
A Brief History of Stencil Usage (Pre 1965) 21

household, and military stencils from the perspective of a design historian starting even 
before 1850, but he hardly mentions fine art, much less street art.

Most other literature referenced in this study was rather monographic, that is to 
say, about single artists, artist groups, or graffiti in specific countries rather than explic-
itly about stencil graffiti.

4	 A Brief History of Stencil Usage (Pre 1965)

Like all visual art history, a short history of stencils on walls would begin with 
cave painting, where hands laid to walls were used as stencils, sprayed with paint blown 
through a tube 39,900 years ago.66

The following short overview, however, summarizes stenciling circa 1860 to 1960, 
i.e., in the 100 years before this book’s primary period of concern. The historical roots 
of stencils reach into the Middle Ages and early modern times. It was probably possible 
to find stencils in urban spaces before 1860, but examples of such activities from the 
last 500 years are sporadic and it is difficult to determine their date and authenticity. It 
was only with the emergence of photography in the 19th century that made recording 
this highly ephemeral phenomenon possible.

Indoor stencil use before 1860 is slightly better documented. In modern times, 
the use of stencil technology has been tied to the availability and affordability of paper/
cardboard. Before cardboard became more widely available in the 13th century, parch-
ment, wood, and metal were used to create stencil tools.67 “Leather and papyrus tem-
plates were used to decorate the inner walls of the Egyptian pyramids. The Chinese 
cut stencils from paper to decorate silk with Buddha figures and ornamental devices. 
The method traveled from Asia to Europe and was used as a decorative technique from 
the medieval period through to the 1930s on church walls, floors, furniture, textiles 
and wallpaper,“68 according to stencil graffiti researcher Tristan Manco. His Ameri-
can colleague Josh MacPhee stated: “Indigenous people throughout North and South 
America used stencils, and decorative stencil designs can be found on Roman, Greek, 
Etruscan, and Buddhist artefacts that are all thousands of years old.”69

In pre-Gothic times, stencils were used to design the heads, feet, and hands of 
mural figures, for example in the Müstair monastery (around 800)70 or in St. Georg 
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on the island of Reichenau (around 900 or before 1000):71 “Largely integrated into 
the style in the pre-Gothic period, stencil painting retreated to ornamental concerns 
in favor of free, individual design in later times, which favored the artistic personality. 
Here it was, if you will, in the cost and effort-saving repetition of the same formal ele-
ments in a certain respect superior to the freehand order.”72 In the late Gothic period, 
stencils are mostly found in mural ornaments, for example for painted clothing and 
curtains, e.g., at Runkelstein Castle (around 1400) or in St. Jakobus in Urschalling, 
where Romanesque motifs were painted over in gothic style around 1390, but without 
changing thematically:73 “All wall and vault surfaces are divided into strictly arranged 
zone fields by wide, stenciled patterned bands (the stencils used are cross, quadruple 
and tracery patterns as well as consecutive ‘ave maria’ in lowercase letters), on the walls 
mostly in horizontal picture strips one above the other.”74 Stencils were used here as a 
boundary pattern to the main motifs.75 At the end of the 15th century, the frequent use 
of stencils on walls ended before it increased again in the 19th century.76

In print, however, stencils were also used from the 16th until the 19th century. 
Johann Neudorffer the Elder created a stencil alphabet of large capital letters in Nurem-
berg around 1550.77 Another example is the Preces Latinae, a Spanish prayer collection 
from circa 1600, printed with stencils by Dominican Diego de Barreda.78 Eric Kindel 
lists further examples of stencil use before 1860.79

In the following three subchapters I focus on marks of ownership, sign and adver-
tising stencils since 1860, then, based on that, on stenciled wall propaganda and marks 
of resistance on walls in the first half of the 20th century. Street stencil artists from the 
1970s and ’80s like John Fekner80 and Blek le Rat81 knew or were inspired by WWII 
military and propaganda stencils that also formed the basis of stenciled propaganda 
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and resistance in South America in the 1960s and ’70s, which was important for other 
street stencil artists like David Wojnarowicz82 or Banksy.83

The third subchapter will be a short history of stencils in 20th century avant-
garde art before 1960, especially in cubism, surrealism, conceptual art and Pop Art 
that has been influential for punk stencilers like Crass (fig. 36–37),84 some who stud-
ied art, or street stencil pioneers like John Fekner (fig. 26–28),85 David Wojnarowicz 
(fig. 29, 30, 33) 86 or Alex Vallauri (fig. 30–34).87

4.1	 Utilitarian (Letter) Stencils as Marks of Ownership, for Signs 
and Advertising (Since 1850)

The following subchapter deals with letter stenciling. It owes much to the research 
of (letter) stencil specialist Eric Kindel. According to him, stenciled letters existed for 
at least 500 years, maybe longer. “While stenciling letters is self-evidently neither writ-
ing nor typography, the work often reaches in these directions.”88 Stenciled letters, 
Roman letters, were used in manuscripts to compose chant texts, probably spreading 
from France. Their use increased after 1650. “When stencil composition was adopted, 
the potential loss of dynamic variability of letter shaping and spacing must have been 
immediately apparent to the would-be stencil maker and stenciller. To make good the 
loss, stencil plates were technically enhanced to allow the stenciller to at least control 
letter spacing and the alignment of letters along a baseline. These features brought a 
degree of measured, semi-mechanical organization to the stenciled text-that is to say, 
they echoed type and typography.”89 According to Kindel, there are three ways to make 
stencil letters. These ways leave traces to identify them afterwards. These paper, card, 
celluloid or metal (brass, copper, zinc, or nickel silver) stencils were typically made by 
cutting with scissors, knives, or chisels; metal stencils were made by scribing a letter in 
an etch ground, then etching it with acid, or by punching or die-stamping. “Scribing 
and etching […] are best for fine, delicate or highly elaborate letters. Cutting and 
punching are good for sturdy, simple ones. Letters made with punches are usually No 
larger than about 25 mm, and while they may also be smaller than 3 mm, at that size 
they are radically simplified. Etching can generate letters even smaller and with more 
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detailing. Cutting with chisels or knives is especially efficient for large letters. Chisels 
frequently produce segmented lines and curves.”90

Kindel sees trends in stencil lettering starting in 1700. First, letters and ornaments 
tend “toward open frames and borders built from separate but fluidly integrated parts, 
botanical motifs, and a wide variety of unit-based elements.”91 Then, chiefly in the US 
after 1850, “stencil plates carried all manner of plain talking texts whose ‘message’ was 
one of industrious self-sufficiency.”92 Stencils combined manual and industrial forces; 
No wonder their use increased rapidly in the 19th century, the era of industrial revolu-
tion. Like the stencil, the revolution era was a blend between handmade and machine-
made, at least in its visual appearance.

