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Introduction

THE PERFEcT HERE AND NOw

What a brilliant idea it would be for us to regularly and on the spot write 
down all surrounding woks of art, all objects we find moving and inspiring, 
thus creating a vast archive of the present day, a catalogue of the works 
of art filtered through one’s personal sensitivity and imagination. The 
art, just like good food, wants to be talked about, explained. It gets cold 
quickly, so we’d better not linger. Susan Sontag wrote: “we need an erotics 
of art”, grasping it when it’s still warm and alive.  Such collections analysing 
the young artists’ creations tend to have a short “expiry date”. They easily 
gather dust. Before I started writing, I had been wondering for a while, 
whether the works of the very young artists deserved any monograph. In a 
couple of years, perhaps even most of them will not be dealing with art any 
more. They may become experts in any other fields. For now, they try their 
hand at various media, let themselves experiment and choose their subjects 
freely. Perhaps we should wait a little longer for them to take root in their 
positions, develop their distinctive manner of style, and start to copy their 
own best ideas creating new works–products. And yet, wouldn’t it be wiser 
to look into them now, for as Roland Barthes asks: “Why mightn’t there be, 
somehow, a new science for each object?” 1 

In the Japanese aesthetics, there is a notion of wabi, denoting the 
ascetics based on the fascination with austerity, impermanence, simplicity. 
It reflects the sensitivity to what is fragile and transient. Referring to wabi 
seems very important in terms of this collection, comprising the artistic 
stances of the young creators, with all the roughness, clumsiness, and 
simplicity of means involved. It is in fact the fascination with studying the 
interim stages, germs of ideas, what has inclined me to write down their sto-
ries on the origins of particular works. After the attempts to draw the outline 
of the current state of art in Silesian region, in the published “Katowicki 
underground artystyczny po 1953 roku” (“The underground art movement in 
Katowice after 1953”), or the catalogue summing up the “Śląsk activ” exhi-
bition series, the “Dzikusy” (“Savages”) makes another bid for mapping the 
today watched phenomena, and above all, is the record of the studio get–to-
gethers, nice talks and exchanging thoughts. 

1 Barthes, R. Camera Lucida. Reflections on photography. 1980
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It is sometime in the eighties, and like in Władysław Pasikowski “Pigs”, 
new times have come and the old world has been swiped out by aggressi-
ve capitalism. All that matters, is the brute force, the survival instinct and 
endless possibilities for the enterprising, fast, and resourceful. Kids buy 
Turbo bubble–gums, collect the included in the package pictures of sports 
cars. They are having their pictures taken sitting on Santa’s lap, who is we-
aring a cotton wool beard. They are being forced to have they kindergarten 
nap–times, although they don’t feel like taking a nap at all, their mothers 
reuse old clothes to make bags for carrying their slippers to school, they have 
their walkmans and patiently rewind the broken tape with a pencil. In times 
of Sylvester Stallone saying clenching his jaw: lets go, Rambo bleeding, and 
Rocky undergoing gruelling training, they spend long hours staring into the 
cluttered shelf–unit or into the photograph wallpaper with some palms on it. 

Born in the eighties, they move or act slower, heavier than the kids 
raised by the Internet. They still have the half–analogue thinking, adapting to 
virtual reality. As opposed to the successive generation, they do know what 
matter resistance is, the power of makeshift solutions, the might of sub-
stitutes. They know one cannot make everything, that the reality is not as 
light and transformable as it looks in video games. Yet, their way of thinking 
has been developed by the “inventions” introduced to the market when they 
were still in school. It was the time when the breakthrough invention of the 
whiteout marker came to this world, at first in the form of a pen filled with 
white liquid, and later on as correction tape. The trend of correcting and 
improving coincided with the emergence of video–rental. The reality got 
off–balance, began to appear more and more deformable, less binding. When 
something got worn–off, it was very easy to fix, or replace it. The status of 
objects shifted. Things were not supposed to bear any signs of use, nor smell 
of anyone touching them, nor places they were stored in. The scent of crisp 
newness became the most desired one.  The durable has been replaced by 
the disposable, as effect of the remote control enabling skipping channels 
without getting up from the couch. Boredom ceased to exist. The invention 
of the professor of architecture at the Budapest College of Applied Arts — 
the Rubik’s cube gets popularised. At the same time, just like the toy divided 
into colour blocks, the reality started to demand a similar putting it back 
together, a time–consuming and requiring a set of skills task. 

Born in the eighties, they made a sudden leap from the communistic 
drabness of shell suit knockoffs, of sleeping on a futon bed waiting for the 
parcels with coffee and oranges, into the reality of holidays in Egypt and 
Tunisia. After the period when they would only holiday in the cheap and fa-
miliar resorts of Milówka, Łeba, Szczawnica, or Ustroń, without getting any 
further than to Bulgaria or the Hungarian Lake Balaton, it was finally made 
possible for them to travel more. They have been given this privilege without 
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any greater efforts or fighting for it. Everything was suddenly brighter, wider, 
easier. Perhaps, that is why their art does not provide a deep insight into the 
body or social issues, or the obsessive study of one’s identity. Those matters 
were worked out long before. They do however look carefully around them-
selves, and like a good DJ, they match samples compulsively sucked in from 
the reality. They mix them together and spit out, sticky with the leftovers of 
their own sensitivity and imagination. Rummaging the reality, they someti-
mes walk in the dark, time after time running into elements and subjects at-
tracting their attention although sometimes only to be abandoned moments 
after the short play. 

Self–centred, with nothing to rebel against, they study what they have 
at hand, dissect the surroundings, and put the components back together 
according to completely new rules. they distrust the imposed norms, drawn 
lines, and confines. 

They turn the surroundings inside–out, they look for the hidden mecha-
nisms and transformation potential in all what is known and familiar. Gro-
wing up in the dirty, deprived of charming monuments Silesia, they construct 
own micro–worlds in order to survive, to save themselves from the ugliness 
and the cult of hard work instilled by their parents. They want beauty, exotics, 
and aimlessness all at once. Each time, regardless of the medium, they try 
work out their own personal rituals based on common experience. They do 
not seek any excesses. They indulge themselves in what is naturally imprin-
ted in reality, yet not noticeable at first glance.  

In the shadow of the fascination with the landscape of Silesia variously 
captured by Jan Dutkiewicz, Rafał Pomorski, Roman Nowotarski, Maciej 
Bieniasz, Jacek Rykała, Roman Maciuszkiewicz, Ewa Zawadzka, or Zbigniew 
Blukacz, a new art emerges, dominated by the conceptual approach to the 
surrounding environment. The ways how the born in the 80s artists see the 
world have been influenced by the two artistic figures. Some of the “Savages” 
(“Dzikusy”) took their first steps guided by Szymon Kobylarz, an assistant 
tutor at the Chair of Painting at the Academy of Fine Arts in Katowice. His 
detective inclinations have inspired many of his younger colleagues. Apart 
from the form, the examination of the state of the present times gained 
importance. And in this case, the diagnosis gives no positive outlook. The 
reality in Kobylarz’s art is fragile and partially concealed, with fiction treated 
on equal terms with knowledge. The information gives rise to concern, may 
only serve as casual inspiration for the troubled, tracking manipulation 
imagination. The environment demands adapting to the rapidly changing 
rules, increasing our suspiciousness and defensive impulses. Bartk Buczek 
with his recipes for a work of art possible in the hypothetical fantasy world, 
Dominik Ritszel and the conspirators of unknown intentions, Michał Gayer 
documenting the somnambulant night strolls, Szymon Szewczyk hunting the 
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distorted memories of the wildness he has only seen on TV, Adam Laska with 
his fictional mad scientists characters, Michał Smandek staging nature for-
mations inside galleries, all echo the Kobylarz’s vision of art. In accordance 
with his rules of new history and new geography, the rumour and inaccurate 
coverage are by no means less useful than the truth or knowledge. As one of 
his first works, “The invisible drawings”, Kobylarz painted water stains on the 
wall, in addition to the already existing ones, making them barely recognisa-
ble as fake. He was fascinated with tricking the viewer, with misleading, with 
the ability to start from scratch. From that moment on, he often exchanges 
in his works the real with the three–dimensional. He recaptures the images 
and stories he finds on the Internet and builds a new complete piece upon 
them. He presents the viewer with only the bits of an overheard story, the 
results of his private investigations pointing to the inability of determining 
the sense. 

Ha conducts research based on inaccurate data, resembling a brief 
reconnaissance carried out on the spot, in face of approaching danger. On 
those bases, he prepares cardboard mock–ups and flawlessly shammed 
documentations. The very step to appropriate unauthorised coverage and to 
illegally process it, is crucial.  Relying on it, the artist finds the proof of the 
dug out from the depths of the web instabilities, suspicions, and plots. In 
his art, he creates the appearances of a reliable, archaeological–like recon-
struction and leads the viewer on a road to nowhere, into the minefields of 
manipulating information distorted by means of transfer. 

The deteriorating buildings, the impaired inventions, the feral, twisted, 
catastrophe survival forms, the quasi–scientific absurd, the science and 
madness borderline, make the common denominator of his actions. Was it 
the vampire–strangler from Sosnowiec, the prisoner–scientist Mr. Jan Kolano, 
the trapped underground and miraculously rescued miner Alojzy Piątek, or 
was it the controversial Frederick the Great, each time Kobylarz would fog 
and complicate the story building the context of his work. He was intere-
sted in variations, subplots, rumours, urban legends, inaccurate repetitions, 
copies. As if by rule he could trust no one, with everything being suspicious 
and insincere, backed by shady business, and misrepresentations. In accor-
dance with this concept of reality, he created for his diploma show a bizarre 

“Institution Model” — a hygienic place for committing suicide, dehumanised, 
stiff, and lab–like. 

He found the adjective “classified” particularly appealing. That is the 
reason why he was drawn to the intelligence codename Echelon — the global 
American operation for gathering and invigilating data. The data collected 
were transferred to the Fort Meade base, the NSA headquarters and pro-
cessed by the supercomputers. Based on the archive materials he found, 
Kobylarz made in the “Echelon” project a his own sets of documents on 
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this case, the fictional archives of the mysterious, undetectable base — the 
desired command–and–control centre keeping the world order, a reservoir of 
knowledge — the area of power. The media–fuelled apocalyptic visions and 
the phobias of our times, the fear of the inevitably approaching unknown, 
pushed him to make yet another visions life after the catastrophe. Kobylarz 
began his project “The man who has survived the end of the world” at the 
stage of preparing himself for an escape, for disappearance, perfecting his 
survival skills, arming himself up, building shelter. He used books to con-
struct a geometrical structure — a makeshift shelter. In the “Civil defence”, 
the objects and drawings series, he rewrote the old civil defence school tra-
ining instructions. Tapping into homemade elements and minimal resources, 
he created handcrafted weapons.  Cannelloni pasta bombs , milk–cartons 
periscopes, coca–cola bottle gas–mask — the fruits of the crank handyman–
terrorist’s experiments, carried out in the intimacy of his own studio. 

The other tutor, keeping an eye on the new figures inside these circles, is 
Andrzej Tobis. Trimming the offshoots of his students’ ideas, he pushed them 
towards braver experiments, documenting in the meantime the remains of 
the PRL (Polish People’s Republic) aesthetics, inspired by a German dictionary 
he found. “I don’t exactly consider myself the author of those photographs”, 
he commented before the “A–Z. Educational Cabinets” exhibition opening. 
It is a set of photographs illustrating the complex entries of the published 
in East Germany in the fifties Polish–German dictionary, intended to aid 
communication between the Eastern Bloc workers. Originally, Tobis’ project 
was considered “open”, impossible to be completed, for as the artist claims, 
it is very hard to find something starting with the letter “A”, what makes him 
collect the materials rather incidentally, not minding the alphabetical order. 
He recorded only those situations, which had not been staged, the people he 
incidentally ran into, the items he found, the unexpectedly discovered places. 
As he said in one of the interviews: “they are simply waiting there, and my job 
is to notice and capture them. That’s it. No extra planning”. He took photos 
of the objects he encountered with a distinctive respect, in the spirit of the 

“Düsseldorf school of photography” and its typical “clinical eye” with the 
photographer withdrawing from creating the picture, turning away from to 
the expression and moving to representation. Like Bernd and Hilla Becher, 
Thomas Ruff, Thomas Struth, and Candida Hofer, he treated his typologies 
as tools of observation and comparative analysis of single structures. He 
did not create an experimental base, or a catalogue, but rather overwrote 
the dictionary entries with the “images encountered”. The world in the East 
German dictionary he built his collection upon, is cold and set straight, run-
ning like a reliable, precision machinery.  It includes numbers of propaganda 
in–words glorifying collective life, and surprises with omitting the private 
sphere, the areas of emotions and feelings. A model based on those patterns, 
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strikes with labelling, with cold sterility, and predictability, which the “A–Z” 
series appears to demystify, with a doze of subtle sense of humour.  Scatte-
ring what Tobis has arranged in the a–z order, seems to chop the world into 
autonomous pieces. Reading the world, a certain kind of taming the surro-
undings by means of producing signs — the image/word arrangements, sets 
aside its entire strangeness, making it comprehensible and familiar. In fact, 
Tobis’ dictionary illustrations do not take any intellectual processing, causing 
an unexpected escape of the very question of sense. They rather seem to 
depict the reflections upon the linguistic homelessness impossible to over-
come. The entire pleasure of watching them consists in the admiration for 
the one–time–only correspondence of the “signifier and signified”, places 
matched with descriptions, captured inside the frame. Like a child, the artist 
points his finger at the objects he chooses, uttering a simple “it”, nothing 
else, no references to the unspoken, no margins, no blurs. 

“Educational Cabinets”, like many works of the young artists passing 
through Tobis’ studio, set their base in the ways of observation, in skilful do-
cumenting the surrounding. They slide the surface of signs, at the same time 
liberating and protecting the reality from vanishing.
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The anthropologists of 
senses

Counter to the reality of screens, of the electrical impulses of mediated 
contact, of the virtual interchange dynamics — the intimacy, warmth, and 
smell are becoming more and more scarce. In their works, Justyna Gruszczyk 
and Michał Gayer employ senses other than sight. As if sensitising the smell, 
or touch would carry the promise to purify our perception, would make the 
remedy for the sight–centric culture. The flashes, screens, and images are 
being replaced with the sensation of smelling the sleepy body, a scent with 
vanilla and milk base, carefully prepared by Justyna Gruszczyk. The reality 
becomes more familiar, transformable, at hand, marked with personal touch, 
with the smooth feeling of the cardboard surface sanded by Gayer. There 
is no place for fiction and unrealness here; the reality which makes the 
substance of the works, is the one within arm’s reach, yet with senses which 
have been given some fresh air, alert and wake. 

The touch and smell take away the viewer’s privileged position, where 
one could simply watch and command things, and judge their moves from 
a safe distance of one’s look. They let you learn the materiality of both the 
object and area the body touches. It is the touch and the smell, which cause 
one to become stained with the object leaving its mark. T. Sławek points out 
the ambiguity of the word touch, meaning both the feel and, at the same 
time, an undertone, a flaw 1. As Mary Douglas and Julia Kristeva claim, this 
notion of foulness cannot be easily captured, one cannot fully control it. 
This impurity expresses the primitive fear of disturbing the order. “It is thus 
not lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection but what disturbs 
identity, system, order. What does not respect borders, positions, rules. The 
in–between, the ambiguous, the composite” 2. The extreme variety of fear 
of the abject (of what is existing somewhere between the subject and the 
object) is the fear of death as decay. The unpleasant odours, the formless, 
sticky body fluids, instantly associated with impurity, disturb the sta-
ble identity. They are what erases the border between the inside and the 
outside of the body. They are always active, leaking, soaking, mocking the 
consciousness.

