existing me-
mentoes of those events might become dispersed or lost.13 

 These functional units were to be connected through a foyer, 
and complemented with a utility room, a technological one, 
and a flat for the caretaker.14 The architectural design needed 
to be adjusted to the display requirements of giant canvases 
and the geological and mining conditions, while also safe-
guarding spaces for the Cinerama and the museum exhibition. 

The building and its vicinity
In compliance with the recommendations, the panorama 
rotunda of a lightweight skeleton construction was to be 
raised on rigid foundations and propped against a mono-
lithic frame of reinforced concrete, of 20-m diameter close 
to the ground, extending up to 40 m at the top with trusses,  
and covered with a flat roof resting on steel brackets.15 
The inspiration for the design was drawn from the hon-
oured competition design of the Pavilion of the Racławice 
Panorama in Wrocław by Zbigniew Trella and Andrzej 
Czyżewski; a copy of the drawing was attached to the  
documentation.16 When elaborating the elevation, the em-
phasis was to be put on its artistic qualities and easiness 
to be kept clean. Regrettably, no drawing of the planned 
structure has been preserved.17 The structure supporting 
the canvas, disconnected from the rotunda frame, was to 
prevent its destruction in the event of the building had-
ing.18 The viewing point was planned on a centrally-located 
platform of a 22-m diameter, raised 5 m above the bottom 
edge of the canvases so that the beholder’s sight was on 
the painting’s horizon line. With the capacity of 50 viewers, 
accessed along ramps and on stairs, the platform was to be 
lit with natural light or artificial light if such a need arose.19

 The vicinity of the complex was planned in harmony 
with the institution’s functional requirements, taking into 
account access roads, car parks, and guarded bike racks. 
The pedestrian access was subdued to the visual perspec-
tives of the building. The complex was to be complemented 
with greenery meant to isolate the premises from the busy 
thoroughfares, and to provide a quality leisure site with 
benches, a landscaped fire tank, as well as a set of stalls.20 

1. Plan of Katowice with the location of the Panorama marked at the crossing 
of Kochłowicka and Mikołowska Streets, State Archives in Katowice, ACNO 125, 
Photo Wiktoria Tombarkiewicz
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The panorama

The Project’s ideological and compositional centre was to 
be taken by a painting panorama presenting synthetically 
the course of the Silesian Uprisings. In June 1959, PWRN 
in Katowice commissioned the narrative about the Silesian 
Uprisings and the Battle of Annaberg in the form of a short 
story from the writer and columnist Wilhelm Szewczyk 
of Katowice and Kazimierz Popiołek of the University of 
Wrocław.21 Szewczyk selected the Battle of Annaberg con-
sidering it a pars pro toto of the whole struggle of the 
Silesians for their Polishness, thus also struggles against 
Germanization: the Prussian and Nazi oppressions.22 He re-
garded the topography of the battlefield as particularly appro-
priate for arranging the painting’s space filled with impressive 
battle scenes, which facilitated the emphasis on the heroism 
of the Insurgents, their moral victory over the prevailing en-
emy, and on the unquestionable folk character of the Uprising 
by juxtaposing half-civilian insurgents with German regular 
military colours.23 The viewing was to happen circularly and 
linearly. The scenes were to cover several dozen hours of the 
battles fought on a relatively vast territory. The observation 
point was placed not at the top of the mountain, but slight-
ly away from it, allowing to show the village, the town, as 
well as the Oder River, in the distance, in the background.24 
The author justified his arbitrary choice of the Uprising epi-
sodes with the fact that as much as literature and science 
should aim at an objective presentation of the historical 
truth, a painting work that an Uprising panorama should 
be, whether it wants it or not, is of a monumental charac-
ter. Monuments are created precisely to boost the morale.25 
He characterized Panorama’s main goal as didactic, similar-
ly as did the author of the second scenario. Popiołek also 
emphasized the necessity to accentuate the disproportion 
between the fighting forces, the semi-civilian character of 
the insurgent troops, the commitment of the rural and town 
population to the fights, and the folk character of the rising 
whose goal was national and social liberation. He proposed 
an unrestricted approach to topographic realities, and the 
inclusion of additional elements, such as the assistance of 
Polish regular troops and the general strike symbolized by 
factory chimneys, chimneys with no smoke coming out.26