After 1800, stencils were used for advertising, marks of ownership on clothes, “for 
decorating books, ledgers and writing paper, for making marks of ownership in books, 
and for producing billheads, cartes de visite, and labels for pharmaceutical products 
and other packaged goods.”93 Starting in 1850 in Britain, architects, surveyors, and 
engineers increasingly used stencils in technical drawings. In the US, post-1840, sten-
cil-related devices were invented for personal and commercial purposes, such as the 
letter punch patented by Fulham circa 1860. Fulham and Spencer sold stencil punch 
sets to traveling stencil makers who supplied stenciled name plates to the public. These 
plates were used for marking clothes, books, and other objects and possessions.94 
Around 1860, many soldiers and other individuals had their own personal name sten-
cil for clothes and other belongings. It was not uncommon to stencil one’s name on 
monuments in a kind of avant-la-lettre graffiti writing, as described by Mark Twain in 
1869: “We visited […] a new chapel […] which is built around a boulder some twelve 
feet long by four feet thick; the priests discovered, […] that the disciples had sat upon 
this rock to rest, once, when they had walked up from Capernaum […] Our pilgrims 
would have liked very well to get out their lampblack and stencil-plates and paint their 
names on that rock, together with the names of the villages they hail from in America, 
but the priests permit nothing of that kind.”95 There is a direct line from this quote 
to US graffiti writer TAKI183, who added his street number to his alias instead of a 
village, and who used marker instead of a stencil and lampblack.

A stencil lettering disk was patented by Tarbox in 1868, then settable unit stencils, 
including the so-called Adjustable Stencil, were patented by Reese in 1874, finally, the 
stencil machine by Bradley in the 1890s.96
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Twain also mentioned stencils in other publications.97 In 1889, he described early 
outdoor stencil advertisements for shirts that had been applied directly to surfaces: “They 
were […] advertised […] everywhere, with the paint-pot and stencil-plate; insomuch 
that there was not a cliff or a bowlder or a dead wall in England but you could read on 
it at a mile distance […].”98 Due to the ephemerality of the paint, stenciled adverts like 
that did not last for a long time. As photography was still expensive it probably would 
not have been used to document something as common as such ads. Adverts at that 
time were mostly letter-based, like in the example provided by Twain. As they were 
apparently readable from a mile away (though possibly an exaggeration on Twain’s part), 
the letters must have been quite large. It took some time until stencils of this location 
and size were used in an art context, for instance by John Fekner, later a frequent user 
of the mentioned Adjustable Stencils,99 patented by Reese in 1874. At that time, these 
kinds of stencil adverts were a historic phenomenon long-gone. Mussolini propaganda 
mottos, found emblazoned on houses in Fascist Italy starting in 1930, were similar in 
terms of size and scope to the stenciled adverts described by Twain.100

101 Stencil Gothic, the first stencil typeface, was issued by MacKellar, Smiths & 
Jordan in Philadelphia as early as 1885.102 In the 1920s and ‘30s, other stencil typefaces 
followed, for instance Josef Albers’ Bauhaus Schablonenschrift [stencil type] in 1926103 
and two typefaces called “Stencil,” both of which were issued in 1937 and based on 
North American stencil letters already in use.104

In 1942, Ruth Libauer Hormats, a Baltimore school teacher, got a patent for a 
stencil letter-drawing system, die-cut stencils on heavy cardboard, which made the 
creation of lettering for signs, posters, and displays much easier. The Stenso guide 
sheets were state-of-the-art DIY for school, work, and play decades before computers. 
Compared to the standard brass stencils once used for marking crates, Stenso letters 
and numbers were slightly fatter—especially in the serifs—so they allowed for easy 

	 97	 Kindel 2012, p. 8; for instance Mark Twain: A Reminiscence of the Back Settlements. In: 
The Galaxy, November 1870, http://www.twainquotes.com/Galaxy/187011d.html (accessed 
May 1, 2024).

	 98	 Mark Twain: A Connecticut Yankee in King Authur’s Court. 1889, in: Mark Twain: The 
Unabridged Mark Twain. Philadelphia 1984, p. 1064.

	 99	 See Fekner works from 2020, for instance his shirt design PEACE OVER HATRED, posted 
on Instagram 05.09.2020, https://www.instagram.com/p/CExRLxPlmUc/, or his Crazy 
Horse project on Flickr in 2011, https://www.flickr.com/photos/johnfekner/ (accessed 
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coloring. There were also small holes slightly above and between each letter, number, 
and punctuation mark to allow for precise spacing.105

4.2	 Stenciled Propaganda and Resistance on Walls

Propaganda and resistance materials are recognizable by several key characteristics: 
they’re function-forward and clearly legible, with straightforward content communi-
cated in an authoritarian tone, often taking shape as one-word imperatives or simple 
pictorial icons. The nature of stencils makes them perfectly suited for such contexts.

The stencil tool ensured a certain amount of control over the end result by those 
who designed and produced it, despite the actual painters on the street being a dif-
ferent entity. Still, the painters had significant influence over public perception of the 
final work, as a lopsided instruction or a badly painted image with dripping tears might 
come across as ridiculous, and may even have the opposite effect as the intended one, 
in this case presumably to relay an order or critical message in an authoritative way.

Wall stencils often look official. Political resistance stencils thus appeared more 
credible, more organized (as stencil tools are pre-fabricated), and less mindless or spon-
taneous than if such messages were painted by hand. Resistance stencil graffiti looked 
like the work of an organized group rather than the spontaneous freehand graffiti of 
an individual, which could be important to spark enthusiasm in supporters or/and to 
create fear on the side of the oppressors. The same applies for stencil propaganda. In 
comparison to freehand painted works, wall stencil paintings seem deliberately orches-
trated, with a clearly recognizable look that can be achieved easily, frequently, and 
cheaply. “Yet the stencil itself is a neutral facilitator—the medium is not usually the 
message—as evidenced by the widespread use of stencils by groups and institutions 
spanning all ideologies and time periods up to the present.”106

The pochoirist Xavier Prou, alias Blek le Rat, mentioned in several interviews that, 
as a child, he once saw fascist propaganda stencils on walls left over from World War 
Two in Italy.107 Apart from those quotes the state of the art about the history of political 
stencil graffiti went as follows, according to Josh McPhee (2004) who “succinctly 
reviews the history and origins of stenciling internationally and demonstrates that the 

	105	 Steven Heller/Louise Fili: Stencil Type. London/New York 2015, p. 8; Jeffrey N. Levine: 
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medium has typically functioned as a political resistance tool.”108 McPhee “notes that 
stencils were used for campaigns against the Somoza dictatorship in 1970s Nicaragua; 
for anti-apartheid campaigns in South Africa; and for anti-militarist slogans on British 
walls.”109 In a similar vein went Bosmans (1992) who pointed (apart from Nicaragua) 
to the frequent use of stencil graffiti in the civil war in Beirut, photo-documented 
by Maria Chakhtoura already in 1978.110 I could not trace any direct reaction to 
those Beirut resistance stencils in the works dealt with here in this book, so I did not 
dig deeper here. I will, however, deal with Nicaraguan resistance stencils in chapter 
4.4.4., as they influenced David Wojnarowicz (fig. 29) and The Clash (fig. 39). In the 
following subchapters I will focus on earlier stenciled propaganda and resistance on 
walls before 1950, as more research was necessary to prove resistance stencils appeared 
long before the 1970s. Bosmans already knew the German fascists used stencils as 
propaganda tools and he illustrated one example he found in Johannes Stahl’s book 
(1989).111 Both Stahl and Bosmans, however, did not know much more than the fact 
that ‘Durchhalteparolen’ (calls for perseverance) were stenciled on walls during the 
last months of Nazi rule in Germany. I will look into those as well as the Italian ones 
mentioned by Blek and the WWII resistance stencils briefly mentioned by van Treeck 
(1993).112 Also important for the street art history of stencil graffiti were the few stencils 
and the overall visual form of resistance of the Parisian May 1968 as exemplified in 
chapter 1.1.