1  Sławek, T. Cienie i rzeczy. Rozważania o dotyku. [in] W przestrzeni dotyku. Ed. Kurek J.,  
K. Maliszewski. Chorzów, 2009:18

2  Kristeva J., Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection. New York: Columbia University Press, 1982.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Powers_of_Horror


Invisible Cities (Bielefeld)

water drawing on paper, 2013



14

Justyna Gruszczyk

THE SMELL OF A PERSON ASLEEP, STRAwBERRIES, MILK, AND cOcONuT

values the ephemeral, the short–lasting. She thus paints on paper with 
water mixed with milk, which crinkle the base while drying off, leaving the 
viewer to merely track the gone traces of the paintbrush. This is how the 

“Invisible cities” series came to life, a series documenting Gruszczyk’s failed 
attempts at applying for art residency to various cities, one after another 
rejecting her proposals. The dreams of change and better life end up in her 
imagining the cities unwilling to host her. The creased, macerated paper 
sheets with illegible maps of never visited cities document this cycle of 
shattered dreams. Justyna Gruszczyk’s works capture the acceptance of fu-
tile efforts, the evanescence, and the unmanageable transience. For another 
project, the artist prepares a cologne scented scale model of a house her 
father used to live and tell about. The paper mock–up creases and falls apart 
throughout the exhibition. 

Gruszczyk’s art pivots around the experiments with odours she carefully 
prepares, assisted by a professional perfume maker. The artist designs the 
architecture of a particular scent, lists the ingredients to be combined, de-
scribes the impressions and connotations the fragrance is expected to elicit. 
I came across her art for the first time when I read the description of the “Co-
conut scented snow” project. The idea was to use an atomizer to aromatise 
large snow–covered tracts with coconut flavouring. Moreover, the flavouring 
was supposed to be aspartame sweetened to obtain the result close to co-
conut flavour ice–cream. Gruszczyk wrote: “the snow surface must be clean 
and fresh, yet in near vicinity of a place the pedestrians walk past. It would 
be optimal for the place to be associated with leisure — this may be a garden, 
a park, a playground.” In spite of many successful exhibitions, the project has 
not been carried out yet. 

In her projects, Gruszczyk frequently refers to the smells of the existing 
spaces, objects, or works of art (for the “Kolonie” show in Rondo Sztuki in 
Katowice she re–interpreted Natalia LL’s works by aromatising the place 
with a heavy flower scent — “Schyłek lata”/ “Last days of summer”, 2011). She 
filled the cathedral in Toruń with the smell of water (“Strumień”/ “Stream”, 
2008), she altered the indoor odours in Gdańsk in 2007, adding a soothing 
fruit aroma to the existing smell of public service interiors. In 2013, she cre-
ated the “Oddech”/ “Breath” scent installation dedicated to Bunkier Sztuki 
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interiors, one had to poke around all the nooks and crannies searching for 
it; the audience’s sense of smell was getting more and more sensitive to the 
natural smells present in the building: the smell of the staff, the walls, the 
rooms, and works of art. It was not easy to explicitly distinguish the areas 
appointed for experiencing the scent she had concocted. 

For “Stopienie”/“Melting”, she sprayed a heavenly smell around Dublin. 
The smell was brought in by perfumed people, spread with an atomizer onto 
fences, poles, shop doormats, inside public restrooms, and so on, or simply 
sprayed around. A place with large immigrant population is always culturally 
richer than a place dwelled by autochthons only. “I wanted to bring a positive 
vibe into the city, to make everyone feel happy, safe, at home. The smell for 
this project was composed from sponge cake, rhubarb, and strawberries aro-
ma — all people, regardless of their background, were certain about associa-
ting it with their childhood”, she said.

The artist attempted to create a scent connected with her own childho-
od. The “Bebok” title is related to the Silesian legends imaginarium where 
bebok is a character the adults used to threaten naughty children with to 
make them behave. Gruszczyk sprayed a dimmed gallery space with a custo-
mised fragrance combining sweat odour, the scents of fur, rotten wood, and 
vanilla. For the “Imperium snu”/ “Empire of dreams” carried out in Bielsko 
Biała, Toruń, and Katowice, she would gather, note down, and record for 
months the inhabitants’ dreams of both the real and the imaginary city. 
When performing the action of odorising a city with a mix of milk and vanilla 
scents, resembling the smell of a just awaken body still in bed, she played the 
narration of the recorded dreams in the waiting hall of the PKS bus station, 
inside antique shops, cafés, taxis. The fragrance was sprayed around with 
atomizers, soaked onto pieces of cardboard hidden in various places inside 
the rooms. She used to soak in the perfume the little tree car–freshners han-
ging from the rear–view mirrors in the cabs. 

In the “Ciała książek”/ “The bodies of the books” project, she left subtly 
scented inserts inside randomly picked books of a library in Krakow. An 
erotic scent, alluding to sexuality, perfectly matching the rustle of the books’ 
pages, their weight, their texture, the dusty jackets. The title physicality of 
the book, which Gruszczyk strives to revive, has been paradoxically lost due 
to the printing press invention; the invention of the Internet has shifted the 
books value even further towards its intellectual contents. A book today no 
longer needs a material body; the book can be reduced to such a virtual item 
like a pdf or mp3 file. 

Gruszczyk in her experiences does not seek for any patterns, or statistic 
data, she has no will to draw complex sociological analyses based on them, 
nor she is interested in a geography of sensations and results confirmed 
in laboratory tests, nor in theses on the olfactory preferences of a given 
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society. What matters to her, is the experience, the memory of a place, dre-
ams about it, the ideas, and visions of it. The smell is supposed to each time 
stimulate the micro–scale thinking, focused on an individual and his private, 
intimate experience. To her, the sole pleasure of interacting with the physi-
cality of a place strengthened by intensifying its odour, is key. The history of 
art has long not noticed smells, based on the aesthetic principles of disem-
bodiment and distance. Not until the latter half of the 20th century, the mar-
riage of technology, design, and conceptual art has made it possible to create 
experimental scent installations. The works based on the action of breathing 
enforce participating, strongly involving the audience. Entering the scent 
installation imposes the first person experience, hard to verbally convey due 
to lexical insufficiencies in this field, usually describing smells using terms 
connected with the sense of taste 1. That is how things are in the western 
culture, whereas in Andaman Islands for instance, where the local mythology 
teaches that the vital force making the entire universe is the smell itself, the 
inhabitants distinguish many varieties and terms for particular scents. The 
native Andamanese people organise their calendar around the smells. 

The specificity of the work of artists basing their creative activity on the 
sense of smell is defined for the very nature of it, its ephemeral presence, 
the basically incontrollable spreading. Artists who decide to work with this 
medium usually resort to the assistance of professional perfume makers, 
who produce the fragrance according to the artist’s concept relying on the 
commercial production components. The artist’s role, here strongly linked 
to the conceptual practices, consists mainly in coming up with the fragran-
ce formula. It is the process of aromatising which causes a lot of technical 
trouble, as it is mostly often performed with the use of industrial diffusers 
and, for smaller scale enterprise, with scented cardboard, floors, walls, or 
even hidden aromatherapy diffusers. One of the key elements of the scent 
installations is their invisibility and the void gallery space, freeing of the 
routine of perception by depriving the audience of the anticipated visual 
stimuli. The artists thanks to introducing additional, intense aromatic stimuli 
oppose to the “olfactory blindness” of the western culture dominated by the 
sense of sight. 

According to Alain Corbin 2, despite Lucien Febrve’s injunctions, the 
historians long have neglected scents as a form of a sensual document. The 
long–term discrediting of olfaction in the field of aesthetics calls for re-
working. The perceptual revolution is a particularly interesting thread, with 
its decisive action played between 1750 and 1880 when the pre–Pasteu-
rian mythology, research on putrid substances, the birth of the so–called 

1 Synott, A. 1994:166, The cultural history of smell. London)
2 The Foul and the Fragrant: Odor and the French Social Imagination/ Polish ed.: We władzy wstrętu, 

Od odrazy do snu ekologicznego. 1998:291, Warszawa)
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“pneumatic” chemistry, and the phantasm of the urban pathology accumula-
te, prompting the new disquiet. The obsession with epidemics, excrements, 
mud, ooze, and corpses cause unprecedented panic. The fears flowing off 
the peak of the social pyramid induce the intolerance for stench. The sense 
of smell is then to disentangle the chaos of putrid and to detect miasma, as 
Corbin points out. The 19th century has observed a shift in the hierarchy of 
anxieties from the biological to the social level, the masses become attri-
buted with instinct, animality, and organic stench. Gustav Flaubert could 
not sleep having inhaled the odour of a proletarian omnibus. The smell is 
supposed to confirm the complexity of the social hierarchies, the precise 
norms of deodorization, ventilation, sewerage, waste disposal, and disinfec-
tion set the rules for new intolerance. What comes together with the living 
conditions in a modern, diversified society, the pursuit of comfort, private 
space. The history of olfactory repugnance, the collective hypersensitivity is 
a barometer of social change, of developing ideas and identity. 

Accustomed to the visual abject art in art galleries, we, the audience, still 
impulsively react to the abject scent attempts. The role of smell has deterio-
rated since evolution lifted our noses above the ground and put us straight 
up on our hind legs. Since then, the sense of sight has continued to develop 
whereas the smell retained its initial capability. This is one of the reasons 
why the sight is culturally developed to a greater extent than the smell. It is 
easier for us to distance ourselves from what we see, not only for cultural 
reasons, but also because of our physiology — we can close our eyes, look the 
other way, but you cannot stop breathing, or at least not for long. When the 
viewer enters the gallery, he or she anticipates something referable on the 
culture level, contextual, comparable. When the audience encounter a scent 
evoking very personal connotations, they experience oppression. The odour 
always alludes to one’s inner history, includes the recipient, engages the 
physical level, filters in through one’s nose, pores, leaving no option to refuse 
participating in the artist’s programmed situation, never allows to be easily 
contained by the power of consciousness. 

Smelling is the process of absorbing the Other, as Horkheimer and 
Adorno observe; it’s the dichotomy of the inside/outside, the binary division 
into the recipient and the object, and finally ourselves and the Other 3. The 
Other (the Stranger, the sick, the poor) i.e. the one who should be excluded, 
isolated so to let a certain group reinforce their identity, in the history of 
culture often would have a foul, animalistic smell. Alain Corbin, in his book 
on the evolution of the olfactory perceptual behaviours, mentions a bold 
quote: “the Negroes sweat always has such an evil–smelling odor that it is 
hard to stay near them for a few minutes. The Finns and the Eskimos who 
live near the poles spread an intolerable stench around themselves”. The 
3  Horkheimer & Adorno, 1989, Dialectic of Enlightenment. New York)
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biggest habitat of putrid, dangerous smells are the borderline locations, 
lawmaking venues, places of particular discipline, chaotic communities, the 
meeting point of the individuals belonging to different social classes, that is: 
the hospitals, opera houses, barracks, court halls, prisons, or dungeons. The 
smell makes the transgressive power here; being somewhat troublesome for 
maintaining the integrated subjectivity, or the social order. The smell puts 
the audience in the position of belonging to a temporary community, the 
group of Others, who do not need however to be taken for a threat. Disallo-
wing adopting the panoptic attitude towards the world disturbs the discipli-
ne and surveillance dynamics. It functions against the civilisation direction 
in Freudian terms, against the phallogocentric visual verticality of the body 4.

The smell and dreams reappearing in Justyna Gruszczyk’s art feature 
the unsettling within our culture elusiveness, preventing rationalisation. 
They reside beyond the mind’s control, transgressing and breaking out of 
the norms by rule. Both the smell and dreams can be same tormenting and 
impossible to recreate, describe, or explain. 

4  Bakke, M. 2000: 20–30, Ciało otwarte. Poznań



Empire of dream,  

Smell–sound installation, 2013
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THE SMELL OF LEATHER SOAKED IN SHOE POLISH  
JuST yNA GRuSzczyK ON THE ARcHITEcTuRE OF ODOuRS

Marta Lisok: can you describe a meaningful item, you either played 
with as a child, or that you really wanted to have?

Justyna Gruszczyk: When I was a little girl, I used to have a favourite 
red crayon. Neon bright red it was. No other crayon would even come 
close. Those days, there was this magazine for children, “Wesołe minu-
ty” (“Merry minutes”). There were puzzles in it, some colouring pages, 
at least that is how I remember it, since I must have been really young 
back then. I would take this “Wesołe Minuty” and ferociously colour its 
pages all red. I still remember the intensity and energy of this colour. 
And there was one more thing: I loved building blanket forts. What 
I used to dream of the most, was something my cousin used to have: her 
parents built in her room the construction made of furniture pieces and 
some old skis, with the bed right under the ceiling, making a nook for 
kids to play beneath it– you had to crawl through a narrow passage to 
get to a space for up to several children sitting. They even fitted it with 
a light bulb. I’ve heard that a police officer dropped by the other day, to 
visit her dad, and when the he tried to go play with my cousin inside the 
fort, he got stuck there. That cave was my biggest dream, most unlikely 
to come true, as our flat was simply too small; I had it quite all right my-
self — my father used to unhinge the door and place it against the sofa 
so I would have my own personal slide. But that happened only a few ti-
mes, and, in fact, that’s what made it so incredible and special. Besides, 
when I was a very little girl I used to have the room all to myself — my 
mother and I, we used to tidy it up every Saturday, and for the rest of 
the week I was allowed to keep it as messy as I wanted, so, much of the 
time the floor was entirely covered with toys and I had to literally dig 
my way through them and make paths from the sofa to the table and 
to the door. I’ve been told that my cousin came over the other day, and 
his parents were rather the strict ones, he stood by my bedroom door in 
awe, and only managed to stammer “how beautiful!”

what do you find inspiring in building blanket forts?
It’s creating my own, not imposed space. Especially for a child, for 
whom everything seems too big, such opportunity has to be satisfying. 

what do children need mess for?
I believe confronting chaos is one of our key missions, or our every-
day intellectual situation, and that developing a strategy for making 
your way through mess, through disorganised life, is the core of our 
existence. There’s too much everything around us, many things come 
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as unexpected, and what is orderly arranged and even does seem neat, 
in fact struggles to keep balance and single stamping, or one discovery 
could be enough to make it collapse and wait to be put back together. 
How do I tame it? Am I to clean this up? Or am I to make a guidebook? 
Can I enjoy it? That is one of the tasks we are to fulfil. 

you are a keen crime stories reader. Do you make attempts to recreate 
this genre’s dynamics in your works?

I guess a crime novel’s dynamics and the dynamics of the creative 
process are so much alike nothing needs to be recreated. Crime stories 
fascinate me with the areas where all is focused on the details which 
in “real life” are not that important — such as all kinds of clues — the 
amount of ash shaken off a cigarette or the fact that there should be 
dust somewhere, whereas the place is suspiciously spotless. Action and 
adventure novels, where someone is after someone else, are of no inte-
rest to me; the characters obviously can’t see anything around chasing 
each other. My favourite detectives, both men and women, are usually 
old, ailing, missing a limb, or at least wearing ill–fitted shoes, which im-
plies they shall never get anybody. And yet, they never miss a clue. I like 
them for how much they are submerged in life. 

you have been acting around the realm of odours in your art for the 
last couple of years. what was your area of interest before?

Very pleasant, sensual matters — painting and glass. And apart from 
that, I used to write. 

what made you focus on such a non–standard medium?
When it began, in 2007, I used to write fantasy tales. Only for myself, 
and if I ever was to show my writing to any one, that would be my 
friends who always enjoyed my works. One of my tales saw the new 
theme of the smell of terror. I decided to produce it. I didn’t know 
back then this would make an art show in the future; I simply wanted 
to have that scent that long had been my obsession. You know, there 
is no good art gallery in Rybnik, where I come from, but there is one 
good perfume shop. Perhaps even one of the best places like that in 
Poland. I used to often visit that shop. 

