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While protest art is often associated with activism and opposition, the visual strategies it employs—such as bold imagery, simplified forms, and emotional appeal—are equally present in state propaganda and political messaging (Heller and Vienne, 2003). As Barnbrook, (2020) argues, graphic design is inherently political, as it shapes how information is communicated and understood in public contexts and that the decision to be a graphic designer is a political one. This exhibition builds on this idea by placing works of activist design alongside examples of authoritarian media, highlighting the shared visual techniques used to produce contrasting ideological outcomes.
The works selected for this exhibition, by El Lissitzky, Leni Riefenstahl, Guerrilla Girls, Gran Fury, and Banksy, span a range of both media and historical contexts. Together, they demonstrate how visual language can be used to both reinforce and challenge power structures. By examining these works collectively, this exhibition invites its viewers to critically consider how images function within political discourse and how design can influence belief, social change, and perception. 
This exhibition will be situated at Tate Modern, London which is a leading institution for modern and contemporary art. The gallery is housed in a former power station and is known for exhibiting works that engage with political, social, and cultural themes (Tate Modern, n.d.; Encyclopaedia Britannica, n.d). Its large-scale spaces, such as Turbine Hall, and its emphasis on accessibility and public engagement make it an ideal setting for this exhibition, which is centred on protest and political art. Additionally, Tate Modern’s international reputation and high volume of daily visitors ensures that the exhibition would reach a broad spectrum of viewers and a diverse audience, reinforcing the intention of protest art as a way of communicating beyond elitist or specialist contexts. 
[image: El Lissitzky Beat the Whites with the Red Wedge!, 1919–1920 - Whitechapel  Gallery]
Figure 1. Beat the Whites with the Red Wedge, (1919), El Lissitzky.
The exhibition will open with the political poster titled Beat the Whites with the Red Wedge, created by El Lissitzky in 1919. According to Wan and Kilby (2025) this poster is thought to be one of the single most recognisable pieces of artworks to emerge from the entire Russian Revolution. The Russian Revolution of 1917 saw a wave of new artistic and creative pieces, many of which are still widespread in modern times despite being originally designed during the civil war between Bolsheviks and Menshevik. 
The composition of this piece reduces complex conflict into a simple geometric interaction, with a large red triangular wedge penetrating a white circle to symbolise Bolshevik victory over anti-communist forces. As Raizman, 2003, writes, the division of the poster further pits left against right, and the diagonal composition and direction gives the wedge an “upper” hand. 
Within the context of this exhibition, Beat the Whites with a Red Wedge (1919) is significant as it highlights how design can be used persuasively by simplifying political narratives into powerful symbolic imagery. It also raises questions about the role of art within propaganda. 
El Lissitzky himself emphasises the role of art in shaping societal views, stating; 
The new art is formed, not on a subjective, but on an objective basis. This, like science, can be described with precision and is by nature constructive. It unites not only pure art but all those who stand at the frontier of the new culture. The artist is companion to the scholar, the engineer, and the worker. (Lissitzky, 1922, cited in Raizman, 2003, p.174) 
This statement from El Lissitzky reinforced the idea that art can function as an active force in constructing social and political reality, rather than simply reflecting it. In Beat the Whites with a Red Wedge (1919) this is evident through the transformation of complex conflict into a symbolic and persuasive language that can immediately be understood by a mass audience. However, the simplicity of the design also raises questions surrounding ethicality – particularly regarding how easy such visual strategies can be used to manipulate audiences and reinforce dominant ideologies. It is this tension between visual communication and control that justifies the inclusion of this piece within The Visual Language of Protest and Power, as it encourages viewers of the exhibition to critically reflect on how visual imagery shapes their own perceptions and beliefs of the world around them. 
The positioning of this work would reinforce its original political messaging. It would be displayed as a standalone piece on a large white wall, occupying the majority of the visual space. This isolation acts as a tool to emphasise its bold geometric composition and direct visual impact, encouraging the viewer to engage with it immediately upon entry. 
[image: ]
Figure 2. Poster for Triumph of the Will (1935), directed by Leni Riefenstahl
The second work in the exhibition shifts from graphic design to film, expanding the scope of visual language as a tool of political influence. Triumph of the Will (1935), directed by Leni Riefenstahl, documents the 1934 Nazi Party rally in Nuremberg and is widely recognised as one of the most effective examples of propaganda in cinema. 
As Rizvi (2025) argues, propaganda operates as a powerful and potentially dangerous tool within authoritarian political regimes. This can be especially effective when the use of everyday imagery is implemented to give realistic form to and reflect current socio-political behaviours.  This idea is reflected in Riefenstahl’s careful construction of visual imagery throughout the film by which, according to Chornyi (2019), showcases a sense of national unity.  
