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Abstract. This article examines visual embodiments of the metaphor of 
the Slavic kinship of Russians and Poles in graphic art during World 
War I. From the very first days the Slavic question became a focal point 
of political propaganda. Official narratives incorporated formulas and 
epithets of the earlier Slavophile rhetoric, reviving 1870s ideals of Slavic 
unity and brotherhood. A new feature of 1914‒1915 was the inclusion of 
Poland and Poles into the ‘Slavic family’. A radical reinterpretation of the 
Polish question was reflected in the Manifesto of Grand Duke Nicholas of 
the 14th August 1914, which proclaimed “the resurrection of the Polish 
people and its fraternal reconciliation with Great Russia”. The metaphor 
of the kinship between Russia and Poland was intended to symbolically 
embody their ‘reconciliation’ in the face of the common German threat. 
It was actively used in political propaganda, journalism, and patriotic 
poetry during the first year of the War.

The analyses of allegorical images (sisterhood of Russia and Poland 
and the military brotherhood of Russians and Poles) in magazine 
illustrations, postcards, and posters demonstrated that iconography of 
Poles and Maiden of Poland / Polonia was absent from the Russian visual 
tradition, unlike the established complex of allegories of the Southern 
Slavs. Therefore, Russian artists turned to motifs of the 19th-century Polish 
patriotic poetics, in particular, to the image of the crucified martyr Maiden 

Polonia suffering under the oppression of her enslavers (so as the Russian 
Empire). The generalized image of the Polish warrior was created based 
on the well-known Russian visual canon, with its attributes of the 17th-
century Polish nobleman (a konfederatka (a peaked cap), a żupan or kuntusz 
(long garments), a sabre, etc.), while the ‘Russian brother’ was portrayed 
as a Russian soldier in a modern uniform. Allegorical depictions of Polish-
Russian kinship prove to be original and unconventional manifestations 
in Russian political visual propaganda of 1914‒1915.

The author of the article expresses a deep gratitude to Alexander Sergeevich 
Medyakov (D. Sc. in History, M. V. Lomonosov Moscow State University) for 
providing high-quality images of the postcard Russia and Poland from his 
personal collection, as well as for assistance in identifying the artist and 
interpreting the characters (fig. 5).
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отсутствовала. Поэтому отечественные художники обратились к мо-
тивам польской патриотической поэтики XIX века — в частности, 
к образу распятой мученицы Девы Полонии, страдающей от гнета 
поработителей. Обобщенный образ воина-поляка создавался в том 
числе по известному отечественному визуальному канону, с его атри-
бутами шляхтича XVII века (конфедератка, жупан или кунтуш, сабля 
и пр.), в то время как «русский собрат» представал в облике россий-
ского солдата в современной униформе. Аллегорические изображе-
ния польско-русского родства оказываются оригинальными и не-
стандартными проявлениями в российской политической визуальной 
пропаганде 1914‒1915 годов.

Автор статьи выражает глубокую признательность коллеге — доктору 
исторических наук Александру Сергеевичу Медякову (МГУ имени М. В. Ло-
моносова) за предоставление качественного изображения открытки 
«Россия и Польша» из его личной коллекции, а также за помощь в иден-
тификации художника и интерпретации персонажей (ил. 5).Аннотация. В статье рассматриваются визуальные воплощения 

метафоры славянского родства русских и поляков в графике Первой 
мировой войны. С первых дней славянский вопрос оказался в центре 
политической пропаганды, и в официальных нарративах была за-
действована славянофильская риторика более раннего периода, ак-
туализировавшая формулы 1870‑х годов о славянском единстве 
и братстве. Новым в ней стало включение в состав «славянской семьи» 
Польши и поляков. Кардинальная реинтерпретация польского во-
проса нашла отражение в «Воззвании к полякам» Верховного Глав-
нокомандующего Великого князя Константина Николаевича от 
1 (14) августа 1914 года, декларировавшем «воскрешение польского 
народа и братское примирение его с великой Россией». Метафора 
родства России и Польши призвана была символически воплощать 
их «примирение» перед лицом общей германской угрозы, она актив-
но использовалась как в политической пропаганде, так и в публици-
стике и патриотической поэзии первого года войны.

На материале журнальных рисунков, открыток и плакатов с ал-
легорическими образами сестер России и Польши и воинского брат-
ства русских и поляков показано, что, в отличие от сложившегося 
комплекса аллегорий южных славян, устойчивая иконография поля-
ков и Девы Польши / Полонии в российской визуальной традиции 
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Introduction

With the outbreak of World War I, the so-called ‘Slavic question’ became 
a key element in the military-political strategy of the Russian Empire. 
From the very first months, it was in the focus of political propaganda 
and public attention, producing a highly emotional reaction both of con-
servative intellectuals in the capital and of the people at large. The pathetic 
rhetoric of neo-Slavism of the 1910s rapidly returned to official documents 
and patriotic journalism, reviving the previous epithets and slogans of Slavic 
unity and brotherhood, created in the period of Slavophile ideas popularity 
(1860–1880). Historiography generally accepts that the idea of defending 
the Slavs from Germanism under Russian auspices was first publicly 
expressed on August 5, 1914, in a welcoming speech by the acting mayor 
of Moscow V. G. Bryansky during Nicholas II’s visit to Moscow: “The great 
Slavic question has arisen again — the sacred thing of every Russian person… 
The Slavic question must be resolved by uniting all Slavs under the protection 
of the mother of Slavs — Russia” [Historical Chronicle, 1914, p. XXVII].