Back to the scent as art means, I have discovered this medium per-
fectly suits me. After five years of art studies I was tired of firstly the 
sense of sight and secondly, the compulsion of producing art work sole-
ly for the classes. And this scent medium, paradoxically has enabled me 
to let go of many unnecessary things and matters; it also has turned out 
that this medium unlocks an immense abundance of new possibilities.
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How do people describe smells? Do you have your own concept of how 
to reproduce pieces based on scent, without involving their literal 
description?

I could reproduce those works by scenting pages, but this would evoke 
too many connotations with cosmetics catalogues and, because of the 
costs involved, is currently beyond my reach. I think language remains 
the best and, simultaneously the worst medium, as it completely does 
not suit the nature of scent. Hence, at the documenting stage it enga-
ges the recipient into co–creating the work. 

Describing odours, people go round them using language, they 
stumble, they sometimes are misunderstood, and they never manage to 
get right down to it. Even when someone does see their point (although, 
it is rather hard to prove that this has ever happened), it’s not because 
of the descriptive language itself, but thanks to some other compo-
nents: shared memories, experience. This language medium is ambiva-
lent; on the one hand, it can never be sufficient, yet on the other hand, 
it’s all we’ve got. In fragrance, the moment I like the most, is when the 
language fails, so incorporating it as the lacking and doomed to failure 
means seems right to me, as it only emphasises this insufficiency. 

Then any attempts to paint/draw or simply show the visual idea of 
a scent terrify me. All I find interesting about odours, is non–visual, so 
whenever I have to come up with something like that I make sure it’s as 
ugly as possible. 

what is, in your opinion, the most longed for, desired scent, which is 
very hard to reproduce?

 When I was a little girl, I used to sit inside the shoe cabinet, just to 
smell the leather soaked in shoe polish. That was a marvellous smell, 
I loved it. Now this cabinet is gone, the smell is gone too, not to men-
tion that even if they were still there, I wouldn’t fit into the cabinet to 
surround myself with that scent. 

Do you notice any evolution in your use of the scent means of 
expression?

No, I don’t notice any. Exploration rather. What evolution appears to me, 
is this road that exhausts you and you get to sleep over in road houses, 
only to suddenly find yourself at a dead end point. The metaphor of 
the “creative path” scares me; it is widely inconsistent with the non–li-
near structure of reality. This metaphor might be following what Piotr 
Szmitke wrote on: the duty of unified depiction despite the apparent 
diversity in art. That’s very sound in Poland, in all, even split circles; the 
artist is expected to name and stick to his niche. Let him dig in deeper, 
but he’d better not think of escaping! And in my opinion it all begins 
with this escape, even if it seemingly means taking a step back to some 
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point you have already been at. To me, the work of an artist resembles 
here the work of an amateur archaeologist lead by a dream, who leaves 
everything behind, gathers the expedition, and departs for a digging site, 
to discover something completely other from what he was expecting to 
find, leaves the museum filled with potsherds, and, in a year time, leaves 
for another site. 

I feel terrified whenever the artist is being forced to predict the re-
sult; if we anticipate the result already, then why make anything at all?

what are the procedures of preparing a scent installation?
 First, there’s the concept germ. Then, it’s time to get in touch with the 
perfume maker. The fragrance making process often varies. Sometimes 
I know the ingredients from the very beginning, and sometimes I only 
have some general ideas and Piotr, without any clear directions, sends 
me some phials, from which I get to pick something, I add my remarks, 
then he combines what I have selected, and this usually brings about 
quite the satisfying result. I guess the scent prepared for the Merging 
project in CFCP in Dublin was the most spot–on one, as everyone smel-
led something different in it, and on the other side the final impression 
was very coherent and same for most participants. 

In your “ciała Książek” (The bodies of books) performance, you odor-
ised one of the libraries in Krakow. what meaning did the title itself 
have for you? what did you imagine the reactions of random audience 
would be like? 

 In the case of this work, the title is crucial. It’s the core. Metaphorically, 
as to me a book is in fact a body — a sensual object interacting with all 
senses, and that’s the reason to make art about it, especially now, when 
all is determined to dematerialise books. On the other hand, the title 
is literally a framework. Apart from the library space, I also odorised 
the books: I put inside them scented bookmarks with the words Ciała 
książek. One who reads crime stories knows what the word ‘body’ me-
ans. And now, three years after the show, the scent has faded away (the 
work died) and this title remains there like a true foundation, for there 
were 500 pieces placed inside various books and I cannot imagine so-
meone would make the effort to remove all of them. In ten years time 
somebody still might find some and have a mystery to solve. 

In the “Oddech” (Breath) installation, you were letting a scent onto 
the staircase and into the corridors of Bunkier Sztuki. what did this 
redefinition of function and meaning of that place consist in then? 

 The actual space of an art gallery is hardly noticeable itself — what you 
come to see is not it after all, it’s the new exhibition. The architecture 
in this case becomes transparent. The Bunkier building is a mysterious 
structure, full of strange openings of peculiar shapes, some of which 



24

appearing to be designed for the structure’s pure indulgence. That archi-
tecture has its own anatomy, and since it does have it, it should also emit 
odour. 

you have made several attempts to tame a city with customised 
scents. Do you project these to be the future regular proceedings of 
the local authorities? 

It seems that this already is the case in many cities; I have just returned 
from Bergamo, they have their own fragrance there. Four scents, from 
what I have counted in the perfume shop. Not all places however need 
such initiatives. Take Bray, where I live now, this place smells amazing, 
they have fairy–tale–like gardens there, and each time I go grocery 
shopping I have some interesting olfactory experience. For instance, 
palm trees bloom in May and June, and they are completely stunning. So 
that place needs no artificial aromatising. The other thing is, whether 
people are ready for it, especially in Poland. I have recently come across 
an article about a site–specific art work in one of the greater cities. 
Most voices in the comments section were negative. No one was ple-
ased with the work. And the article was about a beautiful piece, making 
something ordinary unique. Some people are more bothered with it 
than they are with dirt and mediocrity. As it comes for my art, I have 
encountered mostly positive reactions, people seem generally hap-
py about something changing for the better or just about something 
different from their everyday reality. I was taken aback though, by the 
reactions of the so–called intellectuals who would immediately start 
nitpicking, for instance when I was odorising staircases: “but that’s ma-
nipulating”, “someone may dislike this scent”, etc. I am aware of the fact 
that the same people criticising my works would not spare a moment 
to oppose to someone urinating or smoking there. That resistance is in 
fact oriented at the change in status quo. I imagine the activity of the 
artist–urinator, running up and down the stairs urinating to stink the 
place up, would go on for a decade without anyone even noticing. 

How does your art refer to the contemporary obsession with hygiene 
and cleanliness? your works appear to oppose that, they are heavy, 
sticky sweet, sometimes nauseating, and, as you put it: they have 
something of the scent of a body asleep, the lethargy, the sweat, the 
stickiness. 

You know, I think I rather try to create some pleasant scents, especial-
ly when they are meant for cities, as those seem untouched with this 
craze for cleanness. What is more, it seems to me that from critical 
art on (or perhaps it began earlier, in the 80s) we are observing a para-
digm to use art to narrate tough and saddening matters, and then that 
happiness and joy are so exceedingly taboo, disregarded, considered 
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unworthy of any attention. So if a scent appears in Polish art, it is most 
likely the unpleasant one. Perhaps one day I will create such myself, 
but no sooner than we become this sleek, perfumed society dwelling 
polished, spotless, fragranced cities. Now, in spite of all, I would sense 
a false intention in it. 

Besides, an odour reception is so personalised I am never able to 
forecast whether someone would smell stickiness or freshness in it. It’s 
a matter of personal experience, of which one might even be not fully 
aware, not to mention me. 

why does the eye instead of the nose prevail in art history?
It’s all because of the evolution. When humans were still running 
around on all fours, nose to the ground, smells used to be of greater 
importance. When the human erected, the sight took over. Since that 
moment on, the has continued to develop whereas the sense of smell 
has been left neglected. And that is the reason why smell remains one 
of the least manipulated senses. It is easy for us to distance ourselves 
from what we see, for two reasons: firstly, we are used to watching and 
analysing what we observe (and not, what we smell). The second cause 
is purely physiological, if we want to see anything we need to distance 
ourselves, besides one can easily separate from a view, it only takes 
closing one’s eyes or turning the head away. The scent, it enters us. 
You can stop breathing, but only for a minute or two, then you need air 
again. So the odour reception is a personal, extremely close experience. 
After all, we have little common scent history, and if anything evokes 
connotations in us, those usually vary from person to person. I had a si-
tuation like that when I was performing “Przenikanie” (“Permeation”) in 
Gdansk and I scented a perfume shop there with an herbal, grass–like 
odour. One of the visitors told me that the smell was so manly that she 
found it shocking, how much it clashed with the lipsticks, nail varnish, 
and other feminine accessories on display. Another visitor claimed it 
was awfully boring, since the shop could have smelled like that entirely 
on its own. 

will art, technology, or media dignify other senses in the future? will 
the eye continue to prevail?

It will dominate, but not that much. Technology allowing watching 
television and sensing the smell already exist. Perhaps it would be wise 
to leave some areas to the imagination. Many contemporary works of 
art begin to resemble children’s educational toys: well designed, making 
sounds, lighting up, and when you press the button they do something 
else, too. As far as developing all senses in a child is a vital task, offering 
it all to an adult modern art audience smells of bribery and populism. 
Time to cut through with Occam’s razor. 
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what are the consequences of focusing on the sense of smell sensa-
tions instead of the sight?

First of all, you discover the existence of the smell. That, at fist glance, 
is a trivial, obvious fact and common knowledge, or at least that’s what 
it seems to us. Nevertheless, when I was carrying out “Permeating” 
(I was altering the odours in several public places within the city), the 
recipients would come to admit to me that they suddenly had discove-
red all already existing odours, which had been there on those streets 
since forever. That this ordinary shift from ignorant to conscious smel-
ling changed a lot. So in consequence you simply start feeling this smell. 
Whereas on daily basis it remains completely transparent, provided it’s 
not extreme. It’s like using a special scanner to read data from a chip 
you were only able to look at before. 

what was the biggest mistake in your artistic activity, which para-
doxically pushed it forward/ developed your individual manner of 
expression? 

I’m not sure if there ever was a mistake that would not have pushed 
me forward. An error is the building material of the future professio-
nalism — especially in terms of creative activity where you strive to 
come up with something new no one has ever made before and so 
no one can show you how to do it. You do something wrong in order 
to know how to do it right next time. Mistakes take up to 90% of 
my creative time. I apply to a great deal of exhibitions and I receive 
many negatives. Some time ago, I started to think of a possible way to 
somehow make use of those failures, and I came up with the “Nie-
widzialne miasta” (“Invisible cities”) series, the drawn/painted maps 
of the cities I applied to, sometimes getting to know them quite well, 
but never with a first hand experience. There are two series actually: 
one, already finished, painted with invisible ink, and the second one, 
still in progress, painted just with water on thin paper. This series is 
somewhat parasitic, since when I send it out as an exhibition proposal, 
the curator’s response necessarily fosters it — evidently when accep-
ting, but if the work is rejected, another city becomes new material 
for me making the series grow and expand. That way, there is no 
such thing as failure for me; there might be a problem for the curator 
however, as whatever his decision is, it will always be in the work’s 
favour. 

which period in art history seems to influence/ be reflected in your 
art?

Definitely early Middle Ages and Romanesque art. This is connected 
with my personal aesthetic preferences and with the intrinsic to this 
kind of art feelings of uncertainty and ignorance. We know neither 
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exactly what the churches with only some relics now remaining looked 
like, nor where some manuscripts originate from. There are legends, in-
credible stories, doubtful reconstructions, which when examined with 
e.g. geological radar, collapse like a house of cards. 

you admit that the uncertainty and ignorance are important elements 
of your fascination with the early medieval art. Isn’t it a paradox, 
a European valuing lacking in something? 

There is no paradox. Do you know this feeling when you take up a sub-
ject you had faint idea of and you become more and more engrossed 
in it, you find one publication on this topic and soon realise it recom-
mends ten other, so you get them, read them, and the more you read 
the more you feel you are missing; all of a sudden you become greedy, 
you lift your eyes from what you’ve been reading up to the pile you 
have on your shelf and you feel such rush as if you were speeding 
down the road on your bike instead of sitting at your desk? That is 
what drives me, the curiosity, not the knowledge itself. And early Mid-
dle Ages is an area where, unlike what we think, something is always 
going on, always changing. Some time ago the media would report 
new discoveries on, for instance the shape of the chapel by the palace 
in Poznan. It’s a moment when we can witness the seemingly over 
past transform. Besides — yes, a lack can be valued. When I look into 
history, both my own and general it seems to me that the lack under-
lies everything we have accomplished. When you do have something, 
you do not try to get it, you do not take any action. 

you employ various media. which appears to closely express the ideas 
originating your later works? 

I think the language always fits, it’s present in every work, even if only 
in the title. Sometimes it’s completely invisible, it seems redundant, yet 
it’s always there, always in a sense creating the work, even if comple-
tely transparent. 

Do you think you would be able to create without naming your works, 
without giving the audience any description? Or, is the language me-
dium an integral part of your actions?

Not necessarily, on the one hand I do not see why I would do that, on 
the other hand however, it is already happening. Recently my “Invisible 
cities” was exhibited in such a way the only thing remaining of the 
language was the title. This was the curator’s decision, I saw the exhi-
bition and I believe that was the right thing to do, the show was terri-
fic, the works looked great, they weren’t missing a thing. Nonetheless, 
the fact a piece can function like that does not mean it’s free of this 
language component. 
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On the one hand, your works are conceptual, based on introducing the 
audience into the situation, the story, on drawing the outline, yet on 
the other hand they are very sensual, almost erotic, physical? what 
can be the origin of this unusual combination?

I don’t agree that it’s an unusual one. Quite on the contrary, it’s the 
most natural, present in all humans combination. Can you draw the 
line between what is still your body and what is already the intellectual 
area? I certainly can’t. If I were to draw a map of the body and mind, 
I could separate a ten–centimetre strip of what is intellectual on one 
side, and an analogical strip for the physical part on the other side, and 
there would be a huge, grey tangle in the middle. And if someone asks 
me where I am on this map I will point to this jumble. Of course in our 
culture there is this body/soul opposition I have accustomed to, though 
without any deep understanding. Certainly, when you apply this dicho-
tomy to my works, they do seem paradoxical, perhaps even perverse, 
and that is something I find satisfying to a degree. It’s my intellectual 
game.



Misie jedzące mięso (Puszka) z cyklu Dobro, 

przedmiot gotowy, 2013

Bears eating meat (Can) from the „Good” series,  

ready mades, 2013
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Michał Gayer

PRIVATE OBJEcT

Michał Gayer polishes his soda cans: pepsi, sprite, fanta, coca–cola, red bull. 
He is very persistent, goes on until the cans are uniform, rubbing off the 
paint completely to leave the aluminium perfectly clean, and glossy. When 
he was a boy, having a collection of cans displayed in a row on the top shelf 
indicated one’s wealth, refinement, or simply being resourceful enough to 
get them. They used to be a real treasure, an icon, a relic, a dream. Today, 
you can buy soda cans anywhere, they are so bright and colourful, yet we 
have grown indifferent. They are at your fingertips. Gayer, with the amount 
of time he spent working on them, returns to the moment, when touching 
the cold can used to be the longed–for and dreamed experience. Stroking 
the cold, aluminium surface could appear in dreams as a fetish; rubbing, and 
turning the can around, with your eyes closed, would make you feel like you 
starred in an American film about handsome tough guys with hearts of gold. 