As I will show in this book, contrary to the position taken by stencil graffiti liter-
ature, I point to the fact that propaganda and resistance stencils were not the only pre-
decessors to modern-day stencil graffiti. This stencil use case merged with institutional 
criticism through concept art in the 1970s to influence punk, for example Crass, and 
through Robert del Naja even Banksy, who said: “All graffiti is low-level dissent, but 
stencils have an extra history. They’ve been used to start revolutions and to stop wars.”113

	108	 Anna Waclawek: From Graffiti to the street art Movement: Negotiating Art Worlds, Urban Spaces, 
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p. 20–25, 68, 115, 118–119, 131.
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4.2.1	 Stenciled Propaganda

This subchapter is about stenciled propaganda on walls. All examples of the pro-
paganda messages analyzed here, however, also appeared in wall posters, etc. I chose 
examples where the direct stenciling on walls coined the character of the particular 
propaganda campaign and made it unique and lasting compared to posters or other 
media.

There is a prominent example of stencil art that I did not analyze in detail, as it 
is already well documented,114 and because it is a hybrid between poster, painting, and 
stencil, but is not an actual wall stencil. During WWII in the USSR, TASS, the Soviet 
press agency in Moscow, hung stenciled posters in storefront windows to keep up 
public morale. These Tass posters were newsprint sheets featuring a new design almost 
every day for four years until 1946. They were up to 10 feet tall and printed in editions 
of a few hundred each. These elaborate Soviet propaganda posters were printed with 
up to 100 stencil parts per poster.

4.2.1.1	 Mussolini, Franco, and Schuschnigg Propaganda Stencils 
on Walls

Starting around 1930, for a good dozen years and with high points in 1936 and 
1939,115 the fascists in Italy attached many stenciled mottos and portraits of their 
Duce/leader Mussolini directly to walls throughout the whole country and in their 
colonies (fig. 3). Unlike paper posters or other forms of propaganda, some of these 
stencils lasted for decades. Although there were also many Mussolini heads in different 
sizes, there seemed to have been more stenciled text propaganda mottos or slogans of 
the fascist regime, made up of proclamations and quotes by (and signed by) the Duce, 
but also other pictorial stencils, various coats of arms, eagles, or fasces.

There are three illustrated books in Italian published between 2000 and 2012 that 
list an impressive number of examples of these stencils—most of them photographed 
many decades later—at the time the books were issued. In 2000, Ariberto Segàla 
published I muri del Duce (The Walls of the Duce). This book collects the stenciled 
fascist mottos and some head portraits of Mussolini that still existed, at the time 
of publication, on the walls of Piedmont and other regions. Duce. La propaganda 
murale del regime fascista (Duce: The Mural Propaganda of the Fascist Regime) by 
Giovanni Bosca was issued in 2010. The first sentence in Segàla’s book and the title 
of Claudio Marsilio’s book Muri in Camicia Nera (Walls in Black Shirts) (2012) sum 

	114	 Peter Zegers, Douglas Druick (eds.): Windows on the War: Soviet TASS Posters at Home 
and Abroad 1941–1945. Chicago 2011.

	115	 Ariberto Segàla: I muri del Duce. Lavis 2000, p. 14.
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up the propaganda program,116 as the walls also metaphorically wear the Blackshirts’ 
characteristic black shirts. These messages were stenciled to last, designed to visibly 
impose the will of the Duce in the form of easily memorable slogans and stark portraits 
in an era where televisions were not yet commonplace and decades before the invention 
of the internet.

The stencils were executed by local companies or artists; in some cases, their names 
are traceable. They were usually commissioned by the local major and paid according 
to size. For instance, in the North Italian comune (municipality) Sali Vercellese, some 
stencils were carried out by the Fiorenzo Aceto di Vercelli company for the inauguration 
of the new Casa Littorio di Sali in 1939. They received 180 lire for the largest of three 
Mussolini mascheras (masks, stencils). For stenciled mottos, the cost varied according 
to the size of the letters and the length of the sentence. Prices ranged from 2.5 lire for 
letters of 10 centimeters, to 4.5 for those between 25 and 40, and up to 10 lire for letters 
that exceeded 50 centimeters in height. These were painted with a mattolina base, a 
material that is extremely resistant to bad weather.117 Propaganda stencils were almost 
always made from low-cost and easily available materials: carbon black, earth dissolved 
in water, natural fixatives such as milk, casein, isinglass. The stencils were either painted 
directly on the wall or according to the fresco technique. In both cases, the words were 
often drawn and then painted by means of cardboard or tin stencils, containing the 
cut-out letters inside. According to Segàla, it was not just decorators that worked on 
the walls, but authentic artistic painters such as Francesco Acerbi, Giuseppe Raviglione 
(1897–1986) or Giuseppe Lodovico Bracco (1887–1960). Sometimes decorators 
became painters, as with Mario Longhi from Gallarate. All of them worked at times on 
a layer of fresh lime and sand, both by filling with color the grooves left by the letters 
previously engraved, and by painting the words with stencils. The plaster then absorbed 
the color and the writing became a fresco capable of defying time.118

According to Segàla, the genesis of these wall propaganda stencils probably started 
towards the end of the 1920s. At first, the speeches of the Duce were read only in the 
offices of the party. Around 1930, the secretariat of the fascist party began to isolate the 
phrases deemed most important and ordered the federal secretaries to display them, in 
plain sight, in the meeting rooms. Though Mussolini’s speeches continued to be posted 
in full in the appropriate places (and of course read on the radio), some dry and verbose 
passages were further shortened and condensed to go outside and begin their journey 
on the walls.

The wall inscriptions are innumerable because the Duce gave many speeches and 
because local mayors sometimes encouraged citizens to welcome them to the walls of 

	116	 In 1936 Starace, the fascist party secretary, ordered the black shirt to be worn also on the 
walls.See Ariberto Segàla: I muri del Duce. Lavis 2000, p. 9, 14.

	117	 Ariberto Segàla: I muri del Duce. Lavis 2000, p. 284–286.
	118	 Ariberto Segàla: I muri del Duce. Lavis 2000, p. 26.
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their own homes in return for a cash contribution which, according to the length of the 
written sentence and the height of the letters, varied between 30 and 100 lire. As can 
be seen from the sheet of provisions No. 40 of 28.12.1939-XVIII quoted by Segàla, the 
stenciled mottos were subdivided and assigned, according to their content, to build-
ings belonging to the fascist party (fig. 3), the Gioventù Italiana del Littorio (GIL, 
the fascist youth organization), and the Fasci Femminili (FF, the women’s division 

Fig. 3: Italian fascist stencil propaganda on a Casa del Fascio [local house of National Fascist Party] in 
Bengasi, Lybia, 1942. A “V FOR VlCTORY” has been smeared over a fascist Mussolini motto after the 
liberation of the city by British soldiers. Source: Historical press photo, collection Ulrich Blanché.
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of the fascist party). Rural houses, factories, trade union offices, and seaside towns 
also received specific assignments. Some writings abandon their original destination to 
move to different locations. “Credere Obbedire Combattere” (Believe Obey Fight) and 
“Camminare, costruire e se necessario combattere e vincere” (Walk, build and if neces-
sary, fight and win) could be found almost anywhere. The stenciled writings were often 
at the entrance and at the exit of villages, and next to public buildings, such as the 
town hall, schools, where they most easily caught the eye.119 Like later street art, those 
stencils were not put somewhere randomly, but orchestrated in a site-specific way. 
Mussolini mottos/quotes from the twenty-year period of speeches after 1919 “must 
have been more numerous precisely along the itinerary followed by Mussolini and his 
procession in 1939. It could in fact be assumed that hierarchs, prefects, mayors, federal 
secretaries, perhaps even private citizens, had competed in appearing ‚very fascist,’ that 
is, they had undertaken to greet the ‚founder of the Empire’ by painting along the 
streets that the procession would pass through a large number of mottos […].”120 So 
these stencils were already painted in a site-specific way, seen and read as a row, maybe 
in a certain sequence.