In August, ‘Pan-Slavic’ formulas, lexical clichés, images, and meta-
phors began to circulate in the highest manifestos, appeals, and publi-
cism. This, as researchers point out, “…was caused by the general mood 
in  ruling circles regarding the  war in  the  southwest as a  ‘liberation 
campaign’ similar to the Russo-Turkish War of 1877‒1878. <…> It was 
assumed that the offensive actions of the Russian army against Austria-
Hungary would be sufficiently supplemented by a vigorous ideological 
onslaught… The basis for such ideas was the  ideology of neo-Slavism, 
which had become widespread in  public opinion and  was generally 
accepted by the  Russian leadership before the  war. <…> In  Russia’s 
foreign policy, neo-Slavism pursued the  same goals as the  old 
Slavophilism: serving its great-power interests in  the  Balkans 
and  the  Middle East, achieving political dominance on  the  Balkan 
Peninsula…” [Astashov, 2012, p. 10]. The reinterpretation of Slavophile 
concepts in the new political and pragmatic context played an important 
role (although ultimately not as positive as expected(1)) in  attracting 

(1)	 “By the end of 1914 [that is, very soon. — M.L.] the idea of Slavic unity had already revealed 
its illusory nature” [Buldakov, Iskhakov, Leontyeva, 2024, p. 219], modern historians state.

Poles to Russia’s side through propaganda, which included visual means 
[see: Ryabov, 2003; Trenikhin, 2024]. This article presents and analyses 
the figures of Poland and Poles in images dedicated to Slavic solidarity — 
a key foundation of  the civilizational confrontation between the Slavs 
and Germans.

Slavic unity and Poland’s inclusion in the Slavic family:  
from the ‘Judas of the Slavs’ to Russia’s ‘Sister’

Not dwelling in detail on the contradictions and discussions in the highest 
echelons of power during the development of the ideological and political 
basis of the ‘Slavic question’ in 1914 [Mikhailovsky, 1993, pp. 57–111, 
128–170] and not going into details of the implementation of this policy 
in the first one and a half years of the war [Bakhturina, 2014, pp. 55–64; 
Buldakov, Iskhakov, Leontyeva, 2024, pp. 216–221], we will point out 
lexical forms in the narratives of official declarations that are significant 
for our topic and important for the Slavophile metaphors of brotherhood/
kinship.

In  Nicholas  II’s first manifesto (July 20, 1914), it  was stated 
on  the  issue of  entering the  war: “Following its historical precepts, 
Russia, united in faith and blood with the Slavic peoples, has never been 
indifferent to  their fate. With complete unanimity and  particular 
strength, the fraternal feelings of the Russian people towards the Slavs 
have awakened in recent days” [The Year of War, 1915, p. 3]. The mani-
festo featured emotional phrases such as “a  compliant and  peaceful 
response” (of the Serbian government), “defenceless Belgrade” [The Year 
of War, 1915, p. 3], and “an unjustly offended kindred country” [The Year 
of War, 1915, p. 4]. The manifesto of  July 26 also emphasized Serbia’s 
position as a victim of Austro-Hungarian aggression and Russia’s noble 
mission as its protector: “the  weakest Serbia” and “Russia, which has 
saved it more than once”. Reference was made to the ethnocultural con-
frontation: “the  German powers have taken up arms against Russia 
and  all Slavdom” [The  Year of  War, 1915, p.  5]. The  Commander-in-
Chief’s appeal to the peoples of Austria-Hungary again used the defini-
tion “defenceless” in relation to Serbia and Russia’s task of preventing its 
“enslavement” [The  Year of  War, 1915, p.  13]. It  declared that Russia 
brings to all the peoples of Austria-Hungary “freedom and the fulfilment 
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1915, pp. 9–10](2). The  appeal proclaimed the  task of  “resurrecting 
the Polish people” and “its brotherly reconciliation with Great Russia”, 
the “good news” of which was carried by Russian troops. “May the borders 
that separate the Polish people be erased. May they be reunited under 
the sceptre of the Russian Tsar. Under this sceptre, Poland will be reborn, 
free in  its faith, language, and self-government”, stated the proclama-
tion. The ‘reunification’ of the previously divided Polish people ‘under 
the  sceptre’ of  the  Russian Emperor  — that is, within the  Russian 
Empire  — thus did not presuppose the  re-establishment of  an inde-
pendent Polish state. The  ‘new’ relations between Russia and  Poland 
were described in metaphors of cordial affection, a fraternal handshake, 
and movement towards each other: “With an open heart, with a broth-
erly outstretched hand, Great Russia comes to  meet you” [The  Year 
of War, 1915, p. 9]. The expressions from this text were regularly intro-
duced in military-patriotic works of various genres in 1914–1916.

In  a  September 1914 leaflet addressed to  ‘soldiers, Poles’, 
the  metaphor of  a  ‘brotherly embrace’ was used again: “We  open our 
arms to  you…”; “WE  ARE  WAITING FOR  YOU WITH A  HOSPITABLE 
WELCOME! WE ARE WAITING FOR YOU WITH OPEN ARMS!” [cit. ex: 
Astashov, 2012, p. 294]. The image of the coming prosperity after gaining 
freedom under the  sceptre of  the  Russian Emperor was as follows: 
“We  bring you honey and  milk. We bring you wealth, we bring you 
freedom of faith and language. We bring you Poland” [cit. ex: Astashov, 
2012, p. 295].

A  radical reinterpretation of  Polish-Russian relations required 
a  compelling ideological justification, which also involved Russian 
subjects — persons of Polish descent. Thus, a collection of articles was 
published explaining the  possibility of  rejecting past historical griev-
ances and  strife in  the  current circumstances [War and  Poland, 1914]. 
One of the authors assessed the appeal to Poles of August 1 as follows: 
“Never before had Russia spoken in  such language. For  the  first time 
in a hundred years, the past, the partition of Poland was seriously chal-
lenged…” [Lednitsky, 1915, p. 127].

(2)	 For the development of the concept and the authorship of the text of the appeal, see: [Bakh-
turina, 1998; Seleznev, 2017].

of… national aspirations” and the opportunity to “unite with brothers” 
[The Year of War, 1915, pp. 13–14].