In contrast to El Lissitzky’s Beat the Whites with the Red Wedge (1919), which communicates political ideology through a more abstract means, Riefenstahl’s film achieves persuasion through a more immersive experience. Both works demonstrate how visual composition can simplify and reinforce political narratives; however, Triumph of the Will intensifies this effect through movement and scale. 
Within The Visual Language of Protest and Power, the inclusion of this work draws attention to the ethical complexity of visual communication. Selected excerpts from the film would be projected onto a plain white wall in a darkened, enclosed room. This presentation would allow the audience to become immersed, with the intention being to create a sense of dominance and loss of control for the viewer – forcing them to experience the film, reflective of the persuasive nature of the film itself. This is in direct contract to the surrounding works, demonstrating the evolution of propaganda from printed graphic design to a more immersive cinematic experience. 
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Figure 3: Do Women Have To Be Naked To Get into the Met. Museum? (1989), Guerrilla Girls. Poster. 
In her seminal essay Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema (1975), Laura Mulvey discusses cinematic pleasure based on the psychoanalytic approach by psychologist Sigmund Freud. She argues that women within visual culture have historically been positioned as objects of passive observation rather than active participants – a description that Mulvey later termed the “male gaze”. By placing a gorilla mask onto a traditionally sexualised female nude form, the Guerrilla Girls satirise the historical objectification of women within art while simultaneously drawing attention to and critiquing the power structures that have ostracized women from participating in the art world. 
Furthermore, by using statistical information alongside simplistic and bold graphic design, the Guerrilla Girls adopt the visual language of advertising, making their message accessible to a wider audience. Unlike Triumph of the Will (1935), which uses a more theatrical approach to reinforce power, the Guerrilla Girls reclaim the persuasive visual language often used at the disadvantage to women as a form of activist resistance. Within this exhibition, this direct contrast demonstrates how visual communication can function as a varying mechanism for social critique. 
[image: Poster showing three couples kissing with the heading "Kissing Doesn't Kill: Greed and Indifference Do."]
Figure 4: Kissing Doesn’t Kill: Greed and Indifference Do (1989), Gran Fury. 
The exhibition will then shift towards an activist group known as Gran Fury. The group designed a poster campaign during the height of the AIDS crisis in the late 1980s and as Rolls-Bentley (2024, p.179) states, the poster was created to undermine the homophobia that was rampant at the time of creation and correct the misconception that kissing could spread HIV. Unlike the propagandistic visual control demonstrated in Triumph of the Will (1935), Gran Fury reclaims persuasive language by featuring interracial and same-sex couples kissing beneath the slogan “Kissing Doesn’t Kill: Greed and Indifference Do”, the poster then transforms this into a confrontational critique of the social stigma and the media representation surrounding HIV/AIDS. (Kuylentierna, 2024.) 
Unlike traditional gallery artworks, this poster was designed for public circulation, allowing its political message to reach audiences beyond institutional art spaces. It is for this reason that it takes its place in The Visual Language of Protest and Power. 
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Figure 5: Girl with Balloon (2002), Banksy. Mural. 
As Mancoff (2021, p.228) this spray-painted mural piece is described as one of Banksy’s most loved. To conclude this exhibition, Girl with Balloon (2002) would be pictured towards the exit, allowing for the audience to leave with something to go away and think about. The balloon symbolises love and dreams, while the little girl represents the human effort to achieve hopes that often feel far away (Afrilia, Margaretha and Hartono, 2025) 
The composition depicts a young girl reaching towards a red, heart-shaped balloon drifting away from her, creating an artistic balance between innocence and loss. Unlike the more direct and confrontational protest strategies seen in earlier works such as Gran Fury and Guerrilla Girls, Banksy’s approach is more ambiguous, relying on emotional resonance to leave the viewer with their own thoughts. Within The Visual Language of Protest and Power, this piece demonstrates how street art can continue to engage with the public while conveying political and social ideas. Its placement in a public urban environment also reinforces the idea that art can exist outside of institutional spaces, reaching a wider audience – blurring the boundary between protest, art and public space. 
Visual communication has played a significant role in shaping political narratives; from influencing public opinion to mobilising social movements, the use of graphic design within politics has been monumental for a plethora of reasons. From early twentieth-century propaganda to contemporary street art, artists and designers alike have used visual language to communicate complex political ideas in a more digestible and accessible way for the wider public. This exhibition, titled ‘The Visual Language of Protest and Power’, explores how art and design function not only as tools for resistance, but as instruments of persuasion and control. 
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