Gayer’s art takes some of your time. All the objects he makes, his instal-
lations, paintings, manipulated photographs and recordings, make a sophi-
sticated story, sometimes full of mischievous tricks waiting for the viewer 
to fall for. They remind of a knot of tangled themes, plotted without blinking 
an eye, methodically, meticulously. In the meantime, Gayer also writes short 
stories, constructs his machinery full of wires, detectors, and small engines; 
he takes photographs, draws, and records sounds. Using various media, he 
experiments with senses, memory, history, and text. His nickname Czarny 
Karzeł/ Black Dwarf alludes to the burning out stars, which continuously 
gain mass while shrinking. This notion of the increase in volume is sympto-
matic for the majority of his actions. The meanings don’t show any soon, the 
works are a trigger point for the audience’s imaginations and sensitivity. Or, 
perhaps above all, Gayer’s private map of the surroundings, a personal guide, 
a documentation of how he sees things. 

Without a warning, the artist disturbs the safe model of reality with its 
clear divisions, within which you could unequivocally define both the cause 
and the outcome of the experiments he carried out. He creates a cardboard 
helmet spiked with screws, which then turns out to be a sophisticated torture 
device only for the viewer brave enough to try it on. Hitting, or even knocking 
on its cover causes the screws to painfully stab one’s head and face. In order 
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to free yourself, you must patiently, one by one, twist all the screws out. If, 
however, the claustrophobic experience takes over, and someone rushes to rip 
the helmet off, he or she might end up with head injuries. One of the typical 
traits of Gayer’s works is the requirement for patience. Without it, the works 
made with a great deal of time and energy shall remain silent and closed up like 
a clam. Like in “The Code” piece, where the little fans spinning at set intervals, 
spelled consecutive letters of a barely noticeable writing. The several–minute 
effort and patient waiting did not translate into getting neither to the hidden 
line nor the key–word. Or, one could simply read the title of the work, which 
lured the viewer with a humble sound and gentle breeze. 

One of the first significant themes in Gayer’s art was memory. One of 
this phase’s stages were cardboard typewriters he used to make. The objects 
resembling skin with their pilled surface were designed to invisibly type 
down one’s thoughts, slipping down to the containers off the unmarked 
keys. They seemed to be the antidote to the complete, coherent text and the 
faith in the clear/recorded evidence. Employing cardboard as medium, the 
material associated with makeshift solutions, sets them, along with many 
other cardboard objects of his, in the prototype stage. The machines involve 
larger scale actions. They are the excerpts of the hard to imagine whole, the 
unknown project carrying the shift in vision, memory, thoughts. 

The subject coinciding with the typewriters was the story of Helena 
Mathea, an alleged Gestapo informer, known as Krwawa Julka/ Bloody Julia. 
Gayer re–reads the dug out by journalists story, abandoning presumptions 
and determining guilt, free of any attempts to justify or explain her motives. 
In his various media works, Bloody Julia, the missing femme fatale, continu-
es to plot, accordingly with the conspiracy rules, of course: she changes her 
identity, lays false trails, covers her tracks, misguides. Tracking down the mi-
srepresentations and manipulations in the story of the Silesian femme fatale 
is paralleled on her image reproductions. The portrait of her smiling wide, lo-
oks like a poor quality newspaper print. Gayer is particularly attentive to the 
details of her girlish face he paints in grey, gently, using only his fingers. For 
another project, he cuts out in plywood her nom de guerre signature, making 
it look like the autograph of a film star. He wrote: “this autograph is slightly 
absurd, since nobody makes their signature of a libellous nickname they were 
given by some intelligence bloodhounds. I trained myself to sign as Krwawa 
Julka, then I transformed this signature into a form design, similar to block 
letters. It was meant to carry a clear message: << I just love Bloody Julia… >>. 
And, that’s why the autograph resembles a signboard. (…) People desire thin-
gs the names of which they recognise over their heads. The autograph was 
to appear in the city space, show up out of nowhere, without a warning, as if 
it turned out that Bloody Julia is doing fine, is very wealthy, hasn’t aged a bit, 
and to make matters worse, is about to enter Polish market.”
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When Gayer (re)produces his paintings, he takes dozens of photographs, 
which he then prints, cuts, and layers up. He manipulates the printer’s settin-
gs. He puts himself in the position of the device user, aware of its limits. He 
condemns the device while using it. The mechanism of action of the copying 
process he undertakes, appears to be based on Plato’s pharmakon, i.e. being 
both cure, and poison. It is an attempt to preserve history with an unreliable 
record, which annihilates what was to be immortalised.

Apart from having a liking for memory and manipulation, Gayer is keen 
on senses. He finds listening and touching particularly appealing, claiming the 
culture’s focus on vision is far exaggerated. Based on that, he often creates 
objects, which, depending on the intensity of the touch, make sounds, rustle, 
noise. The “Composition with a loudspeaker” is an example of Gayer’s attempts 
to turn our attention to the sounds surrounding us, to the interference, the 
uses the piezoelectric material. “That’s a highly available curiosity. One of the 
great many physical phenomena that we find interesting and benefit from. I’ve 
learned that on the Internet, of course. If it wasn’t for the Internet, I wouldn’t 
have made it”, says Gayer. The material responds to the vibrations by generating 
an electrical impulse, or the other way round — an impulse reaching it causes 
the material to vibrate. This way, Gayer tries to clear the auditory field and, on 
the other hand, to make one more sensitive to hearing without listening, not 
paying attention to the surroundings, in every sense. 

“It feels nice to touch something and, at the same time, to sense your 
own touch hearing it through that object. I have broken down that situation 
and I think that hearing through the means of the elements of your surroun-
dings, is magnetic. Touching a still object and hearing, that is felling it, the 
very same time, is like becoming one body with something for a moment. The 
composition with a loudspeaker is a show’s opening scene. Bulletins tend to 
refer to it as my performance, though it is not mine… I’d say it looks rather 
austere. I placed there the gallery speakers used during show openings. Two 
speakers lie on the ground in front of the gallery building, looking like stage 
monitors. One is fixed to a stand, where the construction site fencing comes 
close to the building’s walls. The wire fence goes further on to the right, 
surrounding the space, which once used to be a small parking lot. It is not 
meant to be anything unusual. There are just some extra wires there. People 
usually are eager to touch. This time, they seem a bit reluctant. At first, only 
a few try to touch the fence and the speaker on their own, but since they do 
it in front of a group, I fear they may not be feeling comfortable about it. But, 
they do look pleased in the photos, their reaction seems to be a positive one, 
they can’t be faking it, can they?”

Gayer notices phenomena and situations worth of being transformed 
into works of art for the nearest surroundings. As if watching something 
carefully long enough would always allow to discover its beauty and fragility. 
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He does not need to travel long distance; he needs neither drama, experience, 
nor stories. He looks around and sees what others find not worth their atten-
tion. The overlooked situations make the starting point of his experiments, 
like the ones he carries out in the privacy of his bedroom, arranging precise 
compositions of salt crystals, photographing bits of dust, crumbles, and 
dead insects lying on a green fitted carpet, which, in the eye of his camera, 
appears impassable like a thick forest. Gayer makes explosive spheres out of 
matches and burns out the sulphur along with other substances, fascinated 
with the shades of smoke, and traces left by the fire. 

“Walking in the night” is a series of strolls, during which Gayer records 
the hooting of owls in the park, takes photographs of the things he comes 
across, such as monuments, and some seemingly trivial situations. He is 
not put off by the poor quality of some photos, which sometimes makes it 
impossible to identify the captured objects. A massive, dangerously looking 
dog caught out of the dark by the camera flash, a cloud of smoke, or fog, 
bizarre abstract monuments, carcass, ice–cream or waffle stains on the 
ground, vomit, overgrown plants reaching over the fence. Gayer documents 
all traces of excess, he catalogues the nightly debauchery of nature and 
the entire reality, which escapes beyond its daily confinement. X–ray films, 
misrepresented sizes and shapes, disturbing objects — walking in the night 
appears a somnambulistic, unsafe ritual, where anything you spot can give 
you goose bumps.

For one of his projects, Gayer builds a table, a huge boot made of foam, 
a hat from tapped down cat fur, and the space for the urban cowboy, a my-
sterious character of unidentified personality and sex, who performs 
completely pointless activities, like dusting objects with black powder, or 
combing grass. This is how the Urban Cowboy may become identifiable with 
the role of an artist–madman, opening the seemingly insane and pointless 
new ways of thinking, to the rest of the society.



Boot, part of the “Urban Cowboy” project,  

abrasive cloth sheets, synthetic rubber, 2013



35

IT’S BET TER TO VIEw THEM ALONE, LOcKED INSIDE THE ROOM

Marta Lisok: you often work in a micro–scale, on the verge of invisibility. 
To you, how important is the viewer’s reaction?

Michał Gayer: Actually, when I create works, which are intended to be 
details, they are the result of my way of watching the nearest surroun-
dings. Those works often are very intimate, and I want to exhibit them 
as the effect of my private reflections. There is a story or a mental 
construct behind each of them, and without it, they simply are incom-
plete; the descriptions I provide them with, are very concise, and their 
pictures are darkened. Those works often are very small, which makes 
it hard to notice them at all. And that happens. Sometimes, I hide them 
from the exhibition visitors in a tight nook, or in a small room. Those 
objects are private. They have not been created for the audience, yet 
they are to be shown. One time, I recorder something on a cassette bo-
ught from a second–hand shop. There was one slot left on the recording 
list. While recording my piece, I was trying to place it in that exact slot. 
I erased the remaining recordings, although now I’m not sure. Anyway, 
the audience had to find my piece on the tape by themselves, in order 
to listen to it. I placed the cassette inside an old walkman, and next to it, 
I displayed the cassette’s cover with the list of the recordings with mine 
added. I don’t know whether anyone listened to the “right” recording. 
There could have been some music on it, too, I can’t remember. 

The way my works are exhibited is very important to me, same 
for the degree to which they would be perceived, although that also 
depends on how analytical the viewer’s attitude is. When I show those 
things in an art gallery, there’s a clash. In this case, the gallery is a mu-
nicipal monstrosity. A wide, empty corridor people walk up and down 
molesting my private possessions. I come to a conclusion, that some 
things aren’t meant to be shown in art galleries. They should better be 
viewed alone, inside a room, quietly. I’m thinking of a hotel room kind 
of space. Without the bed, with a hanger, an armchair, a lamp, a coffee 
table, and the works. This could be anywhere. The recipient’s reaction is 
important, but in case of these works, one needs to slow down, in order 
to react at all. There’s one more quite important matter: the things we 
are talking about are the idea opposite to interactive works, and do not 
require the receiver to act as a co–creator. Even the cassette inside the 
walkman. That is a complete construction. This work is a fact, regard-
less of someone listening to it, or not.
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what is the original concept of the experiments you conducted in your 
room?

I casually made that site–specific work. Driven by an impulse, I took 
a photo of a speck of brocade I found on my bed. It’s barely visible 
there, in the middle of the picture. I used to sleep and work in the room 
previously occupied by my younger sister. That was right after I gradu-
ated from the Academy, or perhaps even just before my finals. Anyway, 
I had plenty of time. I used to work and sleep in that room because it 
wasn’t renovated. The room had a foldable sofa bed, kids furniture, 
and my working space. I kept my works, my tools, and my materials in 
there. After two years spent in a rented flat, this room seemed new to 
me. Strange. Temporary. I used to make there those objects, I would 
later place on shelves, or install on the desktop, inside the lamp, on the 
cabinet door. In the meantime, I used to take pictures of the materials 
scraps, rubbish, and insects, which would fly into the room through the 
open window. I also made there the piece, which required burning down 
a styrofoam ball, entirely covered in match heads. There were lots of 
fire and smoke coming out of it. That was supposed to be a star simula-
tion. I also made a model of an explosion out of cobwebs I moulded with 
my fingers, put inside a hole in my desk, and lit from below. That room, 
I will never return to, in a housing estate I slowly begin to forget, was 
a “sweat pants” installation. Made in the morning, right after I got out 
of bed, without having to get dressed, go out, carried on until late night 
hours, and the same all over again. 

How important is the material you use for your works? I would say you 
treat it very carefully. you often use cardboard, which you then plane, 
polish, iron out until it becomes smooth and velvety, like skin. 

I used solid bookbinding cardboard to make several works. That’s not 
a particularly noble material. It’s acidic, which means it will darken or 
turn yellow. It can also bleach under various external factors. Certain-
ly when affected by sunlight. I often used polyester paste, a material 
of a sickening smell and very poisonous. I would sometimes fill the 
cavities in cardboard and plane the works surface until it was perfec-
tly smooth. The whitish material filling the hollows looked like plastic, 
smooth scars. They were surrounded with grey cardboard, smoothed 
out (but not glossy), absorptive, and softer. Now, I avoid those materials. 
I prefer metal, or wood, and different wood–based products. I grew 
really keen on ceramics and felt. From time to time, I also use garbage. 
I like the inside walls of the aseptic packaging a lot; they are made of 
composite containing aluminium, since they are shiny.
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you create objects, which make sounds whenever someone touches them. 
Is the visual element pushed aside in this case? Are you interested in 
employing senses other than sight?

I make such works, because I am interested in animating objects. In 
their activation, or even simply in their mechanical connection to 
something else. And that’s because at some point my works seemed 
useless to me. They lacked some life. They had no use, so there was no 
reason for them to exist. Take the works I wrote about. From a certain 
point of view, they make no sense. They can only be looked at, read 
about, then you can think about them. That’s boring, or simply dumb. 
Unnatural, inhumane. Sometimes you need to take a break from what 
you do. Sometimes you need to take a break from thinking. 

I somehow got to know about piezoelectric materials. Piezoelectric 
membranes transform kinetic energy into electrical impulses, which 
can be emitted in form of sound waves by the speaker. Placed against 
the objects’ surface they let you hear the sound of the vibration travel-
ling through their structure. When we touch things, we cause the vibra-
tions, which reach the piezoelectric membrane and are then emitted 
as sound. If we use headphones, we have this impression of a sensory 
connection with the still object. We hear the sound of the vibrations 
inside our head. If we cause it ourselves, it’s like we were touching 
a numb part of our own body. 

I have made a couple of works intended to be touched and listened 
to. In terms of the visuals: I sometimes try to conceal the work, so as no 
outer elements would reveal its presence. Then, with the audience par-
ticipating, the scene looks very odd, especially in the photos. A person 
touches the object, looks up, hands reaching out, and the facial expres-
sion shows a reaction to something we do not see. That is what the 
photographs taken during Night Activities look like. Sometimes, I try to 
make the sound work take certain form. I face no constraints then, as 
the receiver perceives the item through touching and hearing. I am then 
able to attribute separate contents to each of the “information chan-
nels”. It’s like having two, three works in one, each in a different canon. 
On the other hand, I try to design the technical elements of any instal-
lation to be practical. And that determines their final shape. A membra-
ne can be very large, what makes it a complete microphone–sculpture, 
subordinate to its function. When the installation is being used, the 
sound and the movement are uniform. People, who touch sculptures 
or installations, become then their living elements, working parts. The 
whole is like a hybrid machine. The objects tell people to arrange them 
in a given order, and to touch them. People move around guided by the 
site–map. The interaction lures them. Unknowingly, they proceed with 



38

the planned actions. The look more less how I wanted them to, and they 
are alive, which makes them more interesting, multilayer, thus more at-
tractive than still forms. The stillness is attractive in other sense. Dead 
surroundings are constantly exposed to barely noticeable changes. They 
vibrate. They shiver. They are hit by air. Someone walks through. Some-
thing flies with the wind. The rain falls. The object doesn’t respond to it, 
yet allows all those attacks, lets them vanish within itself. Hooking up 
to a passive sensitivity is very pleasant. Seeing for yourself, how sen-
sitive the still objects in fact are; that everything is constantly moving. 
Feeling for real what goes on around, stronger than ever. This is a desire 
I try to fulfil in the works I call Hearers. Engaging people multiplies the 
sensation of the installation being alive. Every participant experiences 
sensory impressions, and, at the same time, somehow expresses them. 
Takes it out. The composition with a loudspeaker was focused on the 
visitors to the show opening. It seemed like nothing was there. They 
were touching the elements of the surroundings I came across there. 
The speakers had not been formally modified. They just were there as 
if someone was to make a speech. I was only interested in the final 
part, when everyone grabbed the fence. That was the goal. Then, what 
was to be heard, and what was to be seen, was brought together in an 
intense scene I was watching standing in the back. I was the audience 
then. I provoked this event, to see and listen to it as if it was a short, 
very loud film. 