Although the fall of the fascist regime on July 25, 1943 marked the beginning 
of the “defascistization” of Italy, many of these stencils are still (or once again) visible 
during the time of writing this chapter, for instance in northern Italy in the village of 
Gradisca,121 or 2019 in Lavis.122 If overpainted with only lime, they sometimes even 
reappear after a while. This points to the extreme durability of this kind of propaganda, 
to their quantity and ubiquity at the time of fascism, and also to the general attitude 
in Italy towards their thorny history even 75 years later. This durability also brings into 
question the often-referenced concept of ephemerality in connection with street art. 
If not removed or overpainted for social, geographical, or practical reasons,123 street 
stencils fade but can stay visible for 85 years or longer.

As mentioned, Mussolini stencils influenced the French pochoirist Blek le Rat in 
the early 1980s, according to the Frenchmen Xavier Prou: “The fascists in Italy used 
a lot of stenciling during WWII. They would do Mussolini’s portrait. I had seen this 
when I was young, and I remembered that when I was considering how to interface 

	119	 Ariberto Segàla: I muri del Duce. Lavis 2000, p. 16–17.
	120	 Ariberto Segàla: I muri del Duce. Lavis 2000, p. 20.
	121	 SP39 Gradisca, Friuli-Venezia Giulia. https://goo.gl/maps/wBrXi3pyjMo (accessed May 1, 2024).
	122	 Giovanni Rossi: Quei volti cancellati dalla storia: quando le facce di Mussolini era No 

su tutti i palazzi di Lavis. Il Mulo, 26.03.2019. https://www.ilmulo.it/2019/03/26/quei-
volti-cancellati-dalla-storia-quando-le-facce-di-mussolini-erano-su-tutti-i-palazzi-di-lavis/ 
(accessed May 1, 2024).

	123	 Ariberto Segàla: I muri del Duce. Lavis 2000, p. 244.
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with the street.”124 Prou, founding member of Blek,125 came up with the idea of using 
stencils as he remembered seeing wall stencils as a child on a holiday in Padova, where 
he encountered large propaganda stencil motifs with Mussolini’s head in profile with 
a helmet on house walls left over from WWII.126 As a literal post-war artist, Prou 
still collects militaria, where stenciled inscriptions were often used on transport crates, 
clothes, helmets, etc.127

John Fekner, conceptual street art stencil pioneer in the US in the 1970s, col-
lected a digital snippet of a 1937 newsreel from the Spanish Civil War.128 The short clip 
shows the application of a Franco stencil to a wall, similar to how later street art would 
be applied. During the civil war in Spain, as early as 1937, Franco’s fascist propaganda 
motifs were painted with stencils directly on public walls. Franco’s dictatorship offi-
cially began in April 1939, but he had de facto control in some areas of Spain starting 
with the recognition of his government in November 1936 by Nazi Germany and the 
fascist Kingdom of Italy. Two newsreel shots from that year, one in color129 and one in 
black and white (the latter collected by Fekner),130 documented the moment of reveal-
ing the stenciled motif—each shows a different Franco head portrait that has just been 
painted on a wall by two men. Both film snippets show large portraits that needed at 
least two people to attach it. As spray paint had not yet been invented, they used a 
kind of airbrush gun to paint the stencil. The solid, presumably wooden frame of both 
stencils point to frequent and organized use, something UK punk band Crass would 
pick up again in the 1970s, as did Pablo Fiasco in the 1990s. As the stencil tool rarely 

	124	 Blek interviewed by Jon Reiss in Swindle Magazine 11, 2007. https://web.archive.org/
web/20070701184245/http://swindlemagazine.com/issue11/blek-le-rat/ (accessed May 1, 
2024).

	125	 See chapter 1.3.
	126	 Metze-Prou, Treeck, 2000, p. 69; Stahl, 1989, p. 162.
	127	 Prou in conversation with the author in Karlsruhe, 16.02.2017. see also Interview with 

Prou 2009 in Albert Wang: The Art Assassin. [New York] 2010 [2009], S. 450, https://
theartassassin1.wordpress.com/2009/05/12/assassination-blek-le-rat-xavier-prou-artist-rep-
resented-by-jonathan-levine-gallery/ (accessed May 1, 2024); Prou: “I was born French six 
year after the second world war and of course my background and my culture are reflected in 
my work. All my youth I listened people talking about the war against the German and it is 
mostly the reason I have a kind of obsession with soldiers, mass murder, wars and weapons.”

	128	 Dictator Franco propaganda street stencil from a Spanish civil war video documentation. 
Posted by John Fekner, 28.04.2013, https://vine.co/v/bx6EZBxxElt (accessed May 1, 2024).

	129	 Michael Kloft: Innenansichten: Deutschland 1937 (2012, 55 Min.) TC: 41.38 Min.
	130	 Gaumont Pathé Archives: Le Journal De L’année [The Journal of the Year]—1937 (1937, 

Duration: 1.08.05) 1937GDOC 00005, TC: 04.39 Min.; https://gparchives.com/index.
php?urlaction=doc&tab=showExtraits&id_doc=274382&rang=1 (accessed May 1, 2024).
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moved in the frame when it was taken down, it seems to have been made of a rather 
solid material, maybe brass.131

One of these once-omnipresent wall propaganda stencils was still present as late as 
2006, as shown in a photo. “Vive Franco” combined with two other stenciled Franco 
portrait heads were still visible on the door canopy of a house in Ayerbe. According to 
its photographer Pepe Bescós, this house served as headquarters for General Urrutia, 
of the 51st division of Aragon, during the Spanish civil war.132 Another photo of a dif-
ferent newly stenciled Franco portrait head is combined with an also stenciled inscrip-
tion: “Caudillo de dios y de la patria. El primer vencedor en el mundo del bolchevismo 
en los campos de batalla” (Leader of God and the Fatherland. The first victor in the 
world of Bolshevism on the battlefields). As Franco was proclaimed “victor,” the stencil 
and photo could be from after April 1939,133 though the photo is sometimes dated 
1937.134 In wall stencils still traceable on photos and film in 2022, Franco’s frontal 
portrait often dominates over smaller stencil inscriptions.