The appeal “To the Russian People” of Commander-in-Chief Nikolai 
Nikolaevich of August 5, 1914, began with the word “brothers”; it spoke 
of the reunification of the “Russian people”, which implied the “libera-
tion” and annexation of Red Rus’ (Galicia) to the “united, great, indivi
sible” Russia/Rus’  — Russian lands [The  Year of  War, 1915, p.  11]; 
the liberated inhabitants of the “long-suffering fraternal Rus’” (Galicians) 
were called “Russian brothers” [The Year of War, 1915, p. 12].

According to an informed contemporary, “the government, having 
put forward the re-creation of Poland as one of the goals of the war, did 
not hide its plans for the liberation of other Slavs” [Mikhailovsky, 1993, 
p. 65], which required raising “the question of the need, due to the ‘Slavic 
liberation’ character of the war, to create for all Slavs — Austro-Hungarian 
and  German subjects  — a  privileged position among other ‘hostile 
subjects’, since it  was impossible to  consider these Slavs ‘enemies” 
of Russia” [Mikhailovsky, 1993, pp. 65–66].

In the publicism and poetry of the first year of the war (especially 
during the  initial enthusiasm and  patriotic upsurge), as a  result 
of  the  update of  the  metaphor of  Slavic kinship and  its new political 
interpretations, the  motifs of  helping ‘brothers”  — the  Slavs, victims 
of German and ‘Teutonic aggression” — were revived and even to a certain 
extent resurrected in  historical formulations [Kostrikova, 2017, 
pp. 71–99]. But now, not only southern Slavs (Serbs and Montenegrins) 
were proclaimed brothers but also the western Slavs — Poles. The ‘liber-
ation of Poland from the German yoke’ was interpreted as the reunifica-
tion of the divided Polish lands within the Russian Empire and was seen 
as the only way to preserve Polish national identity. It should be men-
tioned that the idea of ‘Russian-Polish rapprochement driven by the fight 
against Germanism’ had been developed earlier, playing an important 
role in the genesis of neo-Slavism in the 1910s [Seleznev, 2017, p. 30].

A  new and  so rapid, presumably unexpected for  contemporaries, 
reinterpretation of the prospects of the acute for the 19th-century Russia 
‘Polish question’ in the context of the Slavic-German confrontation, now 
seen through civilizational and  national lens, was formulated 
in  the  appeal to  Poles signed by the  Supreme Commander-in-Chief, 
Grand Duke Nikolai Nikolaevich, on August 1 (14), 1914 [The Year of War, 
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and near Poland” as Russia’s younger sister, and calls its ‘unfortunate’ 
inhabitants “brothers” [Modern War, 1915, pp. 26–27]. V. Ya. Bryusov 
and  F. K. Sologub present Poland and  Poles as brothers of  Russia 
and  Russians [Modern War, 1915, pp. 30–32]. The  definition ‘Polish 
brothers’ is also found in  the war poetry of G. V. Ivanov [Ivanov, 2021] 
and N. Ya. Agnivtsev [Agnivtsev, 1915]. In S. A. Kopytkin’s poem, Poland 
is  Russia’s sister [Modern War, 1915, p.  36]. O. V. Ryabov, analysing 
the  interpretation of  Russian-Polish relations in  the  propaganda 
of the time, stated: “The growing… tendency is the recognition of ‘broth-
erly guilt towards the  Polish people’ and  the  ‘search for  family ties’” 
[Ryabov, 2003, p.  195]. This found expression in  the  visual images 
of the first year and a half of the war.

Maiden Poland — ‘Russian Belgium’ and Russia’s sister

Researchers of national personifications of World War I emphasize that 
military, gender, and national discourses are closely intertwined and charac-
terized by mutual influence. O. V. Ryabov identifies the purpose and seman-
tics of using visual gender images. This includes, in particular, the depiction 
of the suffering of ‘one’s own’ women and, thus, an appeal to the gender 
identity of ‘one’s own’ men, their role as protectors: “A special mode of such 
visual representations is associated with the creation of images of dis-
honour or sexual violence to which… women are subjected by the male 
Enemy” [Ryabov, 2005, p. 19].

Let us consider the  use of  these metaphors in  visual sources  — 
in censor-approved magazine drawings, posters, and postcards of 1914–
1915, in which Polish-Russian kinship and comradeship are symbolically 
personified by human figures — feminine and masculine.

Images of  Poland and  Poles occupy a  special place in  the  Russian 
iconography of pro-Slavic rhetoric during World War I. They are intended 
to embody the idea of uniting Poles and Russians in the face of a common 
enemy, the ‘Teuton’, and to remind them of their kinship (which, as has 
been said, was also new in the patriotic poetry of the outbreak of the war 
[see: Gerasimova, 2011]). In contrast to the previously established tradi-
tion of  visual embodiments of  the  commonwealth or kinship 
of  the  Eastern and  Southern Slavs, such a  concept was absent from 
the perception of Poles. As O. V. Ryabov stated, “…with all the diversity 