Several of your latest projects see the “urban cowboy” character. what 
is his role, who is he?

I adapt this concept with the approval of the author who abando-
ned it. She did not carry the project out for various reasons. One of 
them might have been the construction. It’s based on the conditions 
of “perfection” and “truth”, which make it seem impossible, internally 
contradictory. I too believe this idea to be purely utopian. I think we 
both, the author and I, have a similar attitude to this project: we hope 
we will manage to find a self–made “cowboy” and recruit him. This 
should be someone, who would understand our intentions and agree to 
perform the role we offer. I came up with an idea for a scholarship that 
would enable him or her to break free from the system and focus on 
collaborating with us. Urban cowboy is a working title for this project. 
I don’t feel particularly attached to it, I have even changed it recently. It 
hints at the personality of the character, one could say is “crisp” men-
tal–shape–wise. The character acts methodically, lives by own rules. 
Carries out the “duties” owed to nature and the cityscape. Completely 
irrelevant, from our system’s point of view. The character is intersexu-
al, physically beautiful, colourful like the folk art, a bit arrogant, tough, 
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cocky, provocative, and charming. Charismatic. What I now call Cowbey 
Cowboji is also an attitude, a life–style. I have visited Christiania lately. 
That’s the hippie commune in Copenhagen. It’s an autonomous town 
located on the grounds of an old military campus, in the very centre of 
Denmark’s capital city. The state law does not apply there, neither does 
city law. Police cannot enter. A combination of democracy and anarchy 
is the commune’s order. Christianites are free, and in theory can do 
whatever they please. They share with each other. They design their 
homes and the space surrounding them. They have designed Christiania, 
they have come up with the whole idea of it. They started from scratch. 
They produce on their own as much as they manage to. They process 
the no longer needed, or broken things. They take care of the forest. 
They keep off the undergrowth, they don’t pick flowers. The place has 
some lush bushes there. Gentle nature dogs wander around freely, so 
do friendly people. It’s beautiful there. This “Cowboy”, the “colourful 
passer–by”, the street performer, would feel at home there. There are 
many people resting from the systemic compulsions there. Artists 
escaping from the terror of work. Entire families live next to the system, 
yet without any disrespect to it, and without being banned to benefit 
from its material offerings. 

As the Cowbey Cowboji (Urban Cowboy) contractor, I try to produce 
utilitarian works. I create some of them starting all over, the way I want 
it. I design self–assembly shoes. Their separate parts can be arran-
ged in space, or on a flat surface, what makes them become abstract. 
I want my works to be modest and useful. I make flowerpots, and then 
put the alligator plant it them. That’s a plant the adult leaves of which 
grow little baby leaves, falling onto the soil, rooting in, and so on. The 
little leaves simply cling to different things, or grow on the dead, fallen 
leaves of other plants. I do what I imagine the Cowboy would. The noble, 
vagabonding performer, who, in my imagination, has the time to design 
his near surroundings, own clothes, and the things he uses. He does the 
duties he comes up with himself. He is absolutely free. I have no idea, 
how he would make a living. There are various threads in the works 
I make for this project. I would like to separate the issues connected 
with the contents of this idea, which I came into already completed, 
from the way I work on it. One of the most important motifs is adapting 
someone else’s idea. There is a pinch of the curator’s job in it, who ho-
wever goes a little bit further than usually. He helps the author out with 
the thinking of and preparing the works for the exhibition. Personally, 
I’m not attached to the concept of the “cowboy”. It’s not mine. Another 
leading motif is the fact the idea comes from a person who is either not 
interested in art, or does not want to be. The point is, that art concepts 
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can come from non–artists; the ideas are less comically pompous then, 
and you don’t explain them with great erudition, feeling proud that you 
made them, or just thought about them. I cannot answer the questions 
about the content of this project. When I talk about it people think 
that’s my idea, and the point here is that it is not, it was already made 
when I got it. A considerable part of the works I made in the recent 
years concerns this phantom project. I don’t appraise it. Sometimes the 
interpretations and evaluations of a concept, regardless of their lavish 
rhetoric, can have very shallow grounds, we may not be aware of. The 
hypothetical exhibition dedicated to Cowbey could be subordinate to 
this principle — it wouldn’t be mine. That however would be barely noti-
ceable, since I would organise it like my own. 

what was the making process of the “walking in the night” like? what 
were you looking for?

I really like the deserted Katowice city space at nights. People are 
asleep during weeknights. Especially between midnight and two, three 
in the morning. In winters, the city empties way earlier. Within a couple 
of hours, right after it gets dark. By ten, the districts dwelled by people 
who get up early to work, are empty, dark, and quiet. There are no 
lights in the windows. I never had to wait until ten. I used to go out a bit 
earlier and walk around the Silesian Park. I live nearby, so it only took 
getting through Dąb borough. The Park is a recreational area, usually 
visited in the summer season, besides, it’s rather old, unexciting, dated. 
In winters, only a small group of runners has any reason to be there. 
The Tysiąclecie housing estate dwellers walk their dogs there, but never 
get too far. Small parties return from pubs, others take taxis. I like the 
nights in the empty city lit by street lamps. You can’t see the sky then. 
It makes me feel as if there was a ceiling above them. And the lanterns 
were floor lamps. When walk through the city alone in the night I feel 
safe, like in a room that’s familiar. The Chorzów’s Park is left open at 
nights. It’s a vast area. Late night hours, the space between Chorzów 
and Katowice is completely deserted. Nobody has the time to go there. 
Spending time there simply makes no sense. The silent walk is interrup-
ted by the echoing noise of a tram passing along the Chorzowska Street. 
In winters, the park by night is unattractive to the community. The citi-
zens’ business moves to their homes, and in the mornings to the places 
where they work, then to warm shoping centres, doctors’ surgeries, or 
leisure centres, and then again: rest and sleep. I could say: “I was there, 
when you were somewhere else”. I wanted to spend some time alone 
in the deserted city. See what’s there, when we aren’t around. There’s 
nothing going on, and you are free to do anything you want.



 

Bez tytułu, no title, anologue photograph, 2014
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Mateusz Hajman

400 KINDS OF LOOKS

The antipode of Justyna Gruszczyk’s and Michał Gayer’s art is Mateusz Haj-
man’s passionate study of the ways of seeing. For the past several years, he 
has been portraying nude bodies in common interiors. His Polaroid photo-
graphs bear resemblance to film shots, moment after the bed–scene, when 
the female character lights a cigarette, puts her clothes back on, or relaxes. 
Even though no messy hair or clothes are shown, the relaxed faces can tell 
the minds are at peace, free of any thought. The women are taking a look 
inside the fridge, standing by the window, stretching on the couch, looking 
into the distance. One might think no scene has taken place there and all this 
happened in the viewer’s mind. Hajman seamlessly sets your imagination 
in motion, without looking for an excuse for his nude ones, as he calls them. 
He lets them freeze dreamily in the frame, in the cold morning, right before 
leaving the warm and cosy place they were caught in. Satisfied, at their best, 
in the perfect moment of their carefree relaxing. They prove paradise is real, 
where the body, right after the circle and the triangle, becomes another geo-
metrical figure in its harmony and simplicity. It makes a complete whole in 
his photographs, resisting nature and time, a vehicle for travelling the world 
without the risk of being damaged or hurt, a smooth, resilient cast. 

Hajman uses a Polaroid camera for his portraits. Instant photography brings 
forward the casual atmosphere, distant from the viewer’s reality. One unique 
photo, like the first daguerreotypes, or paintings, emerges from the camera and 
can never be copied or processed. The camera records a fraction of time and the 
image frozen within, which made it in the meantime to vanish in minor moves, 
changing positions, light. Hajman values the very short moment when you cannot 
see yet what has been photographed on paper. The shapes are starting to emerge. 
The image appears moments after. If the scene indeed happened, it lasted very 
shortly and no one paid greater attention to it. Hajman captured the stillness of 
the female characters when they seemed as if they had their batteries removed, 
and only the gentle softness of the body was left, feeling a t ease, unaware of 
being watched. Recapturing the microsensation of death, he has added it to his 
collection, in which the body is portrayed by means of chemical components. As 
Roland Barthes wrote: “Life/Death: the paradigm is reduced to a simple click, the 
one separating the initial pose from the final print”. 1

1  Barthes, R. Camera Lucida; 1980
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In addition to the photographs of somnambulant models fitting in the 
rhythm of the horizontal and vertical alignment of typical block of flats 
interiors, Mateusz Hajmna constructs improvised slide showing machinery. 
A female figure putting her clothes on and off appears briefly on the screen. 
Mateusz captures this moment and replays it looped. The girl is neither fully 
undressed nor ever is she fully clad. She has become trapped in the frame, 
for the viewer’s pleasure. Hajman seems to be following the mechanisms 
operating his own seeing. He breaks down the area he looks at, the thing that 
he fixes his eyes on, what he looks up and down, what makes him turns his 
eyes away. A miniscule process of dissecting kinds of looks, of their classi-
fying, labelling, and collecting  follows in his laboratory. The verbal nature 
of this study is introduced by the rhythm of the small motor activating the 
slide shift. The repetition of this automated process hovers at the edge of 
the passionless observation, obsessive urge to see and the sound physical 
experience. The tempting image takes form and blurs in front of our eyes in 
the physiological rhythm of breathing in and out, of tensions, contractions, 
and relaxing. 



 

2.19, polaroid, 8,8×10 cm, 2012
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ALL IS A BIT HARSH

what is the most interesting thing about the body?
I was always more interested in the human than in still nature, or 
landscape. When I was still in secondary school I used to draw a lot, 
I was also very interested in anatomy. I even had a couple of different 
anatomy atlases I hunted in second–hand bookshop, or the museum of 
Natural History in Florence, La Specola. I would browse them over and 
over. Yet, in photography, the “anatomical approach” has rather little 
meaning to e. I don’t like the studied poses of a naked gymnast, perfec-
tly lit in a studio, shot only for one’s personal satisfaction and showing 
off the skill. Although I don’t mind when during the photo shoot the 
friend of mine bends while stretching or taking off her clothes and that 
makes her collar bone or a rib show beneath her skin in an interesting 
way. I just have to make good use of a moment like that. However, this 
only happens incidentally, while I am taking some other photos.  Altho-
ugh I must say that recently it happens that I take some photos of fit 
girls exercising.  But in this project I’m focused both on the body and 
on observing the fatigue. It’s an early phase experiment so far, I’m just 
getting into it. 

I have and intuitive approach to the body. It seems I often lack the 
distance necessary to catch some things. I get to be around the model 
when she has her clothes on, when she gets undressed, when we’re 
taking a break, and when she puts her clothes back on. I get the close, 
backstage view on all that. I am aware the body isn’t attractive all the 
time and it doesn’t always look good. It’s enough when you move your 
leg a bit and everything changes, a fat crease pops up, then it disappe-
ars. If you slightly turn, the nicely lit body will suddenly become quite 
uninteresting. When I say that, it all seems a bit harsh. That is the great 
power/issue of photography: from the numerous moments and set-
tings, you get to select the one that is the most interesting, the most 
good–looking (or the opposite, the ugliest). 

The models in your photographs give the impression of having just awak-
ened from a long sleep, they look somnambulant. Do you take any special 
preparation while arranging the photoshoot?

I don’t set up any special environment, but I guess, to a certain extent, 
this “sleepiness effect” is caused by how I take photos. Shooting nudes 
is quite the unusual situation. At the beginning, both the model and 
I we feel much embarrassed. Sometimes, it takes fifteen minutes for 
it to go away, and some other time, it takes up to an hour. I get best 
photos when I wait for a while, when the model gets relaxed, used to 
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my presence, or sometimes even when she gets weary. I take photos 
rather slowly. It takes me some time to figure things out, then I set the 
camera, and I watch. As I use an analogue camera, I am constrained by 
the amount of film I have. Perhaps it is this quiet, monotonous way of 
taking those photos what causes the sleepiness effect. Much of the 
time, what I care about the most in my photos, is the effortlessness, 
the simplicity. That’s what makes the flats’ interiors the ideal set for 
such pictures. Technically, shooting indoors is simply most convenient. 
For instance, in a forest (where I love taking photos, too, once in a while, 
to distract myself) you have to walk off far, in order not to run into any 
people. You have to lug the cameras along. The light changes all the 
time. The sun is out, and the very next second it’s gone. You get this 
feeling, that there’s a dog, or a cyclist waiting in the bushes to jump out 
on you. Besides, for the model, running around naked through the thic-
ket with all the nettles, branches, mosquitoes, ticks, and spiders, isn’t 
the nicest thing to do. When you’re inside an apartment, there are no 
such problems. The fact that the model is naked in a room seems more 
natural. She feels more comfortable with it, we can talk, have some tea. 
There’s a place to put the cameras and her clothes. There’s enough time 
to take photos comfortably. You don’t stress out over someone spying 
on you, etc. 

Do you let your models act natural, or do you ask them to strike a pose?
Sometimes, I provoke a situation to happen and then watch the model. 
For example, I ask her to do a certain thing — let’s say, to stand next to 
the table with a mug in her hand. Then I wait for her to stop noticing 
the fact that I’m watching her and start acting natural. Some other time, 
I have a fixed pose on my mind and I position the model exactly how 
I see it. Unfortunately, when this “positioning” takes too long, the mo-
del often “stiffs up” and looses the natural character. Then I ditch this 
idea and I get back to it after a while. It’s often the case, that the best 
situations appear when I’m not having my hands on the camera, we’re 
having a break from shooting and the girl unknowingly strokes her hair, 
or just sits normally, and it looks great. Then I call out to her to hold still, 
I quickly set the camera and shoot. Lately, I take more and more photos 
this way. Together with the model, we work hard on setting up diffe-
rent poses for like and hour, and still the best shots we get are the ones 
which disregard my plans. 

you have built a few optical devices, the mechanisms of which are based 
on focusing in and out the images. Are you fascinated with peeping or 
with straight on staring at?

The focus–altering machines have been devised because I often miss 
some points when I shoot. I notice a move, a gesture (like fixing hair), 
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and it turns out I’m not able to capture it in a photograph. Setting focus 
and frame is like cutting out the reality. Something that I observe “live”, 
watched and recorded on camera gets “flattened out”. Photography is 
prosthetic memory. You see something and you want to capture it, yet 
having taken the photo it appears that something isn’t right, the picture 
is incomplete. Something is either blurred or sticks out of the frame. 