In 1939, after Franco had won Catalonia, he prohibited speaking Catalan in 
public, combined with a propaganda stencil campaign: “If you’re Spanish, speak 
Spanish.“135 Franco proclaimed: “We want national unity to be absolute; with a sin-
gle language, Spanish; and a single character, the Spanish character.”136 An oft-quoted 

	131	 A photo dated to the last weeks of the Civil War, February/March 1939, showed a similar 
stenciled Franco portrait as a soldier with military cap like the one from the black and white 
news reel on a plywood fence in a gap between Franco propaganda paper posters. Closer to 
the camera is another stenciled propaganda head portrait of an unidentified civil war protag-
onist, also in-between the posters. A row of propaganda posters of General Francisco Franco 
(Caudillo) in the center of Barcelona in February/March 1939 shortly before the end of the 
civil war. Sueddeutsche Zeitung Photo/Alamy Stock Photo, Image ID: TA18BJ, https://
c8.alamy.com/comp/TA18BJ/a-row-of-propaganda-posters-of-general-francisco-franco- 
caudillo-in-the-center-of-barcelona-in-february-march-1939-shortly-before-the-end-of-the-
civil-war-TA18BJ.jpg (accessed May 1, 2024).

	132	 https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:10.2006_Jard%C3%ADn_de_Pie_002.jpg 
(accessed May 1, 2024).

	133	 Illustrated for instance in José Aymá: Crónica de España en gelatina y plata, El Mundo, 
15.11.2015, https://www.elmundo.es/cultura/2015/11/15/5647922446163f76138b4587.
html (accessed May 1, 2024); this photo made in on the cover of a 2012 book by Manuel 
Chavez Nogales: La Espagna de Franco.

	134	 Children salute General Franco on a wall poster in Spain, during the Spanish Civil War. 
1937. World History Archive/Alamy Stock Photo, Image ID: EX71DE.

	135	 Marc Pons: “If you’re Spanish, speak Spanish”: how Castilian became Spain’s dominant 
language. Barcelona. 18./26.08.2019, https://www.elnacional.cat/en/culture/history- 
castilian-language-spain_408874_102.html (accessed May 1, 2024).

	136	 Franco: “La unidad nacional la queremos absoluta; con una sola lengua, el español; y una 
sola personalidad, la española,” quoted after Marc Pons: “Si eres español, habla español.” 
Barcelona. 28.07.2019, https://www.elnacional.cat/es/cultura/marc-pons-eres-espanol-habla-
espanol_407617_102.html (accessed May 1, 2024).
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photo of a Franco stencil propaganda shows his portrait next to the all-caps letter slo-
gan of that campaign: “SI ERES ESPAÑOL, HABLA ESPAÑOL.”137

In Spain, propaganda stencils focused on the portrait of fascist leader Franco; in 
Italy, on Mussolini’s mottos more than his portrait. In contrast to the portrait stencils of 
Mussolini and Franco in Italy and Spain, it seems there were No Hitler portrait stencils 
on walls in Nazi Germany. There was, however, a portrait stencil of Kurt Schuschnigg, 
the chancellor/dictator of the short-lived fascist “Ständestaat” regime in Austria, which 
lasted from July 29, 1934 until March 11, 1938, before the “Anschluss,” the annex-
ation of Austria by Nazi Germany on March 12, 1938. This portrait stencil on a wall 
was combined with the word “JA!” (yes!) and seems to have been part of a relatively 
spontaneous campaign to propagandize a referendum planned for March 13, 1938 to 
avoid more German influence over Austria. In a speech on March 9 in Innsbruck, 
Schuschnigg had announced this referendum as a surprise coup. Apparently, Hitler 
feared that the vote could result in a majority against the “Anschluss.” Under pres-
sure from Berlin, Schuschnigg had to cancel the referendum on March 10. The next 
day, when the Austrian National Socialists had already taken power in many places 
and German police experts arrived in Vienna by plane, Schuschnigg was forced to 
resign.138 Those “JA!” Schuschnigg portrait stencils must have been hastily painted on 
March 9 or 10. “All the Staendestaat propaganda was removed (often by forcing Jews) 
after March 12.”139 One partially scratched-off Schuschnigg stencil was documented 
in a six-second amateur 9.5-mm film shot in March 1938 that is preserved in the 
Österreichisches Filmmuseum.140 There is at least one other photo of another copy of 
that stencil, the “JA!” hastily painted with dripping color.141 Contrary to the Franco 
and Mussolini stencils, the Austrian “JA!” stencils were half-illegal. Though they were 

	137	 Illustrated for instance in Marc Pons: “Si eres español, habla español.” Barcelona. 
28.07.2019, https://www.elnacional.cat/es/cultura/marc-pons-eres-espanol-habla-
espanol_407617_102.html (accessed May 1, 2024).

	138	 Gerhard Botz: Schuschniggs geplante “Volksbefragung” und Hitlers “Volksabstimmung” in 
Österreich. Ein Vergleich. In: Rudolf Neck (ed.): Anschluss 1938. Protokoll des Symposions 
in Wien am 14. und 15. März 1978. Vienna 1981, p. 220–243.

	139	 United States Holocaust Memorial Museum: Poster of Schuschnigg, https://collections.
ushmm.org/search/catalog/irn1004436 (accessed May 1, 2024).

	140	 Ephemeral Films Project. National Socialism in Austria: Amateuraufnahmen Wien, Früh-
jahr 1938, http://efilms.ushmm.org/film_player?movieID=11&movieSig=EF-NS_011_
OeFM&movieSpeed=16&movieStart=197.08333333333&movieStop=198.375 (accessed 
May 1, 2024).

	141	 In 2016 the photo was on the now defunct website skepticism.org, there wrongly dated to 
1937, see Austin Cline: Kurt von Schuschnigg Elected Leader of Austria’s Fascist Father-
land Front, https://web.archive.org/web/20160913051047/http://skepticism.org/timeline/
may-history/5941-kurt-von-schuschnigg-elected-leader-austria-fascist-fatherland-front.
html (accessed May 1, 2024); for an archived copy of the photo see https://web.archive.org/
web/20200220142503im_/http://skepticism-images.s3-website-us-east-1.amazonaws.com/
images/jreviews/Kurt-Schuschnigg-Ja.jpg (accessed May 1, 2024).
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short-lived, they were perfectly suited for their intended purpose of being applied in 
large numbers to garner support for an event meant to happen just a few days later.

4.2.1.2	 Nazi Stencil Campaign “Feind hört mit!”

German Nazi propaganda also frequently worked with stencils on walls, for cam-
paigns like “Feind hört mit!” (the enemy is listening!), “Räder müssen Rollen für den 
Sieg”142 (wheels must roll for victory), and even for ‘Durchhalteparolen’ (calls for per-
severance) in the months before Nazi capitulation. Stencils were also used to dissemi-
nate rules of conduct such as “Zerschlagt den Zersetzungswillen des Feindes!”143 (Stop 
the enemy’s destructive will!) or “Gerüchte verbreiten ist Landesverrat”144 (Spreading 
rumors is treason).