A direct artistic illustration of the reinterpretation of the formulas 
of Slavic brotherhood was the appearance of numerous poetic works glo-
rifying Slavic reciprocity in the political and military fields, and Russia’s 
noble desire to protect the Slavs of Germany and Austria-Hungary. Such 
poems were primarily published in literary and socio-political journals, 
then in books. Two poetry collections serve as examples. The first one — 
the  first issue of  Modern War in  Russian Poetry  — opened with 
the sections ‘Slavdom’, ‘Galician Rus’, and ‘Poland’ [Modern War, 1915]. 
The second one was V. A. Gilyarovsky’s 1914‒1915 edition of The Terrible 
Year [Gilyarovsky, 1916]. Their pages repeatedly feature expressions 
and epithets such as “friendly family” of Slavs, “Slavic brothers”, “native 
Slavs” / “native tribe” to  whom Russia strives to  grant freedom  — 
“…the ‘old Russian giant’ / Under the bright banner of freedom / Comes 
to meet the family of native Slavs” [Modern War, 1915, p. 3], and “Serbian 
brothers” [Modern War, 1915, p. 4]. The enslavers and eternal enemies 
of the Slavs are called “Germans”, “Swabians”, “Teutons”, and Habsburgs. 
I. Sokolov’s poem Slavic Eagles uses the  Slavophile motif of  eagles 
fighting for  freedom, known since the  1840s. The  poem features two 
eagles: the  northern Russian eagle and  the  one flying “from 
the  Carpathians”, from Red Rus’; the  life of  the  Slavic inhabitants 
of  those lands is described as slavery in shackles, chains, and prisons. 
At the end, both warlike eagles merge into one — a double-headed eagle 
[Modern War, 1915, pp. 8–9]. Among the pathetic lines trumpeting Slavic 
reciprocity, there is also a mention of the legend of the brothers Czech, 
Lech, and  Rus [Modern War, 1915, pp. 10–11] — it  is  emphasized that 
only the youngest of them managed to defend independence and freedom. 
The  Bulgarians are  accused of  betraying the  Slavs and  their brother-
saviours (Russia): “Where are the sons of Bulgaria?” [Modern War, 1915, 
p.  15]; “Bulgarians, brothers, / It  will be too late! / The  blood will be 
avenged” [Modern War, 1915, p.  272]; “Recent slaves, / Saved from 
the  yoke only by us…”; “Corrupt creatures of  German meanness / 
Insidious traitors of  the  Slavs…” [Gilyarovsky 1916, pp. 52–53]. 
The  metaphor of  the  Slavic family now extends to  a  new member  — 
Galician / Red Rus’. It appears not as a sister but as a “beloved daughter” 
suffering in  a  foreign land to  whom the  motherland (“Great, Little, 
White, New” Rus’) turns [Modern War, 1916, pp. 16–17]. Poland is also 
in  the  Slavic family. T. L. Shchepkina-Kupernik writes about “dear 
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its original message and satirical interpretation. Otherwise, it would not 
have received censorship approval.

Anthropomorphic personifications of  Slavic peoples, regions, 
and states appeared frequently in Russian posters and postcards of 1914–
1915. There were two types of them. The first one was optimistic — mas-
culine images symbolized victory over the  common German enemy, 
the unity of the Entente countries or the Slavic ‘army’, while feminine 
ones — for example, Russia as a warrior maiden — called for the defence 
of  the  Fatherland. The  second type, on  the  contrary, draws attention 
to  the  motives of  sacrifice and  martyrdom of  Slavic countries under 
the foreign yoke of the German aggressors (in female images as a rule).

The motive of suffering and the horrors of  the occupation experi-
enced by the  civilian population of  Belgium became widespread, 
and the atrocities on its territory received extensive emotional coverage 
in the press of the Entente countries. The propaganda discourse of World 
War I, as before, appealed to the well-known trick of creating the image 
of the enemy through gender — masculinization, while the motherland 
is  embodied as a  woman suffering from harassment and  violence 
(including sexual). The Russian press at the beginning of the war, paid 
much attention to descriptions of the inadequate brutality of the Germans 
against the  civilian population in  the  occupied territories. The  image 
of  the  unfortunate victim ‘martyr Belgium’, personified by the  abused 
beautiful girl, became symbolic. Very soon, Poland, the  Slavic victim 
of the Teutons, received the name of ‘Russian Belgium’. Let us empha-
size that it is not ‘Slavic’ but ‘Russian’.

Allegories of Poland as a savaged woman also appeared on the eve 
of the war — for example, on the cover of the March 1914 issue (the ‘special 
issue about the Germans’) of the weekly literary and artistic illustrated 
satirical magazine Novy Satirikon (1913–1918, edited by A. T. Averchenko, 
July 1917 and  onwards  — by A. S. Bukhov). In  the  drawing ‘Germans 
in Poznan’, a shackled woman (a Polish woman, identified in the caption 
as a Slav) is being tortured by a German — it was intended to illustrate 
the oppression of Slavs in the Polish lands of Germany.

During the  war, the  Krivoe Zerkalo magazine published not only 
political cartoons but also photographs and poster-style drawings with 
dramatic content. Among these, notable were the ones depicting wartime 
atrocities in  the  regions and  countries that became the  first victims 

of  perceptions of  Russian-Polish relations, the  primary tendency 
of  the  identification strategies of  Russian thought of  the  early 20th 
century should be recognized as the  displacement of  Poland beyond 
the borders of the Own. <…> Poles were considered Outsiders, since they 
represented the  West, opposing Russia, and  Catholicism, opposing 
Orthodoxy. The  fact that they were also Slavs often only exacerbated 
their otherness — it was seen as an ‘act of betrayal’… Poles were viewed 
more as outcasts” [Ryabov, 2003, p. 193].

However, the  war changed the  previous system of  identifying 
enemies and  friends, which necessitated a  restructuring of  rhetorical 
and  visual imagery. This applied both to  the  European powers 
and to the divided Polish nation and Poland/Polonia.

Let us begin with an image, ironic and caricature, supposedly pub-
lished in the weekly humour magazine Krivoe Zerkalo (Crooked Mirror) / 
Novoye Krivoe Zerkalo (New Crooked Mirror) (1914–1915, editor 
K. G. Maisel, issue 4 in  1915 and  onwards  — I. S. Lomakin; publisher 
K. G. Maisel, 1915 and  onwards  — A. F. Postnov). The  drawing depicts 
masculine personifications of  the Slavic peoples. Russia is depicted as 
a bearded Great Russian peasant wearing a white kosovorotka (Russian 
shirt). He holds the  Russian national tricolour and  turns to  a  group 
of  foreign Slavs with an energetic gesture, calling on  them to  unite 
‘for the Slavs’. The characters are identified by their national costumes, 
albeit rather symbolic: the one on the far left is presumably a Ruthenian 
from Eastern Galicia; a Pole, his back to the viewer, stands with his arms 
akimbo, wearing a typical feathered konfederatka cap and a scarlet hood. 
Next to  him, likely, is  a  representative of  the  Carpathian highlanders 
(a Slovak or Hutsul), whose most recognizable attribute is the valashka 
(a small hatchet with a long handle, also used as a staff), on which he 
leans. A  group of  Slavs is  contrasted with the  Russian peasant; their 
figures are emphatically static and somewhat languid, lacking impetus; 
the characters gaze at  the call to arms without enthusiasm. The  irony 
lies in the fact that it is not the Slavs who are calling to battle ‘for the Slavs’ 
but the people of Russia. It can be assumed that the drawing was created 
as a  caricature for  the  Krivoe Zerkalo magazine, but we failed to  find 
it on the pages of the 1914 issues. This postcard is well-known and often 
sold at the auctions. It bears the publisher’s name, Novoye Krivoe Zerkalo, 
and is dated 1914. Publishing the drawing as a patriotic postcard altered 
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enemy drew his sword against the  Slavic world…”, where Poland 
is referred to as sister: “Poland — younger sister / She clings to Russia’s 
bosom”.