On 1 July 1959, KBPŚ signed a contract with the Wrocław 
painter of the older generation, Jacek Malczewski’s disciple, 
Eugeniusz Geppert; the commission included making a sce-
nario of a painting based on Szewczyk’s guidelines, and pro-
viding an oil sketch 450 × 130 cm.27 The preliminary sketch 
was to be ready in October 1959, while the design of a scale 
1:15, on 1 June 1960.28 No confirmation has been found 
whether the painter began the work, and if so, how ad-
vanced it was. 

The inspiration for this form of patriotic education may 
have been derived from a heated debate over the display 
of the Racławice Panorama, this clearly pointed to by a di-
rect reference of the authors of the concept of one of the 
competition designs from 1957. Another could have been 
derived from the Panorama of Jasna Góra: the painterly vi-
sion titled The Last Storming of the Jasna Góra Monastery 
by Swedish Troops in 1655 opened to the public on 28 May 
1958.29 When recalling its example in view of the planned 
Silesian Panorama the literary critic Zdzisław Hierowski 
pointed to the fact that this genre of historical painting, al-
though anachronic in artistic terms, continued to be attrac-
tive to the admass, and could serve as an effective instru-
ment of shaping patriotic attitudes.30

The museum
The project of the museum display presented by Janina 
Matuszczak (Upper-Silesian Museum in Bytom), con-
tained six departments: the main part dedicated to the 
Silesian Uprising was to fill in the stately room 10 × 20 m, 
with the remaining rooms meant to cover the space of  
35 sq m each. Their respective themes were characterized 
as: I Mementoes of the 1905–1907 Revolution, II Tradition 
of the Working Class’s Struggle in 1907–1917, III (Social 
Revolution in Russia and Germany, the Plebiscite) Genesis 
and Course of the Silesian Uprisings 1917–1922, IV Results of 
the Uprisings and the Plebiscite. Foundation and Activity of 
Poland’s Communist Party, KPP, 1922–1939, V Underground 
Struggle against the Invaders, VI Martyrology Mementoes.31 
KBPŚ judged the proposal too extensive versus the actu-
al needs, so the plan was adjusted to the Client’s guide-
lines. Following a modification, the exhibition was to cover 

2. Photograph of the planned location at the crossing of Kochłowicka and Mikołowska Streets, view from the side of the roundabout, State Archives in Katowice, 
ACNO 125, Photo Wiktoria Tombarkiewicz
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the foyer, as well as spaces that expanded it, and the wait-
ing room whose surface was increased from the standard  
200 sq m to 300 sq m in order to be able to include a larger 
number of exhibits. The originally foreseen part meant for 
the academic activity: a study of the lecturer and assistants, 
a library, a reading room, and an archive were renounced as 
the museum’s components.32

Plans were made for a map (3 × 5 m) of the area covered 
with the Plebiscite, marking the Uprising frontline, to greet 
the visitor across from the entry. The entrance was to be 
flanked by two life-size figures of Silesian Insurgents in his-
toric uniforms and gear, symbolizing Polish ‘eternal guard’ 
on the Oder River. The walls along the corridor encircling the 
Panorama room were to feature four Insurgents’ standards, 
visual materials, and showcases with documents, orders, 
small weapons, and other Insurgents’ mementoes.33  

The interpretation of the developments as a grassroot up-
rising of the Polish population of Upper Silesia for the region 
to be incorporated into the Polish ‘Motherland’ was an es-
sential motif of Western propaganda, present in numerous 
publications, lectures, public celebrations, and press of the 
time. By shifting emphasis and manipulating the sources, 
the authors were aiming at giving the visitor the impression 
that among the most important reasons for the Uprisings 
were the social questions, while the insurgents took up arms 
not only to fight for national liberation, but also for social 
questions, thus the taking over of power by Communists 
in 1945 was actually the crowning of their aspirations. The 
Silesian Uprisings were shown as a link within the chain of 
the social revolution, placed amidst the struggles of the 
‘working class’ and the foundation of Poland’s Communist 
Party, as well as the guerrilla, as can be naturally suspected,  
under the logo of the Peasants’ Battalions (BCh) and 
People’s Guard (GL).