A similar situation: when I ask the model to repeat her casual ge-
sture she made unknowingly — it then seems unnatural, faked. I don’t 
consider myself a peeper. My goal is to make the photo seem as if no 
photographer was present at its taking. I watch the model “from behind 
the scene” and await the right moment. 

what is the source of inspiration for your photographs?
I love the photographers who stage their new reality only to take 
photos of it. I remember, long time before I started taking pictures 
myself, I watched a documentary about David LaChapell’e and how 
I was greatly impressed by the fact the seemingly photoshopped photo-
graphs were in fact created by an army of people. An entire set has been 
constructed and what we see in the photo has actually been made (it’s 
not a composite). For that, I like Sandy Skoglund even better, and I love 
Helmut Newton. I especially like his photographs with mirrors, and 
the ones with lots of people in them. That’s something more than just 
pictures of nude models. I like him for making his photos immediately 
have your full attention, but you can still go on watching them for hours 
and find new details and some zest. For instance, I particularly like the 
photo with the mirror reflecting the naked model and Helmut taking 
her picture, with a woman sitting next to it. It takes a moment for you 
to notice there’s a reflection of the fourth person’s legs wearing high–
heels. I have a soft spot particularly for his mirror photographs and for 
his polaroids. 

I don’t share the “professional photographer’s” attitude, who belie-
ves the camera and lens used to take a photo to be the most important 
thing, or to make the picture perfectly sharp, using a tripod, measuring 
light with a light meter hundred times. At the very beginnings, when 
I was preparing my diploma series for the secondary art school, I used 
to take plenty of raw, clean photos with the digital camera, inside 
the studio. But I grew tired of such aesthetics and this method of 
photography. 

what is beauty? Does beauty still matter in art?
What defines beauty (in terms of what I see, not in terms of art in 
general) in my opinion, is the light. Each time I see something I like a lot, 
I say “check out that (nice) light!”. I can’t describe it any better. You need 
light in photography to see anything, and you need darkness, to capture 
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it. From time to time, I like to take photos when it’s getting dark, or it’s 
almost dark — lit by the TV, or the open fridge, as means of distraction 
from the “daily” shots. I use to take lots of photographs like that in the 
past. 

In my works the image comes before the message, I catch intuiti-
vely, and then try to put a name on it. I also know that when I make 
any assumptions — a particular content, this makes me limit my own 
vision. One time, for a couple of months, I held on tight to the “ordina-
riness”. I can’t really tell now what that ordinariness was suppose to be, 
but every five minutes something was bothering me then — the photo 
wasn’t “ordinary” enough. I was even distracted by the model looking 
into the camera, or that she was just sitting there on the couch — she 
should have been reading a book for it to make more sense. The truth is, 
I might have wasted many opportunities for nice shots I would be very 
pleased with now. Only because I imposed too many restrictions then. 

I reckon beauty, the attractiveness of the image does matter in 
art. When I was applying to the Fine Arts Academy and I was preparing 
for the entrance exams I used to read deep into the content of a given 
work. The less visually appealing the work was, paradoxically the more 
intriguing it was becoming form me. Not I’m getting bored with it and 
I must admit that now I just skip the works which take reading their 
elaborate description, and I turn my attention to the work, which looks 
interesting. It’s now this aspect what makes me find out more about 
the piece and its creator. I treat my photography as a hobby. As enter-
tainment and a nice way of spending time. This whole process comes as 
natural to me. Once in a while, I grab my camera and I photograph what 
I enjoy: light and girls. 
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Travellers

Michał Smandek and Szymon Szewczyk teach the viewer some geography. 
They expand their collections of exotic forms, mock documentation and 
crafted coverage of their distant travels, and of fetish–images eliciting 
vague longing. They fight for the romantic vision of the world, with some-
thing still awaiting discovery. They act on behalf of the hyperactive tourist 
who apart from the mere watching, loots the new territories of their dainti-
est motifs. Their repertoire of forms follows the principle saying all matter 
is suitable for sculpture and favourable for use. They transfer the distilled 
samples of reality into the galleries: Smandek by means of the actual physi-
cal effort of taking his far journeys, whereas Szewczyk by means of travel-
ling to his imagination only. An allotment garden gate with a solar pattern, 
a totem covered in fake marble veneers, microdeserts and miniature wild 
reservoirs in glass display cabinets are the examples of the appropriation 
they practise, of the procedure of sucking in the exotic views and spitting 
them out in a minimised, filtered form inside the gallery. Those are the jour-
ney logs shrunk to the size acceptable to the orderly citizen. Constructed 
by the greedy collectors, who persistently strive to possess all the wildness 
their imagination and knowledge encounter.



Prognostic, site specific installation,  

Italy, Mt. Stromboli Volcano, 2013



51

Michał Smandek

cAPTuRING MOMENTS OF MATERIALS’ FATIGuE

“Truncated cone super steel” is an object combining the shape of a steel-
works cooling tower with a volcano. The object inside is fitted with an en-
gine which spins a metal component hitting the cone’s side. It sounds a bit 
like a bell, but the sound coming out is blunt and mechanical–like and it can 
give the impression of the sounds machines make in a steelworks. A wisp 
of smoke is coming out from the inside. Before carrying out his first big 
projects of this kind, Michał Smandek goes through several stages, leading 
him to work out his own artistic method that combines travel, searching 
for the wildness (or, in a way, creating it on demand), copying nature with 
its laws into the micro–scale of the art gallery, and transferring art into the 
wilderness. 

For the primary school home science project, the children are asked to 
grow salt crystals on a thread placed inside a jar filled with salt water. They 
can fool no one. The salt crystals build up on the thread, then in due time you 
are instructed to prepare the suitable solution, approach the task, then you 
are told not to take the thread out without a reason, not to touch it so as the 
fragile growing structures on the thread remain intact, and, finally, to be very 
patient. Michał Smandek reaches back to that experiment which becomes 
the common point for the actions he undertakes: observation, insight, per-
sistence. In his works, he allows nature to act; he wants to experience all its 
harmony, cruelty, and wildness. In the documentation, he presents the notes 
taken on those experiments. For the viewer, he filters the hardships of travel, 
the struggle with the materials, the tiredness from adjusting objects, places, 
and discoveries to his own will and vision. 

After the period when everyone would holiday in the cheap and familiar 
resorts only, Michał began to travel more and more. At first, he was drawn 
by the forest in the back of the house, where he would build shacks. It was 
then, when he first discovered he was attracted to the temporary geometry 
of a branches and sticks construction, where the elements lean against each 
other at certain angles so that the structure does not collapse. Over the 
time, he began to explore further, to visit the remains of the local factories, 
steelworks, and mines, where he carried out certain corrective interven-
tions, like inserting wooden wedges in–between walls, or wrapping bricks 
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in aluminium foil. Later on, he would travel even further, to Spain, Turkey, 
America, and Mongolia. 

Each time he arrived at a new place, he tried to tame the site in his own 
ways. He experimented with composite photography. He placed bags filled 
with water on cracked dirt. He took shots of the scene from an angle that 
would make a littered slag heap look in the frame like a picturesque desert, 
an escarpment seem a canyon, a small pile of sand appear as a great dune. 
He would add an extra element to the landscape, an own object, some black 
balloons disturbing the clear horizon line, some geometrical shapes cut out 
in wet sand, some small pebble constructions alluding to the renowned 
works of art. The actions he performed in that space were micro–miracles, 
not–made–by–hands, natural monuments, oddities. 

Smandek sought for the fragile balance, the power and tranquillity only 
nature could guarantee. Unable to equal to the 19th century — style explorers, 
describing yet another blank space on the map, he revealed to the viewer his 
own micro–scale discoveries. He proposed to renew the dying skill of leisure, 
thorough observation, the romantic torment of travelling for a single view; 
he unveiled the fatigue he generated in the intimacy of his studio in the allot-
ment garden summerhouse in Świętochłowice. 

In the meantime, with a neophyte’s enthusiasm, he started to explore 
chemistry and physics coursebooks. He became fascinated with the natural 
processes he would later bring out and accentuate in the privacy of an art 
gallery. Magnetism, the processes of melting or air escape, laid the grounds 
for simple installations. And so, he created the exhibited under glass cover, 
small, spiky, hedgehog–like object, which would gently turn its metal filling 
spines around when you wound the crank built into the pedestal. Collections 
of porous stones floating on the water thanks to balloons inserted into their 
natural pores. Smandek experimented with tar, tin, lead, and even with smo-
ke, each time marvelling the aesthetic properties of those materials. 

He was interested in the issues of material elasticity, gravity forces, 
underwater and aerial sculpture, he used to wonder what it would be like to 
sculpt in the water.

Smandek patiently observed natural phenomena on a barely noticeable 
level. In his works, he wanted to show the entire richness of matter, unveiling 
in his imagination. He placed aquariums in a pond so they would fill with 
slimy, greenish water, he cut out geometric shapes in lawns, and marked with 
strokes of a gigantic knife the covered in natural wind patterns desert. 

Regardless of the adopted in a given time method of work, Smandek 
takes the risk of the journey into the wilderness, in harsh conditions. For 
him, taking the staged photo, or making the video, are goals that can only be 
accomplished together with experiencing the hardships of travel. The effort 
underpins his every action, which apart from documenting it photographs 
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and videos remains a private performance. Smandek relentlessly faces the 
nature and matter challenges, striving to mould them. 

In the “Prognostyk” (“Forecaster”) project, he creates sculptures of 
smoke, which he then takes with him on a journey to volcanic cones. Photo-
graphed from the favourable perspective against the tops of Etna, Stromboli, 
and Vulcano, the sculptures presented the moment of eruption, which, in the 
near or ling–term future is likely to occur. Smandek climbs the volcano slopes, 
escapes the quickly falling dusk, bad weather, wind, carrying in his backpack 
nothing more than the elements to assemble the smoke cloud sculpture 
and place it against the volcano. Here, rather than to be the goal per se, the 
object becomes an excuse to take the journey, the travel companion, and the 
essential equipment, which together with the carrying it owner was affected 
by all hardships of travel. 



Knife Work, from the „Manual Rest” series,  

site specific installation, the Gobi desert, 2014
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I LIKE TO SEE MATERIALS cHANGE

Marta Lisok: what conditions must be met in order for you to create 
your works?

Michał Smandek: If I kept thinking about the favourable conditions, 
I would come up with nothing. The merely satisfying must do. I work on 
my ideas everywhere, I’m never away from the artistic processes, what 
might be a nuisance for some. Working in the intimacy of the studio 
is a convenience I rarely can afford. Apart from dealing with my own 
art projects, I work in several other places. I am lucky to work in my 
profession, I teach sculpture, which means I am constantly surrounded 
by art creation and free creative output. This doesn’t change the fact, 
however, that all time I have the project I’m working on in the back of 
my head. This takes proper self–organisation. 

What conditions must be met to create when travelling? A sleeping 
bag, a tent, some cash, and good health. Whenever I reach my desti-
nation, I feel like getting down on my knees and kissing the ground. 
I made it, all is set, just reach for the gear to my backpack, get the 
artwork done, and shoot. In reality, it’s not that easy. The enthusiasm 
as well as experience are telling me to hurry when the conditions are 
favourable. When travelling, if you put something off, then it’s often so 
much for doing it, so to speak. Although before setting off I often plan 
the final outcome of my work at my destination, the actual conditions 
on site make it impossible to carry out the project as I intended. 

Fatigue, time, coincidence, or weather sometimes change the game, 
so you must be able to implement other solutions and know how to 
take advantage of them. A change often does not equal to failure, it’s 
something you must get used to. To a certain extent, a spontaneous 
situation can be refreshing. You should trust your intuition then. Some-
times the improvised, expressive solutions, and decisions made on the 
spot are better than overplanned projects. In short, I take notes on my 
ideas in a sketchbook, then the reality check comes in. 

what inspires you the most?
Recently I got very excited about some simple drawings from a school 
physics coursebook. Being overworked and the notorious lack of time 
to spend on leisure became a starting point for the Zanikająca umie-
jętność wypoczynku (“The dying skill of leisure”) exhibition prepared for 
BWA in Tarnów. 

And during my last journey to Mongolia, where I participated in 
the International Land Art Biennale LAM 360 ,̊ I have begun to wonder 
about the liking for makeshift solutions among the desert nomads, 
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which seems understandable, and the same appreciation for all provi-
sional solutions common in the city, in Ulan Bator, what for a European 
is simply an example of negligence. It is so surprising and amusing that 
it starts to emerge as the common aesthetics there. 

which artists are particularly interesting to you?
Reaching back to the classics, certainly the American 60s’ and 70s’ land 
art leading artists and the aftermath of those stances. After my last 
journeys, I can say that the traveller community appears to inspire me 
more than the artists’ one. 

what is journey to you?
Not having returned from one journey yet, I already start thinking 
greedily about the next one. So it’s like addiction. An addiction, thanks 
to which I’m able to learn more about myself, like the fact that I can do 
better than I assumed, and if I can’t, then at least I build up confidence 
I will do better in the future. We develop ourselves thanks to travel. I live 
more when travelling. If possible, I avoid trails crowded with tourists. 
I rather seek my own paths and I aim at testing my abilities. For me, the 
combination of travel and art is a perfect balance. One generates the 
other. In travel, I seek for an explorer spirit, and today this geographical 
discovering is already very difficult, if not impossible, as you can get to 
know everything from home, before you depart. On the one hand, this 
means greater awareness and safety, but on the other, how less exquisi-
te the adventure becomes. Art enables me to explore this world once 
more, my way. And, as I have already mentioned once, to be able to tag 
a place ‘mine’ I must interfere with it. I leave a trace, a stamp, a flag, and 
only then may I take down the coordinates and name the place. 

what do you mean by the statement, ‘we live more when travelling’?
I like to roam. Even when it’s not possible at some point, I feel the urge to 
move further from where I am at that time. Just take one more step, over 
the hill, across another border. I admit that this is a form of an escape 
from everyday living. For me in particular, this breakaway is so powerful 
I lose the track of time, and the names of the days of the week often no 
longer mater. We act different. When travelling, we test ourselves in 
various situations. And therefore we gradually begin to get to know our-
selves: how we react, how we think, if we are open–minded, whether we 
have the not only physical stamina, if we can get excited, get organised, 
and whether we can act as part of a team, and on our own. Travel allows 
you to directly compare what you already know with what is new. It 
broadens your awareness, refreshes your views on certain matters. The-
re is also the area connected with the mixture of feelings, enthusiasm 
and excitement, fear, absent–mindedness and focus, full commitment. 
It’s just a very intense experience.
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Are there any regions, you find particularly interesting for creating 
your new works?

Looking at the map of the world, there are lots of such places. The vast 
majority are far away and getting there is costly and would take long. 
From the traveller’s point of view, it would be best not to know those 
sites and see them for the first time on your arrival. However, having 
seen some of it beforehand gives you a certain idea of it, or lets you get 
somewhat prepared. Now, I tend to favour open, empty, or even desert–
like areas, such as those in central Mongolia, where I carried out my 

“The Herd” project, or the ones on the Gobi desert. However, that’s not 
by rule. The search needn’t be so demanding. The place round the corner 
can be interesting as well, all depends on what we intend to do and 
what it is that we look for. For instance, the work Ciecz (“The liquid”) 
from 2009, which was made in Katowice, but still everyone associates 
it with other continent. In 2013, I was climbing volcanic slopes carrying 
in my backpack sculptures for the Prognostyk (Forecaster) project. Here, 
the important thing was to relocate and move the objects made back 
home to the places of choice. Nowadays I’m working on a long–term 
cycle Manual Rest, in which the visual aspect of the location is not as 
important as it used to be for my previous works. It’s about gestures 
I make in a way they would appear as not made by my hand, or about 
gestures nature made in a way they look as if I was the one, who made 
them. The element of surprise is key here, one time I surprise nature, 
the other time nature surprises me. This project is about increased vigi-
lance on the ground. About having the eye for noticing nature’s traces 
compliant with my way of thinking or for completing them. It’s a form 
of creating a semi–finished museum where the boundary between my 
intervention and it’s recognition is lost. 

what is it that you find appealing in provisional solutions?
The fact, it’s painfully pragmatic, and that it’s a solution with a very 
short shelf life. The fact, that it goes with the saying “that should do 
for now”. And the fact it’s related to human personality and disposition, 
one time it’s a result of pragmatic creativity and the other time it’s just 
laziness. A creative lazybones is an astonishing individual. Provisional 
solutions are astonishing as they use what is there at our fingertips. 
And that is a rule of the survival training. Excess precision and order can 
be tiresome. They become boring and predictable. 