At the top, a double-headed eagle beneath the crown of the Russian 
Empire holds in  its beaks the  inscriptions ‘Russia’ (left) and  ‘Poland’ 
(right). Double-headed, it  is not the black Russian heraldic eagle, but 
it has white plumage (a white eagle against a red background is the coat 
of arms of Poland). In its claws it holds wreaths of victory. Below there 
is  the  crown of  a  mighty tree. Compositionally, the  poster is  clearly 
divided into two parts, but it is difficult to identify which of them corre-
sponds to Poland and which to Russia, which complicates interpreta-
tion. In the centre there are female personifications in conventionally 
historical (national) costumes. Together, they hold the hilt of a sword 
stabbing a defeated, dying three-headed hydra (serpent) with severed 
heads. Beside each head there is fallen military attire (helmets and fez), 
allowing one to  identify the  personifications: (from left to  right) 
Austria-Hungary, Germany, and  Turkey. The  central head is  further 
adorned with the  caricatured moustache of  Emperor Wilhelm. 
The  female figures are  supported by male personifications of  the  two 
armies, represented by kneeling, bare-headed warriors. On  the  right, 
behind Russia, is  a  Russian soldier in  a  grey overcoat, holding a  rifle 
in  one hand and  a  cap in  the  other. It  is  difficult to  identify who 
the  soldier on  the  left, holding the  tricolour Russian flag, is  meant 
to represent. He is wearing historical clothing that could be attributed 
to either Russians (a caftan of Streltsy (shooters), although they wore 
red) or 17th-century Poles (a żupan) — both were adorned with charac-
teristic transverse cords. Clearly, the  artist was unaware of  this, 
and associated this element of historical costume with one nationality. 
It is also a challenge to determine precisely how the viewer was supposed 
to interpret the male figure with the Russian flag. If the intended figure 
is  a  Pole (the  drooping moustache and  fur-trimmed scarlet konfeder-
atka cap nearby support this interpretation), then the intent is clearer: 
this warrior, standing behind a feminine personification of Poland, sym-
bolizes the Polish army. If the figure is Russian (the Russian tricolour 
flag in his hand and the historical uniform of Streltsy support this inter-
pretation), then the  combination of  the  right and  left male figures 
is intended to symbolize the historical continuity of military victories, 

of the Triple Alliance’s advance. Among them is the image of the tortured 
Maiden Poland on the cover of the October 1914 issue, depicting a naked 
girl with tangled hair and a gaze crazed with horror, squatting by burned 
ruins, covered only by a Polish flag bearing the white eagle emblem.

A special place in the depictions of the torment of ‘Russian Belgium’ 
is  occupied by the  image of  the  Maiden Poland with the  attributes 
of  Christ’s crucifixion. Another illustration from the  same magazine 
depicts Poland suffering on a cross set among the remains of burned-out 
buildings, and  German soldiers: one plunging a  rifle bayonet into her 
heart, the other collecting the blood pouring from the wound in a mug, 
under the watchful gaze of a monocled officer.

In  the  postcard series Martyr Countries (Les provinces martyres) 
published in  Paris at  the  beginning of  the  war within the  Édition 
Patriotique project, the Russian artist S. S. Solomko created twelve post-
cards which featured female figures personifying the countries and prov-
inces that fell under the rapid onslaught of German troops. Among them 
were Belgium and the Slavic countries of Poland, Serbia, and Montenegro. 
They can be identified only by their names and coats of arms; the artist 
used no anthropological features or costume attributes. In  Solomko’s 
work, martyrs Poland and Belgium are depicted half-naked, in tattered 
clothing, and  bound to  a  cross. Maiden Poland, as in  the  previous 
drawing, has loose hair and  is  in  rags. On  her head there is  a  crown 
of thorns, in the image of Christ.

The  metaphor of  crucified Poland (the  Polish-Lithuanian 
Commonwealth), divided and savaged by three oppressors, in the guise 
of Maiden Polonia was important to the ideology of Polish messianism 
throughout the  19th century, forming one of  the  leitmotifs of  Polish 
patriotic poetry after the partitions. Russian artists, in depicting the mar-
tyrdom of ‘Russian Belgium’, thus drew on the tradition of Polish national 
iconography.

Most of the posters and postcards featuring allegories of  fraternal 
Russia and  Poland were published in  August and  autumn of  1914, all 
illustrating the appeal “To the Poles” of August 1. Its text was published 
in full or as opening words.