The most known campaign, “Feind hört mit!,” with its homonymic last letters, is 
still a dictum in Germany in 2022. The main campaign medium was posters, but short 
films, a movie, newsreels, print adverts, postcards, match boxes, a board game, rubber 
post stamps, and even microphones, were used to spread the message. Although the 
slogan-only campaign started earlier, it seems wall stencils (fig. 4) were not employed 
before early 1944.145

The poster campaign began at some point after mid-1943.146 The original design 
was later reduced to key elements, such as the “Feind hört mit!” slogan itself and a sil-
houette figure often called “Schattenmann” (shadowman), seemingly developed by the 
oil painter Paul Helwig-Strehl (1889–1945).147 The early, still experimental shadows 
in some of his posters, dated to late 1943, had No arm or hand yet,148 a feature later 

	142	 See for instance the photo “Räder müssen rollen für den Sieg,” inscription on a railway 
tender, 01.09.1942, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, http://www.bildarchivaustria.at/
Pages/ImageDetail.aspx?p_iBildID=305838 (accessed May 1, 2024); Andreas Engwert: Von 
der “vaterländischen Verkehrswerbung” zur “Antireisepropaganda”—Reichsbahnwerbung 
1933–1945. In: DB Museum (ed.): Go easy Go Bahn. Nuremberg 2008, p. 115–120. There 
were other Slogans as well like “Unnötige Reisen verlängern den Krieg,” “Erst Siegen-dann 
Reisen” and “Wir fahren trotzdem.”

	143	 Nazi stencil propaganda in Wuppertal, before 1945, photographed in 1988 by Volker Anding 
and illustrated in Stahl 1989: p. 30.

	144	 This inscription survived in several Nazi bunkers, for instance in the Paniersbunker in 
Nuremberg, see https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:2018_Paniersbunker_Schriftzug_
Ger%C3%BCchte_01.jpg (accessed May 1, 2024).

	145	 Franz Wiemers: Kriegschronik Münster, Februar 1944, quoted in https://www.muenster.de/
stadt/kriegschronik/1944_propaganda.html (accessed May 1, 2024).

	146	 Fleischer 1994, p. 109–110.
	147	 Fleischer 1994, p. 224.
	148	 Fleischer 1994, p. 224, illustrated in Fleischer 1994, illustration No. 9-12, for a color repro-

duction see https://c8.alamy.com/compde/a6t26x/ereignisse-zweiter-weltkriegzweiter-welt-
krieg-propaganda-plakat-der-feind-hort-zu-ca-1942-a6t26x.jpg (accessed May 1, 2024).
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Fig. 4: Two American soldiers pose underneath a poster that shows a lurking silhouette and a German 
caption that reads Feind hört mit [The enemy is listening] and a large questionmark, Germany 1945. 
Source: United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, courtesy of John Truty, https://collections.ushmm.
org/search/catalog/pa1174296 (accessed May 1, 2024).
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added by the graphic designer Richard Blank (1901–72) who gave the shadowman 
his definitive look.149 In Helwig-Strehl’s original posters, a shadowman overshadowed 
people gossiping about secrets accompanied by the “Feind hört mit!” slogan. Maybe 
Helwig-Strehl was inspired by a movie scene in Fritz Lang’s 1931 blockbuster M�Eine 
Stadt sucht einen Mörder (known in English simply as “M”). The film still, which shows 
a little girl in front of a wanted poster of a murderer, was often used to advertise the 
movie. She has just read the poster and turned around, looking with horror into the 
camera. The audience does not see what she sees, but a shadow of a man wearing a hat 
is cast on the wanted poster. The audience knows she is facing her future murderer. 
Linking the shadow enemy who is always listening to a faceless murderer of children 
from a movie fits with the campaign’s goal to demonize a faceless enemy.

Blank’s posters mostly worked in a similar way, featuring a shadow over people 
talking about war secrets. His shadowman, however, was more graphically, had an arm 
and a hand and a more clearly designed hat, i.e., it was more instantly recognizable as 
a shadow, an outsider to the people talking in the posters. At that time, bare, hatless 
heads gave the impression of great curiosity and informal, confidential relationships. 
The shadow’s hat is shaped like the felt hats with brim, dent, and ribbon that were 
common around 1940.150 It seems that Blank was also the first to use a new inscription, 
“Pst! [Shh!] Feind hört mit,” but he could have done this parallel to other artists.151 
“Pst” became another key element that was also distributed alone.

The “Feind hört mit!” posters came first; the stencils (fig. 4) later. They were the 
end point of the design development outlined above that started in WWI, when only 
the slogan was in use.152 This observation by Fleischer seems plausible, as the pho-
tos of shadowmen stencils I know of all have Blank’s full arm and hand, the slightly 
inclined (to the left) one-armed silhouette with a hat protruding from the outside into 
the picture surface.153

The shadowmen stencils, successors to the posters, composed of a reduced ver-
sion of the poster design. They showed only the listening enemy, without gossiping 
people or the background situation. In contrast to the posters, they were sometimes 
combined with an even more reduced version of the inscription. There are stencils 
and posters with only “Feind hört mit!” or only “Pst!” (or both), but there is another 
design that was only stenciled and never appeared on a poster. This stencil-exclusive 
design featured a shadowman accompanied by a simple question mark, a fact never 

	149	 Fleischer 1994, p. 222.
	150	 Fleischer 1994, p. 119.
	151	 Fleischer 1994, p. 222–226.
	152	 “Der Feind hört mit!/Vorsicht bei Gesprächen!,” poster, 1917, illustrated in bw in Andreas 

Fleischer: Feind hört mit! Propagandakampagnen des Zweiten Weltkrieges im Vergleich. 
Münster 1994, p. 279; in color see https://www.akg-images.de/archive/Der-Feind-hort-mit!---
Vorsicht-bei-Gesprachen!-2UMDHUW3FF33.html (accessed May 1, 2024).

	153	 Fleischer 1994, p. 119.
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mentioned by Fleischer, whose book dealt primarily with the posters. The design of 
the most reduced stencil version seems to have stemmed from a Nazi print publication, 
an issue of the Völkischer Beobachter from January 16, 1944. Behind the text, Blank’s 
shadowman with only a “?” appears.154 Both stencils and posters ran together until the 
end of the war. The reduced design of the stencil fits the medium—just one color, No 
intermediary vehicle apart from the wall itself, No other figures, a succinct inscription.

The wall stencils were more direct and had a greater impact than the posters. 
Viewers of the posters were merely observing another reality where other figures talked 
among themselves whereas those who encountered the stencil became part of the scene, 
themselves overshadowed. Not all of the shadowman stencils seemed to have been put 
randomly on the streets. Though most (documented) examples were stenciled on walls 
and street corners,155 there were also others painted on top of advertising posters,156 
on advertising columns,157 next to shopping display windows,158 or on doors,159 i.e. at 
locations where people actually met and talked. If the background was too dark against 
the shadow, the stencil outline was redrawn with chalk.

Not all passersby knew what the shadowman stencils were about. Though the slo-
gan campaign was well known, its connection to the shadowman stencil was not, as the 
posters often had only a question mark as an inscription. In February 1944, the official 
war chronicler of the city of Münster wrote: “In Münster, too, in January ‘The Black 
Man’ was painted everywhere on the street corners, which here in northern Germany 
gave rise to all sorts of strange suspicions that were not heard in southern Germany. 
One of these rumors is: The attacks were directed against ‘the blacks,’ namely against 
the Catholic and Protestant clergy. After a few days, sticky notes gave the answer to the 
question mark: Hold your tongue, don’t talk too much—the enemy is listening.“160

	154	 Fleischer 1994, p. 226–227, for a scan see https://anno.onb.ac.at/cgi-content/
anno?aid=vob&datum=19440116&seite=1&zoom=33 (accessed May 1, 2024). 