How important is the material you choose for your works?
It’s crucial. It is the material suggesting me what I should do and how 
I should proceed, what I could tell about with it. In what way I can use 
the features of the given material or even how to go beyond them. I try 
to work the material over, to fatigue it, that is to learn and test. Without 
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ir it’s hard for me to determine the outcome of my actions and this is 
why working directly with the material is so important to me. Such 
experience determines the success of the projects I undertake. 

Mata Lisok: which work was the turning point of your artistic 
development?

I don’t work in fits and there can be no turning point, no revolution. My 
work is orderly and systematic where one thing results from the other. 
One work is the source of another plan. All ferments, matures, rightful-
ly decomposes when is not suitable, or combines. My attitude towards 
art is something more of a process, consistent and resulting from the 
trial and error method, a process in which I convince myself of the right 
measures I adopt. All that is a consequence of diligence, and the fact 
that in your work you must fool neither the viewer nor yourself. 

From hindsight, I think the Fatigue of material project exhibited 
in BWA in Katowice was the one significant to me. It’s thanks to those 
experiences the later works have been crated — the Teleport Process 
and the Nothing More, Nothing Less, in which I have strongly empha-
sised the importance of the physical properties in terms of the un-
dertaken exhibition themes. This is the idea I continue to pursue. The 
experimental style of my projects is important to me, despite the fact 
I usually exhibit them in a clean, minimalist fashion. The possibility of 
making a mistake and learning a lesson as consequence is still present. 
Whether the exhibition goes wrong is a gamble, both stressful and 
alluring. I’ll rephrase: whether it turns out differently from what I have 
planned. This teaches you to keep certain distance; it takes the skill of 
foreseeing, and the ability to react. This sort of education brings great 
together the land art interventions and the gallery actions. I move the 
outdoor experiences into the gallery and the other way round. I perso-
nally check. It’s an internal need. 

what do you mean the exhibition can go wrong?
I mean, it won’t work the way I intended. Which means, I would be 
surprised by something I have not considered despite the fact I have 
earlier run tests. And this is exactly what attracts me, the substitute for 
gamble. You are not always able to recreate the environment you will 
eventually work within. This happened when during the Survival in Wro-
cław, where I was installing for the first time the Nothing More, Nothing 
Less. I was invited to take part and there was no time for on–site check. 
I had to rely on the info I had been sent. When it turned out the water 
level during rainfall instantly rises in the reservoir, and that the bottom 
was an one and a half meter tall layer of sticky, stinky marsh, I had my 
second thoughts. We had to construct there an artificial, stable bottom 
base, before installing my actual work. It couldn’t have gone without 
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a swim. My father, who was helping me there to install the object, 
admitted that the last time he was entertained like that was back in the 
army on a training ground. We were really concerned about getting back 
to the hotel in our wet clothes all covered in mud. 

I assume that with the opening of the exhibition comes the time for 
my works to live their own lives. I like when the materials change. 



Sun gate, object, 2014
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Szymon Szewczyk

ORPHANED SIGNS

It’s a hot July night in the abandoned Silesia Hotel in the centre of the city. 
The lifts don’t work. Szymon Szewczyk persistently continues to carry up 
the stairs dozens of plant pots all the way to the fifth floor. He fills one 
room entirely with plants, creating a temporary jungle lit by the projector 
light streak displaying among the leaves some images of savannah wildli-
fe. Idyllically striding giraffes, birds taking flight. In this project, Szewczyk 
once again reaches to his fascination with the traveller’s perspective. You 
don’t need to make a journey, all it takes is to enter an unoccupied, empty 
building, a dead cluster in the urban space, and you will find yourself inside 
the humid, tropical rainforest, filled with gentle rustle and other, hard to 
distinguish sounds. Szewczyk senses the atmosphere of being in the centre, 
recognises the structure of sacrum and smuggles it through his works. The 
object he designs lets the approaching viewer feel as if he arrived at his dre-
amed location, as if he made it to the most anticipated point on the journey 
map, the desired destination. The highest summits, the heart of a nature 
reserve, the most primal wilderness and exotics as for the Optimism exhi-
bition where he showed a white, smoke–emitting pyramid. 

Still a student, Szymon Szewczyk distils blood from western movies. 
He then places it on the painting in mysterious arrangements as an abstract 
mark. He paints down the famous paintings’ characters with magma–like 
layers. In one of his paintings, a toxic formation crawls into his studio thro-
ugh the open window. Szewczyk takes photos of graffiti name tags left on 
the walls. Based on those pictures, he paints his dusty abstract paintings. 

Szymon Szewczyk marks pavements, asphalt roads, apartment blocks 
and tenement houses walls, doorframes, dumpsters, doorsteps, and even ru-
bbish, with his own sign. He posts a sign pointing to nowhere, leading astray 
those who dare to decode or track him down. Without further ado, he con-
structs plain structures and totems, using simple geometric forms wrapped 
in cheap plastic veneers. They bring to mind the images of the tools of magic, 
statues of cult, or altars, ritual props of the shaman who reaches for them to 
create a bewildering performance keeping reality in check. 

The nearest surroundings are his source of inspiration, he observes 
the structures of fences, wall units, and of all sorts of amateur improvised 
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contraptions. His attention is drawn by all that is provisional, makeshift, 
unexpectedly matched. Fake marble juxtaposed with stone, wood, encru-
station, parquet. Adhesive tape, protruding wires, a form losing its shapes, 
loosening, mutating. All in enormous mess, in carnival aesthetics accepting 
mixing codes, with the sole purpose of intermingling all elements in total 
chaos so that later on, it could lead to the long–wished for purification and 
reorganisation, classifying and designating the elements of reality back. 

The generated rituality of Szewczyk’s art is visible in rejecting decorum 
and conscious play on “bad taste”. As in the rites of passing when the follo-
wer is separated from his family and friends, cast out from the community, 
repeatedly experiencing deprivation strengthening him and preparing for his 
new social role, all in order to enable his return to the community as its fresh 
member granted new rights, after the period of his stay in the dark, isolation, 
poor conditions. Szewczyk acts alike, stealing forms from their natural habi-
tat, distils them, mixes, melts, and gives them new lease of life. 

Like a mosaic made up of many elements, his objects grind patterns, 
designs, and motifs, blurring boundaries, registers, and hierarchies. This 
seemingly aestheticising process remains in fact, an attempt towards the 
genealogy of Polish consumptionism desires, a critical analysis of the lingo 
and iconography of consumerism. The objects Szewczyk constructs re-
present his idea of exoticism, the longing for the Other, desiring all things 
camp–style ordinary, parroted, baroque rampant, pointless. Contemporary 
rococo where the form fidgets, spontaneously recasts from one state to the 
other, twirls, trickles down, splits, multiplies. Doubling the compulsive urge 
to embellish, fill the emptiness of the surroundings, either with graffiti tags, 
allotment gardens metalwork art, which he then transforms into totemic 
structures, or with budding natural forms in “Flower Arrangements” Szew-
czyk, though communicates in abstraction, glories in the excess. 

He is inspired by the species’ frontiers, by the one that is hard, or even 
impossible to classify. He owes a great deal to “Documents”, a Surrealist art 
magazine edited by Georges Bataille from 1929 to 1930, who referred to it as 

“war machine against received ideas”, bringing together a group of surrealists 
resisting the hegemony of Andre Breton. The journal’s contributors included 
Michel Leiris, André Masson, and Joan Miró. The publications’ topics ranged 
from jazz to archaeology, sharing content with an extensive photography 
section. The magazine, although only 15 editions were published, had a la-
sting effect on the 20th century arts and humanities. 

“Documents” played a restless game of shifting and constant move, in 
order to prevent the meanings from holding on to their entrenched positions. 
Notably, the greatly subversive writings were published side by side with 
classic essays. The “Documents” contributors would often impersonate such 
discourses only to disturb, to shift their senses. The “Documents” postulates 
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anthropology to research what is inhuman, pushed beyond the boundaries 
of cognition, what is radically different — different from itself, too. What 
eludes our imagination. 

Alfred Métraux said: an anthropologist is an individual not feeling at 
home in his own society. Michel Leiris argues, an anthropologist is an indivi-
dual not feeling at home outside his own society as well. He is a trickster. An 
anthropologist descends into the afterlife, is dead to one society, witnesses 
the horrific, and makes his return. Digging through cultures’ and eras’ state-
ments Szewczyk, the ethnographic surrealist, remains calm. He marvels the 
existence of cultural impurities and unsettling syncretism. Seeking out the 
lives of the false explorers, of the melancholic anthropologists, the scientific 
hoax on the evolutionary missing link, and charlatans amidst scientists, he 
collects and shuffles styles, items, artefacts, influences, quotes. Then, he 
juices them and serves the viewer with the pure thick extract only. He brings 
the perfectly tamed exotics.



no title, Fablon,  

wood, 2012
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—HOw DID yOu GET HERE?! 
—I uSED My IMAGINATION — DIScuSSING INcONGRuIT y AND 
FR AuD wITH SzyMON SzEwczyK

Marta Lisok: How did it all get started?
Szymon Szewczyk: As a child, what I enjoyed the most, was building 
small shacks and other improvised constructions out of sticks. Those 
would become ‘secret spots’ where my cousins and I played when we 
were little, a ‘hiding place’ for getting together and for reading some 
books. 

Besides, what I really enjoyed about those shacks was their making 
process itself and then ‘furnishing’ them with some old junk I spotted 
around the neighbourhood. 

you use plastic laminates for your art, what makes this material so spe-
cial for you? 

Laminates are a cheap and easy means to ‘decorate’ our surroundings. 
I think their common application proves the need for contact with natu-
ral and noble materials. Besides, they seem fairly attractive, provided 
used right — and thanks to the laminates objects oscillating between 
elegance and plainness are born. I find most appealing especially those 
laminates, which try hard to imitate something, and sometimes, at first 
glance they do seem to be a thing nobler than they in fact are. I like 
discrepancies, minor frauds of that sort. 

In your diploma show, you presented several objects, which evoke images 
of totems, of primitive, rite art. what was the origin of this concept?

My grandmother once got me on a church fair an African–like mask: a pla-
ster cast imitation of wood. It stayed in my room and bothered me, I was 
looking for a way to make use of it. Eventually, no interesting piece of art 
was made of it, though, but I started to wonder about the long way this 
symbolic object — an African mask — must have made, from the highly 
respected item of tribal cult to a gadget sold on a catholic kermes. This is 
how I began to look into the links between tribal art and modern times. 

what value do you place on recreating masks using unusual materials, 
unsuitable for the dignity of a mask? 

The African mask is for most people (that includes me) something more 
of an idea of a mask, built up from bits of images spotted in books, 
films, etc. My objective was to create such a contemporary concept–
mask, which instead of imitating a tribal object would recreate some of 
its features using simple methods and familiar, plain materials — that 
explains the carved patterns and faux textures. I really wanted to make 
a ‘nice’ and, in a way, attracting by simple means, object. 
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Do you think tribal and contemporary art have a common denominator?
On the one hand, there is the idea of it — a distorted and simplified ima-
ge influenced by literature and film. Tribal art enters our culture in form 
of a set of curiosities, such as the kermes mask I have mentioned. On 
the other hand, tribal art is associated with things natural and unre-
strained. The term ‘art’ itself, in this case exemplifies the Eurocentric 
perspective on this matter. I observe similar freedom in, for instance, 
the craft of allotment gardens gates. 

Are you ‘tired of reality’?
I’m afraid the artists brought together under this term were chosen ba-
sed on very superficial similarities rather than the way of thinking. For 
example, Honza Zamojski seems more ‘surrealistic’ to me than (quite 
good, though) Matecki. If you take this term literally — for sure I’m not 
tired, quite the opposite — all my works I make out of fascination with 
various, as real as possible objects, processed and combined to bring 
out what I believe is interesting. 

One of your diploma works, next to paintings and sculptures, was 
a deckchair.

I like motifs on this kind of furniture. They often are bright, psychedelic, 
sometimes depicting certain elements based on the common idea of 
the exotic, such as palm trees. Besides, in my other works I incorporate 
motifs connected with the aesthetics of the allotment gardens. So, I’ve 
decided to design my own pattern, which, when you take a close look 
at it, reveals a patchwork of the tribal sculptures and paintings motifs. 
I wanted to create an odd, but appearing to be commercial use object. 
One of the visitors during my open audience defence moved it aside 
and sat back comfortably, so I guess it worked. A chair like that could be 
mass–produced — I’d love to see a pleased allotment gardener sitting 
back in it contemplating the greenery in his garden. 

would you consider mass–designing your fake objects? could it be in-
teresting for you?

I’d be very happy to do that. Recently, I have designed on Bartek 
Buczek’s request a pedestal for his sculpture, in a single copy, however, 
in a way a utility object. The design was cut out by the technical team 
and then we covered it with laminate, to the background sounds of Po-
lish rap classics. As a result, the sculpture Bartek made was fitted with 
a good–looking and firm base. 

And what inspires you?
I think what appeals me the most are the peripheries of art, and things 
that you wouldn’t entirely agree to call art, although when doing rese-
arch for my diploma thesis I learned about the Surrealist art magazine 

“Documents”, which was a liberal collection of arts, ethnography, and 
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everyday reality, so when you come to think of it, surrealism does have 
some influence on my work, although it does not necessarily show. The 
information on “Documents” I found when I was writing the theory 
essay for my diploma, in James Clifford’s “The Predicament of Cultu-
re: Twentieth–Century Ethnography, Literature, and Art”. He mentions 

“Documents” to give an example of the relation of the non–western 
cultures with the European art. It was a set of writings, reprints, tribal 
art, and modern art of that day. The choice of topics reflected the areas 
of interest of the artists, who in the first half of the 20th century would 
read with the European point of view the collections brought in by the 
ethnographic research expeditions. 

“Documents” means imaginary journeys to cultures and eras. Do you 
travel a lot yourself?

I’m not that keen of travelling, which has even made me feel a bit bad 
about myself, until I have read the opening line of “Tristes Tropiqu-
es”: “I hate travelling and explorers”. That was a relief. I don’t mean to 
say that I have some overwhelming travel aversion, but if I’m to go 
somewhere, I’d better have a good reason. I’d love to go to see the 
Bosnian pyramids, that is hills, which due to their unique form are now 
in the centre of attention of the conspiracy theories preachers. I won-
der if this a bit artificially created extraordinariness has any noticeable 
impact on the area. That would make a good reason to go there. But I do 
enjoy books about journeys. I have recently read B. Traven’s 1926 “The 
Death Ship”. The protagonist — a sailor — loses his documents due to 
unfortunate coincidence and suddenly becomes a stateless person, able 
to find employment only on shady barges. The book at first seems to 
meet all criteria for travel literature, nevertheless under the adventure 
cover it hides a demystification of the seafaring romanticism and tho-
ughts on the invisible lines diving the world. 