One of the first lubok posters is a chromolithograph, with a drawing 
by M. N. Yakovlev at the centre, the appeal at the top, and a verse by an 
unknown author beneath the drawing: “In the days when the arrogant 
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Russia is depicted as a woman wearing a light peasant shirt with an 
embroidered hem, bearing the  key attributes of  Russian statehood: 
a scarlet mantle lined with ermine, and a coat of arms depicting St. George 
the Victorious on her chest. Above the coat of arms there is a heavy gold 
chain with a cross (the 19th-century Russian imperial coronation regalia — 
a chain with a star and cross bearing the cross of St. Andrew the First-
Called). Her powerful right arm, holding a  naked sword, extends over 
Maiden Poland, while the  other hand holds aloft the  enormous 
Monomakh’s Cap. However, at first glance, she holds it above… two heads 
of the Russian heraldic eagle, their gazes directed in opposite directions, 
as in the heraldic canon. Upon closer inspection, the eagle heads (crowned, 
as expected) reveal themselves to be helmets on two heads (most likely 
male, with menacing aquiline profiles). And the figure of Russia herself, 
despite her attire, is not at all feminine: she is squat and disproportionate 
(her arms are too long), and her neck and shoulders are also very large. 
This appearance is  reminiscent of  caricatures. However, in  this image, 
this is not the case. This makes a rare example of the anthropologization, 
albeit not satirical, of  a  heraldic animal. The  double-headedness 
of  the  female character creates a  rather terrifying impression, due 
to  the  combination in  a  single figure of  the  zoomorphic and  feminine 
forms of allegorical Russia. The peasant attributes of the image are com-
plemented by the plough (a ploughshare, symbolizing the peaceful, agri-
cultural way of life to which she aspires — a reflection of the phrase ‘beat 
swords into ploughshares’); Russia is, in  fact, harnessed to  it. Poland 
is embodied as a girl, in keeping with the Polish iconography of Maiden 
Polonia that had developed by the end of the 19th century (characteristic 
examples of  which are  the  patriotic drawings of  Artur Grottger 
and  the  paintings of  Jan Matejko). She has flowing blond hair 
and  is crowned with the Polish crown; she is dressed in  red and white 
robes (the national Polish colours), but these are almost hidden beneath 
a black mourning cloak. Poland bows to Russia (either in a deep bow or 
on one knee) with hope and prayer. The sword extended above her head 
simultaneously protects her and threatens the Western aggressors. It also 
evokes associations with a ritual of initiation, an oath, an act of homage, 
or a  pledge of  allegiance to  the  sovereign. This composition is  meant 
to symbolize Russia’s patronage of Poland, the peaceful return of all its 
parts under the royal sceptre, as it was mentioned in the proclamation.

the  idea of  Russian military glory linking generations of  defenders 
of one Fatherland — Russia. In this case, there is only one anthropomor-
phic embodiment of Poland on the poster.

The  central female figures embrace each other (in  full accordance 
with the text of the appeal, but different from the words in the poetic 
caption, where Poland ‘clings to  the  bosom’ of  her sister), the  woman 
in  red kisses the  lady on  the  left on  the  right cheek. In  our opinion, 
it is more correct to identify Russia and Poland not by the colours of their 
clothing, as one researcher hastily did, based on  the  colours of  their 
national flags [Zimenko, 2016, p. 127], but by their style, since they gen-
erally reproduce typical, albeit conditional, historical ‘Russian’ 
and ‘Polish’ costumes of the 16th — 17th centuries. Undoubtedly, Russia 
is represented by the woman on the right in red and white attire, on her 
head is the crown of Russian tsarinas under a white veil, she is wearing 
a scarlet platno with gold braid in the middle, and a shoulder-mantle. 
Both the  platno and  the  shoulder-mantle are  important details 
of the so-called Grand Attire, the ceremonial attire of the Russian tsars 
and the autocratic regalia of  the first Romanovs. The tsaritsas did not 
wear them, but they became visual attributes (along with the Monomakh’s 
Cap, which in this case is replaced by a crown) of the allegorical image 
of Mother Russia in her sovereign guise [Leskinen, 2024, pp. 133–182]. 
This visual embodiment of  Russia became typical during the  war 
[for more details, see: Leskinen, 2024, pp. 288–315].

The  face of  the  Slavic sister or the  details of  her headdress with 
a white veil cannot be seen, but her clothing, in its most general form, 
reproduces the  costume of  a  lady of  the  noble class of  the  same 17th 
century (probably a variation of a stanik — a skirt and bodice, from under 
which the decorated sleeves of an undershirt are visible). This composi-
tion emphasizes the equality of the Slavic ‘sisters’, their warm relations, 
and  their shared victory over foreign enemies, which owes its merit 
to the comradeship of the Russian and Polish armies.

A  rare postcard entitled ‘Russia and  Poland’ (1914) published by 
the  Kiev publishing house Rassvet is  an example of  an unexpected 
and  unique visual personification of  Russia. The  postcard features an 
illustration beneath which appears the  full text of  the  appeal 
“To the Poles” of August 1, 1914, occupying more than half the space. 
The colour drawing was done by the artist F. V. Shavrin (1880–1915).
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relations at the beginning of the war, something that had not been seen 
before. However, its embodiment is quite straightforward and somewhat 
formalized; artists use the simplest gestures and postures — for example, 
a handshake between soldiers in Russian (modern) and Polish (historical) 
uniforms. Their attributes are national flags: the Polish red-and-white flag 
and the Russian tricolour. A postcard published in Warsaw in 1914 shows 
a Russian infantry soldier in a 1910s-style uniform, carrying a rifle, shaking 
hands with a Pole wearing a konfederatka cap and boots, who has a sabre 
(!) on his belt. At their feet stands a caricatured German with the face 
of Emperor Wilhelm, who has dropped a shackle from his hand, and part 
of the broken shackles is still attached to the Pole’s leg.

Apparently, the same artist created another drawing, in which, under 
the  entwined Polish and  Russian flags, a  Russian and  a  Pole jointly 
liberate Poland in the zoomorphic form of its white heraldic eagle from 
a stone tomb.

The three characters — Russian and Polish soldiers and the Polish 
heraldic eagle they are liberating — are also found on similar postcards 
from the first year of the war. There is no allegory of Russia in them.

A similar theme is also used in simple (in concept and execution) 
colour postcards from 1914–1915, which, at first glance, seem to evoke 
visual associations about the  historical interactions (not conflicts) 
between Poles and  Russians, which is  a  difficult task. Interestingly, 
to reinforce the allegorical images, elements of national costumes from 
different periods were chosen. The  same composition of  two warrior 
figures appears on New Year’s postcards (1914)(3).