The Cinerama
The Cinerama was to seat 400 individuals; three projectors 
were to cast images on a semi-circular screen at least 22.5 
m long, allowing for a 180° viewing angle. The technological 

process was commissioned from experts who judged that 
the available American systems: Cinerama, Circarama, and 
Cinemiracle, could not be applied owing to high licence 
costs, suggesting the construction of a Polish system based 
on the Soviet Kinopanorama. The projections on a screen 
of the 6–8: 1 proportions were to be complemented with 
a stereo sound. The principle of this technology was project-
ing reels from three or more projectors recorded in a way 
allowing to complement one another and create a continu-
ous image. The ‘seams’ on the image edges from projectors 
were to be hidden by installing permanent scenography el-
ements (a tree, a banner, etc.). Spectators were to experi-
ence battle and historical shows seated in rotating chairs, 
on a rotating floor, or standing.34

The use of a panoramic projection in museum praxis, 
today relatively popular, in the late 1950s and early 60s 
would have been a pioneer project not only in Poland.  

3. Copy of the competition drawing for the design of the Racławice Panorama in Wrocław, State Archives in Katowice, ACNO 125, Photo Wiktoria Tombarkiewicz

4. Competition for the building to house the Racławice Panorama in Wrocław: 
work no. 17, the architects Zbigniew Trella and Andrzej Czyżewski, Architektura, 
4 (1958), p. 154
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The Cinerama system was first presented in Broadway 
in 1952; the Cinemiracle system, developed around the 
same time, was not successful at all, while Walt Disney’s 
first Circarama version dates back to as late as 1955  
(it was improved in the 1960s).35 The first projection in the 
Kinoparama system took place in Moscow on 28 February 
1958: half a year before the experts suggested the tech-
nological solution for the Katowice cinema.36 The idea of 
a panoramic projection accompanying a panoramic painting, 
though on a much smaller scale, was finally implemented 
in 2021 when the display in the small rotunda pavilion of 
the Racławice Panorama was rearranged. Almost the whole 
circumference of the walls is taken by a screen on which 
a video complementing the experience of the painting, to-
gether with a stereo sound in the background and a voice-
over commentary is projected.

The idea’s genesis, impact, and further life
The Silesian Panorama was planned as a part of the Mille-
nnium celebrations involving mounting permanent, visiting, 
and temporary exhibitions, as well as establishing museums. 
Communicating with genuine mementoes and documents 
was to shape the image of the past, while also imposing its 
interpretation: as a way of successfully fulfilling nation’s as-
pirations together with the creation of the Polish People’s 
Republic, PRL (Communist Poland). All throughout Poland 
numerous exhibitions connected with the national or local 
impact of the 550 years of the Battle of Tannenberg, the 
100th anniversary of the January Uprising, and the remaining 
crucial points in the Millennium agenda were mounted.37 
The special status of the topic of the Silesian Uprisings stems 
from its potential to legitimize the Polish administration over 
the Western and Northern Territories. This is the fact ac-
counting for the Project’s scale, and the aspiration to make 
it maximally modern, attractive, and recognizable as a cen-
tre of a cult of the Uprisings in the Katowice Voivodeship. 
The display would allow to shape the image of a genuinely 
Polish descent and progressive ambitions of the ‘people’ 
of this part of the former borderland, not only among the 
residents of the region, but also visitors from other corners 
of Poland, contributing to creating a homogenous image of 
the national territory. 

The celebration of the Millennium inspired a move to-
wards modernity in Polish museology: light and sound  
effects, videos, mechanical elements, and dioramas, all were 
meant to consolidate the credibility of the proposed nar-
rative.38 Much more attention than before was paid to au-
thentic documents and period mementoes which thanks 
to the aura of having been actual ‘participants’ in the past 
turned into living links with that past, inciting visitors’ emo-
tions and sentiments.39 The above-mentioned novelties were 
mainly the accomplishments grouped around the core peri-
od of the celebrations, namely 1960–1965; thus, the Silesian 
Panorama would have been in the vanguard of the changes. 