	155	 An American soldier looking at Axis propaganda: “The enemy is listening!,” photo, ca. 1945, 
posted on Instagram, 10.04.2017, by worldwar2historypics, https://www.instagram.com/p/
BStR4rrFjuT/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	156	 Feind hört mit, photo, Vienna, ca. 1943/1944, Collection of Karl A. Kubinzky, https://www.
museum-joanneum.at/kulturgeschichte-online/graz-ein-streifzug-durch-die-landeshaupt-
stadt/8-bezirk-st-peter (accessed May 1, 2024).

	157	 Feind hört mit, photo, Münster, after February 1944, https://www.muenster.de/stadt/
kriegschronik/1944_propaganda.html (accessed May 1, 2024).

	158	 Feind hört mit on a shopping display window, Hanau, ca. 1944, collection Medienzentrum 
Hanau, https://docplayer.org/docs-images/67/56902186/images/21-0.jpg (accessed May 1, 
2024).

	159	 Corp. William Sharp of Chicago, US Army, inspects a lurking shadow painted on a building 
in Germany, photo, ca. 1945, posted on Twitter 08.01.2016 by Melissa Amateis, https://
twitter.com/ww2historygal/status/685530721864134656 (accessed May 1, 2024).

	160	 Franz Wiemers: Kriegschronik Münster, Februar 1944, quoted in https://www.muenster.
de/stadt/kriegschronik/1944_propaganda.html (accessed May 1, 2024), translation by the 
author.
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According to Fleischer, it should be pointed out that, before this campaign, a shad-
owed figure did not necessarily mean “enemy”—it could have also meant “Gestapo.” 
“In times hostile to polysemy, i.e. In times of aversion to ambiguity, for example in 
periods of war, in which survival can depend on the unambiguity of knowledge, it is 
downright a defect when the strongly irritated imagination is also offered projection 
surfaces of the vagueness of the visualized anonymity of the shadow man symbol-
ism. The presence in very close proximity—behind the military front—implied by 
the shadow formation also opens the way for subversive thoughts.”161 Some other sub-
versive or ironic reactions or misinterpretations on the posters and stencils were for 
example “Hitler verläßt Deutschland” (Hitler is leaving Germany) or reactions to the 
fact that the shadowman was inclined: “Alles geht schief!” (Everything goes sideways!) 
as in German “schief” is literally “inclined” like the shadow image. Other reactions 
linked it to propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels, who was limping because of a club-
foot: “Klumpfuß geht wieder um” (Clubfoot is going around again), “na, brauchen wir 
schon ’ne Krücke?” (Well, do we need a crutch already?), or the rhyme “schwer hat es 
das Hinkebein, bald schon muß es zur Gruft hinein” (the limp has a hard time, soon 
it will have to go into the crypt). The “Pst!” directive is said to have become a warning 
not only to avoid being heard by strangers but also to avoid being heard by known, 
convinced National Socialists—as more and more citizens became aware of the horrors 
of the Nazi government and the war, more and more whispered (and dangerous) con-
versations began to take place.162

The afterlife of the shadowman campaign post WWII continued until the late 
1970s,163 for instance in a CDU (conservative party) election campaign poster from 
1946 in the Soviet occupation zone,164 the movie poster for �e �ird Man (1949, 
directed by Carol Reed), on the cover of the illustrated weekly news magazine Quick 
(1957)165 and by the well-known satirical photo collage poster artist Klaus Staeck 

	161	 Fleischer 1994, p. 120.
	162	 Fleischer 1994, p. 120; Karl-Heinz Brackmann, Renate Birkenhauer: NS-Deutsch. ‚Selbst-

verständliche’ Begriffe und Schlagwörter aus der Zeit des Nationalsozialismus. Straelen/ 
Niederrhein 1988, p. 71, 121; Michael Balfour: Propaganda in War 1939–1945. Organisa-
tions, Policies und Publics in Britain and Germany. London/Boston 1979, p. 190f.

	163	 Fleischer 1994 did not know the 1957 Quick cover and the later Staeck cover from 1979, 
but the other post WWII examples mentioned here.

	164	 “pst! Das ist vorbei wir wählen frei Christlich-Demokratische Union Liste 2,” poster from 
August 1946 of the state and district elections in the Soviet Zone on October 20, 1946, 
CDUD LV Thuringia Approved by the censorship of the Soviet military administration of 
Thuringia, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:KAS-Bespitzelung-Bild-10731-2.jpg 
(accessed May 1, 2024).

	165	 Quick, Vol. 10, No. 44, 02.11.1957.
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(*1938) as late as 1975166 and 1979,167 who compared the political climate in RAF ter-
rorism-shaken West Germany in the 1970s to the climate of suspicion and “everyone 
could be the enemy” of the Nazi era. When asked about his use of the shadowman, 
Staeck replied he knew the campaign from his childhood, when he saw several painted 
shadowmen on buildings in his hometown Bitterfeld. The stencils had a longer life 
than the posters or other printed versions, as they were stored in archives out of sight 
for decades. Staeck stated that he chose the “symbol” of the shadowman as nearly all 
Germans from his generation and older were still familiar with this motif in the late 
1970s.168 Staeck worked with Joseph Beuys as well as stencil artists like Christoph 
Kohlhöfer (see chapter 3) or Sigmar Polke, for instance in 1969.169

Like Mussolini’s mottos in Italy, these wall-stenciled Nazi propaganda slogans and 
shadowman images sometimes lasted until the 2010s,170 but much more rarely than in 
Italy. Most surviving stencils in Germany were found in the former GDR, as renova-
tions there mostly took place only after the fall of the Wall. 

4.2.1.3	 Princess Elizabeth Stenciling in a Church (1949)

A curious case of public stencil propaganda—this time not connected to war— 
took place in Great Britain in 1949.171 On March 29 and 30 of that year, Princess 
Elizabeth, later Queen Elizabeth II, visited Liverpool in an official capacity. She 
symbolically unlocked the door of the Liverpool cathedral, which was still under 
construction at that time. In a photo, she watches her husband of two years, Philip, the 
Duke of Edinburgh, stencil his initials on a pillar at the entrance of the north nave aisle 
of Liverpool Cathedral after having done the same herself. An article in the Illustrated 

	166	 Klaus Staeck, Rechts-Staat [inscription “Bitte streichen Sie meinen Namen aus Ihrem 
Notizbuch” (Please errase my name from your note book) on shadowman], postcard, 1975, 
https://www.edition-staeck.de/produkt/pk-rechts-staat/ (accessed May 1, 2024).

	167	 Klaus Staeck, book cover for Heinrich Böll: Du fährst zu oft nach Heidelberg und andere 
Erzählungen. Bornheim-Merten 1979. A shadowman cast on a tourist photo view of 
Heidelberg.

	168	 Klaus Staeck in email conversation with the author, 06.10.2020.
	169	 In 1969, Staeck organized the Fluxus festival INTERMEDIA 69, Kohlhöfer, Beuys and 

Polke participated among others.
	170	 “Räder müssen rollen für den Sieg/unnötige Reisen verlängern den Krieg,” slogan on the 

wall of a railway building in Blankenheim and Riestedt, both photographed in 2013, both in 
the former GDR area, https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/R%C3%A4der_m%C3%BCssen_ 
rollen_f%C3%BCr_den_Sieg!#/media/Datei:BlankenheimTrennungsbfLosungBstg.jpg 
(accessed May 1, 2024); https://artefakte.perladesa.de/pix/Region-Halle/Sangerhausen/
bahnhof-riestedt2.jpg (accessed May 1, 2024); see also shadowman stencil “Feid hört mit!,” 
photographed in color by Markus Kammerer in 2018, https://www.flickr.com/photos/ 
carismarkus/28519537317 (accessed May 1, 2024).