In the first image on the left, a Polish cavalryman — a famous winged 
hussar of the 17th century, wearing a helmet, armour with bracers, and his 
distinctive identifying attribute (wings) — shakes hands with a Russian 
knight with a  sword, wearing the  attire that became stereotypical 
in Russian visual imagery at the turn of the 20th century, when Russian 

(3)	 Wartime New Year’s cards are less common than Christmas cards, which played a spe-
cial role in visual propaganda: they were religious in nature and typically depicted scenes 
of peaceful family life, although “…the command used such a powerful instrument of influence 
for military-political and psychological purposes, turning holiday messages into an effective 
propaganda tool” [Kornilova, Panfilov, 2024, p. 48]. New Year’s cards also tried to avoid 
emphasizing cruelty, military exploits, or the rigors of military labour, more often turning 
to positive themes — illustrations of charitable aid or images of the allies.

The postcard captioned “With an open heart, with a brotherly out-
stretched hand, Great Russia comes to meet you” (a quote from the appeal 
“To  the  Poles”), is  a  blatant plagiarism: it  reproduces the  subject 
and details of a watercolour by the Polish artist Wojciech Kossak (1856–
1942), ‘Uhlan and  a  Girl’ (1908), which, admittedly, had a  significant 
number of original versions (1907, 1911, 1913, and the 1920s). The only 
things that changed were the colours of the girl’s clothing, the uniform 
of  the  Polish cavalryman (from different commands and  historical 
periods), and the rider’s wounds.

In all versions, the young Polish peasant woman gives the wounded 
warrior a jug of water or milk. The Russian author of a propaganda postcard 
from the  first year of  the  war simply redesigned the  face and  clothing 
of  the  Polish horseman, imbuing him with the  features and  attributes 
of a Russian Cossack: he is bearded, wears a papakha (a fur hat), and carries 
a rifle over his shoulder. This is all the more surprising given that W. Kossak, 
who became famous as a battle painter, lived outside the Russian Empire 
and  celebrated the  military valour of  fighters for  Polish independence 
at  various times, particularly those involved in  the  Napoleonic Wars 
and anti-Russian uprisings. In this case, on the Russian postcard, Poles 
(Poland) are  symbolized by a  young peasant woman, and  the  Russians 
(Russia) by a Cossack. It should be noted that this is a rare occurrence; 
the depiction of Poland as a female peasant, rather than a noblewoman 
(as before), which lacks an iconographic tradition, is certainly not particu-
larly convincing as a visual representation of the Polish people, as it lacks 
an iconographic tradition. It  is  difficult to  say how this drawing with 
the quotation from the proclamation was intended to be understood. But 
it is meant to illustrate the ‘good’ relations between Poles and Russians as 
fraternal peasant nations. This scene can also be interpreted differently: 
as the implementation of a motif typical and universal in wartime poster 
images — the joyful meeting/greeting of victorious soldiers (personified by 
a masculine figure) by a grateful liberated people (personified by a young 
woman or an old man).

‘Strength in brotherly unity’: solidarity of Polish and Russian soldiers

Masculine personifications of the Slavs, more closely corresponding 
to the persistent metaphor of brotherhood, also affected Russo-Polish 
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on the shoulder of a seated Pole, who is  identifiable by his distinctive 
moustache, konfederatka (a  cap), and  long-skirted kuntusz (a  coat). 
However, this is  not a  nobleman, but a  peasant. Both gaze into 
the distance, but their faces express no hope but sadness and the weight 
of adversity. Therefore, the image seems at odds with the caption: there 
is a clear contradiction between the lack of energy, movement, and heroic 
pathos of  the  characters and  the  words about the  power of  unity. 
At  the  same time, the  position of  the  figures demonstrates, firstly, 
the  class (peasant, not military) understanding/unity of  the  Russian 
and Polish peoples, and, secondly, the seniority/leadership of the Russian 
brother.

It is logical to conclude the review of images from the period of World 
War  I with another rare postcard, ‘Russia and  the  Slavs’ designed by 
the  aforementioned Kyiv artist F. V. Shavrin. In  it, Russia is  presented 
differently — in an image typical of a sovereign but with a distinct mes-
sianic accent. We see the embodiment of Holy Rus’. She, in regal attire, 
sits on a throne that rises above all peoples; thus, the other characters 
look up to her.

Above her veiled and  haloed head, the  Russian eagle holds 
the Monomakh’s Cap in its claw, soaring with outstretched wings above 
the  painting’s numerous characters, protecting the  Slavic peoples. 
Russia holds a globe and sickle in her left hand, and a sheaf of mown 
wheat ears in  her right one (symbols of  peaceful agricultural labour). 
To  her right, she is  guarded by a  mighty warrior on  horseback, armed 
with a lance. At the foot of the throne there are two brown bears, each 
holding a crossed sword folded on the ground, also a symbol of peaceful-
ness or victory over enemies. Kneeling on the carpet at her feet are Slavs: 
men, women, girls, and children. To the viewer’s right stand peasants, 
representatives of  the Eastern Slavs. They are dressed in  recognizable 
clothing: they are Great Russians, Little Russians (a girl and a bandura 
player), and  a  Cossack. To  the  left is  a  large group of  foreign Slavs. 
In  the  foreground, there are kneeling girls in bright festive attire give 
flowers to  Russia, as well as a  strong, armed Montenegrin in  white 
clothing. Among the crowd of peoples welcoming Russia, one can recog-
nize a  Pole in  a  blue kuntusz and  konfederatka. The  semantic 
and symbolic centre of the drawing is Russia, which unites and protects 
all related Slavic peoples, guaranteeing peaceful coexistence, prosperity, 

epic heroes were depicted in conventionally medieval armour (chainmail 
and a mirror over it) and a pointed jerihonka helmet with an aventail. 
Both warriors wear high, period boots, and both wear capes, the hussar’s 
being scarlet, as it was in reality. For some reason, both characters, typi-
cally depicted on horseback in historical battle scenes of  the previous 
century, are  dismounted here. The  handshake of  former 17th-century 
enemies is meant to illustrate the call for a joint fight against a common 
enemy, and simultaneously for reconciliation and the overcoming of cen-
turies-old enmity between Russians and Poles. The sunrise symbolizes 
a new era of relations and victory.