The direct inspiration for the idea to mount the museum 
may have been found in the appeal of the author of a press 
release in Trybuna Robotnicza,40 however, the question of 
amassing insurgent mementoes and displaying them had 
been raised earlier, and was resumed after the Project had 
been discontinued. In June 1961, on the occasion of the 

40th anniversary of the Third Silesian Uprising, a tempo-
rary Exhibition of the Insurgents’ Deeds was launched at 
the Upper-Silesian Museum in Bytom. On that occasion, the 
Uprisings were set into Communist historiosophy; the exhi-
bition’s motto was a quote from Władysław Gomułka: The 
road covered by Silesians in the three Silesian Uprisings is 
the same one as that followed today by Polish democracy.41 
In 1964, a branch of the Museum of Opole Silesia: Museum 
of the Uprising in Leśnica was founded; meanwhile, the 
Katowice Voivodeship still continued without its own insti-
tution of the kind. An idea was coined to mount a Museum 
of Struggle and Victory and of the Silesian Uprisings as com-
plementing the Silesia Insurgents’ Monument. However, the 
design by Jurand Jarecki selected in 1967 in a competition, 
similarly as the painting panorama, still continued an unac-
complished plan.42 A permanent display dedicated to the 
Uprisings was finally mounted in Upper Silesia in 2014. The 
Museum of Silesian Uprisings launched in Świętochłowice 
is once again connected with the recent revival of the ad-
ministration’s focus on promoting the Polish vision of the 
history of the region. Other examples of this interest are 
the heatedly-debated permanent exhibition related to the 
history of Upper Silesia at the Silesian Museum in Katowice 
or the Upper-Silesian Pantheon lately opened in the under-
ground of the Katowice Archcathedral.43 

Conclusion
The Uprising panorama with a museum would have proba-
bly been the most sizeable investment and the most symbol-
ically prominent project of the Millennium in the Katowice 
Voivodeship. By consolidating the narrative about Upper 

5. One of the schemes of the Cinema Panorama technological concept, State 
Archives in Katowice, ACNO 125, Photo Wiktoria Tombarkiewicz
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Silesia as a region imbued with the Polish spirit and progressive 
ideas, it would have harmonized with the propaganda of the 
Western and Northern Territories, as well as Communist his-
toriosophy. The further history of the question of the museum 
commemoration of Silesian Uprisings shows that as much as 

the latter of the factors lost its prominence, the first, namely 
emphasizing the ‘Polish element’ as the decisive component 
moulding the facet of this region, also prior to its entire incor-
poration into the Polish state, continues to shape the ideologi-
cal line of public projects within memory infrastructure. 

Abstract: In 1958, on the occasion of the 40th anniversary 
of the Silesian Uprisings, the administration of the Katowice 
Voivodeship decided to create the Silesian Panorama: an 
institution combining a museum of insurgents’ mementoes, 
the Battle of Annaberg Panorama, and the first in Poland 
panoramic cinema. The plans entailed establishing a museum-
-and-educational institution, pioneer in its character, not 
merely in Poland. Since the infrastructure of memory, finally 
unaccomplished, has never been discussed in literature, 
the first part of the paper speaks about the course of the 
organizational works, the stage of shaping the project, as 

well as the reasons for giving up the idea. The necessary 
information was provided by materials preserved in the 
State Archives in Katowice as well as in press releases. The 
planned commemoration was presented in the context of 
the development of the technology of panoramic cinema 
and its application in museum praxis; its role in the history 
of the efforts to create a permanent display of mementoes 
of Silesian Uprisings in the Katowice Voivodeship has been 
discussed, and so have the sources of the project’s originator 
to reach for the genre of a panoramic painting, in the 
discussed period considered anachronical.

Keywords: Silesian Panorama, Millennium of the Polish State, museum, Silesian Uprisings, Katowice, monument, 
panorama. 
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