	171	 Illustrated London News, 09.04.1949, p. 467.
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London News illustrated the possibly metal stencil that was used, bearing the initials of 
Elizabeth and Philip connected by a stylized rope, called a “true-lovers knot.”172 The 
stenciled initials and the knot were still visible in 2008,173 but in a different form—not 
as a stencil image, but as a bas relief, as seen in a photo from 1976,174 but most likely 
already less than one and a half years later, before June 1951, when Cotton spoke of 
“incised on the left hand pier”175 when he wrote about the initials. Though richly 
illustrated, both Cotton’s �e book of Liverpool Cathedral (1964) and its earlier version 
Liverpool Cathedral. �e O�cial Handbook of the Cathedral Committee (1951) did 
not find the initials important enough to illustrate them. Dillistone wrote: “Princess 
Elisabeth […] and Prince Philip traced a lovers’ knot,”176 so the stencil was like a 
preparatory drawing for the low relief, executed but not conceived by the royals. This 
points to all stencil images being like inverted bas reliefs, as the color sits on the surface, 
and to all stencil tools being like low reliefs as the image part exists because one shift 
was cut out. In the title of her book Carved Paper: �e Art of the Japanese Stencil,177 
editor Shin-tsu Tai points to that relief-like quality of stencils as well. In comparing the 
photo of the brass stencil tool to the carved version, it becomes apparent that the latter 
one is more elaborate, more detailed, and more delicate than the stencil tool. So the 
ephemeral stencil image painted by Elizabeth and Philip was translated symbolically 
rather than faithfully into low relief. Although this act of propaganda stenciling was 
done indoors, not on the street, it was in a highly visible public location, a church 
accessible to the general public. This wall stenciling followed the old tradition of love 
graffiti on walls and trees, for instance by Angelica and Medoro, two characters from 
the 16th-century Italian epic Orlando Furioso by Ludovico Ariosto. Elizabeth and 
Philip’s stencil gave the impression of a personal act, at least in the private tradition of 
love graffiti, but attached in a very official and public way, accompanied by officials, 
with temporary stairs erected at the pillar to make the act of wall stenciling visible to 
a larger audience, an act on a stage. This ritual was similar to cutting the symbolic red 
ribbon (but less ephemeral) or to signing a city’s book of honor (but more accessible 
to the general public). This is a rare case of ephemeral wall stencil propaganda that 
was not done by sign painters, unknown road workers, or contract artists working 
for a propaganda office, but by a princess and a duke—maybe the most prominent 

	172	 Illustrated London News, 09.04.1949, p. 467.
	173	 Joe Riley: Queen Elizabeth’s visit to Liverpool: So pleased to see you again ma’am. Liverpool 

Echo, 21.05.2008, https://www.liverpoolecho.co.uk/news/liverpool-news/queen-elizabeths- 
visit-liverpool-pleased-3486646 (accessed May 1, 2024).

	174	 See photo in F. W. Dillistone: Liverpool Cathedral. Liverpool 1976, p. 8.
	175	 Vere E. Cotton: Liverpool Cathedral. The Official Handbook of the Cathedral Committee. 

Liverpool 1951, p. 38.
	176	 F. W. Dillistone: Liverpool Cathedral. Liverpool 1976, p. 8.
	177	 Susan Shin-tsu Tai (ed.): Carved Paper: The Art of the Japanese Stencil. Santa Barbara, CA 

1998.
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stencilers so far. While a freehand signature on a pillar in a church would have seemed 
misplaced or unusual, Elizabeth and Philip’s stenciled coat of arms-like initials were 
self-attached but in a dignified way, despite neither being an artist or sign painter. 
To attach their initials with the love knot freehand would have required practice, a 
sense of proportion, composition and handling of the adequate size, and proficiency 
in dealing with the viscosity of the paint, so as to not appear ridiculous in front of 
the large audience. Instead, all this was done in advance by someone qualified, with 
their experience and talent going into the stencil, like thoughts into a book or music 
into sheet notes, for someone else to attach it to a surface. Later, the symbolic and 
ephemeral stencil was transferred into the more durable medium of carved stone.

4.2.2	 Resistance

Wall stencils have been used as a tool of resistance since at least the 1930s, for 
instance in protest against Nazi Germany, in Germany itself, but also in Poland, applied 
by the Waver group, for example, or in the United States. Stencils were never the only 
or even the predominant tool of resistance, but one of many. There might have been 
more similar examples also in other countries, or the examples shown here might have 
been rare exceptions. According to Polish graffiti and stencil specialist Tomasz Sikorski, 
“stencils were not much used in the streets in occupied Warsaw for safety reasons. The 
signs were painted with brushes and often e.g. with durable tar, while stencils required 
paint (probably difficult to get) and—carrying the utensils plus the original stencil 
which was a deadly threat if you were stopped on the street and searched.”178 Sikorski’s 
observation seems to apply to the majority of resistance graffiti at that time as well.

The existence (fig. 5) and rare photographic documentation of these stencils point 
to a use of stencil propaganda decades before their much more known use in South 
American guerrilla resistance groups of the 1960s and ’70s. The known examples of 
these WWII resistance stencils consisted mainly of words or icons like the crossed-out 
swastika but rarely included images, contrary to the later guerilla war examples, for 
instance in Nicaragua in the 1970s where the Sandinistas often used a silhouette of 
their eponym.179

Some of these WWII resistance stencils conveyed drastic messages that would 
have been censored in Nazi-controlled areas, such as the White Rose’s “Down with 
Hitler,” or “H7,” the forbidden monogram of King Haakon VII of Norway, who fled 
the Nazis. For others, like the slogan “Parole Heimat,” acceptability was dependent on 
context; on a postcard they might be tolerated, but as wall graffiti certainly not.

	178	 Tomasz Sikorski in an email conversation with the author, 02.09.2020.
	179	 See chapter 4.4.4.
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4.2.2.1	 Subverting the Nazi “V” Campaign in Poland and Norway 
circa 1941

Though the French daily newspaper Le Monde Quotidien published a headline 
reading “V pour victoire” on May 18, 1939, it was the former Belgian Minister of 
Justice and director of the Belgian French-language broadcasts on the BBC, Victor de 
Laveleye, who suggested in a BBC broadcast on January 14, 1941 that Belgians should 
use “V pour victoire” (“V for victory” in French) or “V voor victorie/vrijheid” (“V for 
victory/freedom” in Flemish) as a visual sign of resistance against the Nazis. In the fol-
lowing weeks, the letter “V” appeared as chalk or scratch graffiti on walls throughout 

Fig. 5: “TYLKO ŚWINIE SIEDZĄ W KINIE” [ONLY SWINES SIT IN THE CINEMA], ca. 1941–45. This 
stencil tool survived in the archive of Andrzej Miastkowski. Illustrated in Ewa Chabros, Grzegorz Kmita: 
Graffiti w PRL. Wrocław 2011, p. 27.
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