Audio guide to the exhibition “Aleksander Minorski. Photography as Intervention”
Room One – The time before the storm
The exposition in the first room revolves around the story of Minorski’s life and his photographic archive, now held in the Museum of Warsaw collection. Here, visitors can also learn more about the political and artistic circles with which Minorski was associated. A key theme of this section of the exhibition is ‘work’—depicted in a series of photographs of sand diggers who extracted sand from the Vistula River from early spring until the water froze in winter. This theme also appears in photographs of the International Workers’ Day parades.
The main object in this room is a photograph of a sand digger working on the banks of the Vistula River.
Minorski took the photograph of a sand digger at the bank of the Vistula in 1937. It is one of more than a dozen images in a series that, taken together, form a narrative about backbreaking labour. Among the other shots are portraits—including particularly compelling images of women—as well as views of riverside sand yards and the boats used to transport sand.
Sand diggers and gravel workers had been extracting sand along the Warsaw stretch of the Vistula since at least the mid-nineteenth century. It was a seasonal job—from spring until the river froze. The sand was transported by special boats, visible in many photographs taken by Minorski.
In the interwar period, a decision was made to relocate the sand yards beyond the modernized section of the Vistula boulevards. The sand workshops—and the sand diggers themselves—no longer fit the increasingly representative character of Wybrzeże Kościuszkowskie (the Kościuszko Waterfront). This decision sparked resistance among the workers, who were organized in trade unions and fought to remain in central Warsaw.
In the spring of 1937, nearly 600 people went on strike along the Vistula River. Ultimately, in 1939, the sand yards were relocated to the outskirts of the city—to the vicinity of Siekierki.
The photograph of a sand digger forms part of a thematic path through the exhibition, designed to introduce visitors to key concepts in photography. Thanks to this image and the accompanying tactile aid, we pause to reflect on the subject matter.
Minorski composed the photo in a deliberate and thoughtful manner. He structured it around three parallel, clearly defined lines: the waterfront, a taut rope, and the surface of the water. The dark figure of a sand digger cuts across this composition at a sharp angle and becomes its central element. The worker’s bent-over body and his foot pushing hard against the ground clearly convey the physical effort involved in his job. Although the boat itself is not visible within the frame, we can infer that it is attached to the end of the rope.
The photograph of a sand digger points to one of the most important themes in Minorski’s oeuvre—arduous, exhausting, gruelling labour.
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