A  similar historical and  costume discrepancy can be seen 
in A. P. Apsit’s drawing from a 1914 postcard(4) and on the cover of a 1915 
calendar.

Here, comrades-in-arms shake hands, yet they appear to be from dif-
ferent eras: this is not a soldier, but a 17th-century nobleman in a scarlet 
cloak, red boots, a konfederatka cap, and a sabre. His Russian counter-
part is represented by an infantry soldier in a modern uniform, carrying 
a  rifle. A  third character appears in  the  calendar illustration  — a  girl 
in  peasant national dress of  unclear origin, apparently representing 
the Eastern Slavs mentioned in the poetic caption.

Another illustration of  the  brotherhood of  Poles and  Russians 
appears in the motif on the reverse of a medal (token) from A. F. Jacquard’s 
Moscow workshop, ‘Strength in Brotherly Unity’ (inscriptions in two lan-
guages) (1914).

It  is  executed outside the  established canons of  composition 
and content. The artist was undoubtedly a true professional and devel-
oped a highly original and non-propagandistic solution. His personifica-
tions of  a  Russian and  a  Pole symbolizing Slavic brotherhood are  not 
warriors, but peaceful, elderly, and weary peasants. They bear no attrib-
utes. The standing bearded Russian man, bareheaded, wearing a simple 
armyak (a coat), bast shoes, and footcloths, holds his left hand over his 
heart (apparently meant to signify the sincerity of his feelings and inten-
tions), and  his right hand, sympathetically (patronizingly?), rests 

(4)	 The card with Apsit’s drawing is known in two versions: one with the caption ‘Happy New 
Year!’ and another titled ‘No More Enmity’ (both 1914).
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and  protector of  its Slavic sister, or (less commonly) as its mother. 
However, there are  exceptions, for  instance, the  original image of  two 
peasant farmers, in which the seniority of the Russian is discernible only 
in gesture, and the ‘Russia-Poland’ poster, in which the parity is symbol-
ically expressed in a sisterly greeting kiss.

The  political background of  images featuring symbolic figures 
of Russia and Poland, or Russians and Poles, is clear, but the problem was 
that, unlike the  established Russian iconography of  the  Eastern 
and Southern Slavs, there was no tradition of visually embodying Polish-
Russian commonwealth or kinship(5), while symbolic representations 
of  their historical enmity and  rivalry were present (for  example, 
in  the  work of  M. O. Mikeshin). As the  established notions changed, 
it became necessary to quickly create a comprehensible allegorical image 
of  a  divided Polish nation, which, however, was difficult to  achieve. 
In choosing methods for allegorizing Poland-Polonia, artists were forced 
to  turn not to  the  arsenal of  Russian iconography  — there was none 
(despite the  prevailing visual ethnic stereotypes of  Poles)  — but 
to the messianic imagery that had developed within the Polish patriotic 
tradition: Maiden Polonia as a victim of the partitions of three powers, 
a martyr under foreign oppression, including that of Russia. In the first 
years of the war, Russian visual propaganda portrayed Poland as ‘Russian 
Belgium’, a Slavic victim of Teutonic rapists.

(5)	 According to D. I. Pavlichenko, the visual image of Poles and the Kingdom of Poland in Rus-
sian ethnographic images in the second half of the 19th — early 20th century was negative 
[Pavlichenko, 2025, p. 180].

and  a  future. There are  more personifications of  foreign Slavs than 
Eastern Slavs, and  they ‘approach’ Russia from the  left, that is, from 
the west, offering gratitude for salvation and peace. It represents Russia 
the victor, Russia ‘in might and glory’, and Poles are part of their native 
Slavic family.

Conclusion

Visual allegories of states/countries and peoples used in Russian patri-
otic propaganda during World War I were to a certain extent influenced 
by the artistic Slavophile metaphors and verbal rhetoric of the preceding 
century. They express a desire to reflect a renewed ideology of kinship/
brotherhood. The depictions of Russia and Poland, Russians and Poles 
created in 1914–1915 were intended to capture symbolic, understand-
able to the general audience images of the Slavic blood relationship, 
and the noble goal of their joint struggle against a common ‘Teutonic’ 
enemy, since with the outbreak of war, the ‘Polish brothers’ were’ ‘returned’ 
to the Slavic family. The text of the Supreme Commander-in-Chief’s Appeal 
of August 1, 1914 served as the primary ideological and rhetorical model 
for the visual implementation of this metaphor.

In  national ideology, the  concept and  metaphor of  blood kinship 
exhibit its functional duality. On the one hand, it  is positive (integra-
tion): the emotional richness of blood relations is emphasized through 
their interpretation as closeness, security, and  cohesion; it  implies 
mutual assistance and equality, moral support, shared goals, a  certain 
parity, and  the  absence of  conflict. On  the  other hand, it  is  negative 
(paternalism, the  impenetrability of  social boundaries), alluding 
to the subordination of individual interests to those of the family, clan, 
and community. Thus, it allows one to demonstrate the unequal, subor-
dinate relationships in  the  traditional family, determined by gender 
and age.

The  presented images feature both interpretation types. The  first 
is intended to emphasize the camaraderie of the two fraternal peoples, 
emphasizing equal positions through the  motif of  the  handshake 
of soldiers jointly liberating Poland. The second type is embodied pri-
marily in  the  feminine images of  the  two states: the  Russian Empire 
and  Poland/Polonia. In  this case, Russia appears as the  liberator 
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