It is most likely associated with the author’s experience — the place 
of B. Traven’s birth remains unknown, and so does his life, no one has 
known his identity for a long time — he would only contact the world 
outside through his agent. He often moved to different locations — he 
used to live in Germany, the USA, and eventually in Mexico. 

who is your favourite explorer?
I find the amateur sailor person of Donald Crowhurst fascinating, or 
actually, the dramatic situation his own wrong choices led him to. He 
bet his entire fortune and estate so he could enter the first single–han-
ded round–the–world yacht race. Just for the competition, he built 
a trimaran, which unfortunately turned out to be slower that he was 
expected. Crowhurst was left far behind and decided to complete the 
race by deceit — he calculated and reported false positions on the radio. 
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He convinced everyone that he was in the lead whereas in fact he wa-
ited in hiding for his returning rivals near the South America coasts. His 
situation led him to madness — his boat was found abandoned. He left 
his notes full of pseudo philosophical considerations. The last sentence 
he wrote in his log was “it is finished. It is finished. It is the mercy”. 

It would appear that my disliking for travel translates into hunting 
dramatic stories. 

One of your projects (Silesia Hotel) was based on fragments evoking 
connotations with a wildlife documentary on savannah. Are you a wild-
life documentaries fan?

I don’t watch many films of that kind, however for me, and I guess for 
many other people as well, those were an intrinsic element of quiet, 
lazy Sundays. I’m interested in the ways they shape this romantic 
image of the exotic — each documentary is obliged to feature a sunset/ 
sunrise, and to include a dramatic background music, and a feeling–in 
voice–over. There is no fraud there of course, only the suitable choice of 
means excerpted from adventure films. Far lands seem much more un-
real thanks to those measures. Besides, I have just used the sentimental 
term “far lands” myself. 

Do you watch the films you like several times over and over again?
I love getting back to Jim Jarmusch films, and to westerns with Clint 
Eastwood. They have a lot in common, after all. I love the scene from 

“Limits of control”, where the main character all of a sudden appears 
inside the well–guarded building, answering the question “how the fuck 
did you get in here” in his calm voice: I used my imagination. That’s so 
western. 
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Researchers at dusk

In 1919 Sigmund Freud formulated his term of the Unheimlich, a key fitting 
all doors to the modern–day Bluebeard chambers. He uses the word Heim-
lich with the ominous un prefix to describe the common, familiar situation, 
which suddenly prompts the feeling of anxiety, or even fear. The device is 
well–known to fans of the horror genre, where the thing that scares you the 
most are the familiar and cosy surroundings, the inside of the house chang-
ing all of a sudden into a creak–hole, a place of rustles, knocks, groans and 
wailing. The house reveals its dark side, frightening you with sudden turning 
what used to be at hand, warm and soft, into something cold and slimy. 

Daria Malicka, Dominik Ritszel, and Bartek Buczek present the viewer 
with an insight into their research and attempts to create calming rituals, 
into recapturing the same stories enriched with new details and additions 
to the plot. The tangled relations and impulses get ironed out in their works, 
juxtaposed, drawn into the daylight out of the recesses of the subcon-
scious, then multiplied. They welter in melancholy, darkness, and shadows. 
The doppelgangers cropping up in their works: the twin characters, the 
tricksters, all sorts of pranksters, peepers, phantoms, saboteurs, all having 
no good news to announce. 

What fascinates them is the pure overdrawn evil in a comic book depic-
tion, unexpectedly active, impressive: aggression, violence, instincts, dark 
objects of desire, all that gurgles beneath the skin, the collective, carefully 
hidden, invisible at first glance, concealed. What is evil and untamed, reborn 
like the invincible superheroes, the picturesque terrorists, constantly pre-
sent though regularly exterminated, variously chewed and spat out by the 
society. That is what makes their works a collection of the unwanted, ob-
scenely lively and elimination–resistant elements, recurring fears fighting 
dormancy, like the ever–alive, only temporarily unawake, dangerous and 
victim–thirsty zombies.



Extract, „Zły” by L. Tyrmand,

water, yeast, sugar, jar, 2013
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Bartek Buczek

I ONLy AVOID FR AuD IN ART — cLASSIFIcATION, TA xONOMy, AND 
SuPERSTRucTuRE IN BARTEK BuczEK’S ART

Bartek Buczek fears being accused of surrealism connotations in his art so 
much, he gets carried away wading in his hypothetical fantasy world thro-
ughout the purely theoretical considerations, which make the core of this 
book. It seems he had so long been refraining from multiplying unwanted 
beings that at some point he simply had to commit to paper his most feral 
ideas for the works of art, which out of common decency he would never 
make come into reality. 

Buczek, a performer, a painter, a sculptor, as well as the renown in Kato-
wice antiquarian, the owner of “Lektury Nieobowiązkowe” (“Non–required 
Readings”); as the far–sighted visionary — a self–curator, he designs his piece 
from A to Z, from the draft in his sketchbook to their reception and possible 
review. Keeping track of those fancy explanations, doubts, and excuses he 
easily embellishes his new concepts with, is accompanied by the impression 
the Author is expecting nothing but attack and aggression from the world, and 
any positive response to his acts of creation would embarrass him and set into 
constant anxiety. In this exact manner built upon a wobbly, storied courtesy 
(borderline with bragging) for the reader, anticipating the possible allegations, 
he formulates them against himself in a philosophical litany, comprising the 
book “Za drogie, za słabe, zbyt trudne, kilka przepisów na dzieło sztuki możliwe 
w hipotetycznym świecie fantasy” (“Too costly, too bad, too hard, a few recipes 
for a work of art possible in a hypothetical fantasy world.”) 

Producing the recipes for “cheese holes alignment alteration”, “a pictu-
re painted with ashes pigment”, or “a virus hypnotising the GPS navigation 
software users”, Buczek gracefully wades in the illogical reasoning, naturally 
casual about it, he consents to the poor–quality world, where categories of 
existence and non–existence become secondary. It’s all about the brilliant 
idea, processed over and over by imagination, spreading wide repeated as 
gossip or an anecdote around social circles, until it gains recognition and the 
status of a work of art. 

That is how Buczek dreams of a gold crown, medals, cups, and honours. 
Whenever he comes up with another piece possible only in one’s imagination, 
typically for the braggadocio–style, he does his best to emphasise his genius 
and intelligence. Meanwhile, tangled up in his own strategy, he sometimes 
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happens to be impatient, or restless. He never takes root in one medium. 
There is a time he paints feral perspective old–fashioned paintings. On some 
other occasion, not minding the consequences, he burns a mark of an octo-
pus on his thigh, with a piece of a red–hot iron. He is the only member of an 
art/mob group (“The Octopus”) to undergo that initiation rite, accepting the 
mark–holder to the community. 

Plans overwhelm reality. Out of the planned five hundred dishes from 
potatoes, he eventually makes one. He got looped inside the six–hour perfor-
mance, where he was cycling without a break round the roundabout, in the 
night. Parted from the natural order of road traffic, yet not breaking the law, 
moving like a ghost on its sodden, blurred margins. In an exhausting rite, he 
introduces the chaotic movement into the night space of the city asleep. 

The mercury mirror he constructed putting his life at risk, instead of 
the confident creator, reflects the antihero lurking in the shadows, often of 
ambiguous morality, masked, buried inside the ample hood of a heavy winter–
jacket of an American cop, pushing an enormous snowball down the sleeping 
valley, or poisoning the spring. 

It would appear that many of his actions are born from his feeling of 
being helpless, from the states of melancholy. Buczek makes objects, which 
could make a sound fundament of the world: a perfect snowflake he or-
ders done on a marble panel, or the fired modelling clay white crossbones, 
borrowed from the pirate flag. As if he was waiting for a miracle, which 
would cause the reality to make sense again. One of the few of his minima-
list video–works, shows a “Your mug” brand milk carton, with an awkward 
woman portrait shedding picturesque milk tears, running down her face. Like 
acheiropoietos and other “miraculous paintings”, Buczek refers to a higher 
power, an animate image, which helps to believe there is an unknown, pro-
tective force one must humble to; a force which can guarantee the presence 
of a higher order. 

My first encounter with the skilful creation of Buczek’s image was some 
photograph posted somewhere online. Turning round in figura serpentina-
ta, he was pointing at a cute tattoo on his loins — a ballpen–drawn image 
of a dolphin. The eternal adolescent experimenter–trickster, who just loves 
the phrase: “and yet again Sindbad the Sailor escaped death”, he spreads his 
wings in his series of recipes for a work of art possible only in the hypotheti-
cal fantasy world. He tactfully dusts himself off from the leftovers of the 
former burdens, and from the struggle against matter. An art piece no longer 
means torment, patience, and toil. It is now a strictly conceptual delicacy. 



Villain V,  

oil on canvas, 50×50 cm, 2014
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DEPRESSION AND THE SENSE OF HuMOuR

Marta Lisok: you often use non–standard media and materials in your art.
Bartek Buczek: That’s true, however those are mostly often canvases, 
oil paints, and paint brushes, and thanks to having done my painting 
homework, later on some silly ideas for new materials come up, like ba-
nana pulp, quick silver, potato mash, bubble gum, milk, walnuts, and corn 
puffs. I guess that’s all, I can’t remember any other. 

what was the purpose of multiple painful rites of burning the octopus 
mark on your thigh?

That’s along story, but since you’ve asked, I’ll do my best to give you an 
exhaustive answer. We once had this art group we named “The Octopus”, 
the groundwork of which, was the obscure understanding of what eli-
tism was. To emphasise this elitism, I came up with a suggestion to burn 
our group symbol on our bodies, and since there were no other volunte-
ers, we agreed the rest of the group members would pretend they had it 
done the same way; and so we did. A year passed and the group fell apart 
because of some internal tensions (laying the grounds for new tribes). 
I thought then it would add a nice finishing touch to repeat the rite of 
burning the octopus mark, correcting the mistakes I made during the 
pioneering attempt. Basically, the idea was to prove that it’s the concept 
that matters, and the capital costs are just a matter of agreeing upon, 
whether it would be a body scarification, or sculpting an army of golems 
in banana pulp, or any absurd idea. Since you’ve asked about the multiple 
act of burning that sign, about a year ago I was short in one work for the 
villains exhibition and I thought it would be great to make myself one 
more octopus–shaped scar, which should totally conceal its sense, and 
I called it this time “do you really think I would give out my plan to you, if 
there was the smallest chance you could prevent it.” We have burned the 
octopus mark on my left leg, but as I wasn’t satisfied with the effects, 
we repeated the process three times, which together gives us five 
attempts. I have to admit I’ve forgotten now what that work was really 
about. 

Art seems risky when you handle it.
You’re right, painting can be depressing, but seriously I believe there are 
two major pillars in my art: depression and sense of humour. Best works 
are made where the two phenomena meet, whether it’s a winter–the-
med painting series, or a quicksilver mirror, the sign of a nonexistent 
secret society burned on your skin several times, in the end it’s only the 
consequence of depression and sense of humour. Bas Jan Ader is one of 
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my favourite artists, and I am convinced that before his planned and car-
ried out disappearance of 1975, he possessed both the desired qualities. 

you are not a fan of performance art. what is it that you find repulsive 
about this medium?

I have just praised Bas Jan Ader and now I get to answer the question 
why I hate performance art. Together with performance, I’m not keen 
on new media art, or the committed art. In the case of those three 
disciplines I too often encounter the disease of getting overexcited 
about the medium used, to such an extent, one forgets about whatever 
meaning there was in it. Performers, who have no idea what, or how 
they act (not asking themselves whether what they do has any value in 
it), the new media art about the new media, and the artists committed 
to problems, they don’t experience themselves. 

what could be such an imaginary problem, in your opinion?
I remember an old interview with Jean Genet, who said that the commu-
nists’ doings in Poland were not a matter of his interest as those were 
the issues of white people and he was sympathising with the Black Pan-
thers at that time. It all seems similar to the actions of the artists who 
kindly look into the issues that do not concern them. Not to bring any 
names to it, let’s say I’m the typical representative of the artists’ circle, 
here, where we live, I know nothing about, or I’m not concerned with 
the problems of the homeless, the convicts, the blind, I also know little 
about the Holocaust and many other subjects, so I have no mandate 
for commenting on those matters and make art about them, as I would 
make a fool out of myself; still, many other artist like me, become quite 
successful acting that way. 

you often bring to life the alter ego, the masked hero, who stands in for 
you during dark mysteries, and dangerous rituals. what makes super-
heroes so attractive?

That’s the point, the superheroes aren’t attractive, the topic I have been 
pondering for quite a time, are the supervillains, since they are the 
driving force of all change, as opposed to positive characters striving 
to retain status quo. Positive characters get on my nerves, how do they 
make me look standing next to them? They are not the role model for 
me, nothing more than qualms. Instead of racing with the best, I’d rather 
find myself some grotesque supervillains like me. It’s like choosing your 
dreamed destination, between hell and heaven. Edmund Blackadder 
put it well: Heaven is for people who like the sort of things that go on in 
heaven, like talking to God, garden strolls, singing, praying, and watering 
pot plants, whereas Hell, on the other hand, is for people who like other 
sorts of things — torture, violence, adultery and rape, so that makes the 
choice quite obvious. 
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why are your characters masked so often?
The latest series of portraits I painted was about the villains, and those 
most commonly conceal their identity. I have recently read “The Way 
of the Masks” to be able to give a competent answer to a question like 
that, but I do not recall anything from that book, so I’ll make a referen-
ce to horror films, most of which make good movies until the moment 
when the monster is fully shown; I thinks that’s the key to masking my 
characters. Besides, it would appear that it liberates me from the strug-
gle to paint faces; somehow, despite the real flood of such depictions in 
Polish painting, I rarely come across this obvious explanation. 

you have just published the second edition of your book of recipes pos-
sible in the hypothetical fantasy world. what new elements have you 
introduced to it?

In relation to the first micro edition, I changed the budget (that is, 
Bunkier Sztuki in Krakow suggested one), the subcontractors and I, we 
have been paid, I removed most of the storylines I changed my mind 
about, I wrote about ten new recipes, such like the corn puffs sculpture, 
the book extract produced from fermentation, and so on. I added the 
illustrating contents in this issue. It has been given a new layout and 
a more elaborate cover. 

In your opinion, what is the most brilliant idea that has been included 
in this book?

It seemed like a simple question, but each of those ideas has its weak 
spots you cannot go round, some of them I have carried out, so it means 
they had to have the fewest weaknesses and it would appear those are 
the most brilliant ones. I guess the video with the milk crying white tears 
was the lightest one, not too fanciful, coming from the true inner impul-
se. The quicksilver mirror is good, however I wouldn’t go calling it a bril-
liant idea; I’d really love to create the virus infecting the GPS receivers, 
which would use the hypnotising voice to put the drivers to sleep. 

The works gathered in the book could be described as conceptual. Before 
that, you had some experience with non–material projects, consisting 
in creating moods, you undertook for instance at the Art Boom in The 
Archaeological Museum. 

There are several rooms with ancient Egyptian art in the Archaeological 
Museum in Krakow. They all have some specific atmosphere, as in those 
dim rooms, you can see the half–close sarcophagi placed inside the air-
tight glass displays, lit with soft, scattered light. We have received the 
permission to modify the light emitters, the friendly engineer Mateusz 
Michałek altered light intensity in one of the showcases. When the 
installation was switched on, the display started to pulsate with light 
in the rhythm of the sleeping person’s breathing. That’s about that for 
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the description and the technical aspect. I wanted to smuggle what 
I felt was the missing piece, cut out from a trashy horror movie, into the 
space of that stiff, sober museum. 

How would you describe the form/material/message/concept relations 
in your works? Do you enjoy the struggle with materials? which project 
was the hardest and the most time consuming one, when it comes to 
those matters?

I think I put the concept first, to make the material and the form result 
from it. It’s usually achieved by means of a possibly well–painted oil 
picture, sometimes this could be a sculpture, a video, or plain text. It’s 
hard for me to determine the most time–consuming work, apart from 
the intense labour periods, I spend of about ten minutes a day painting, 
once or twice a week… Do I like struggling with materials? No, I’d prefer 
the works to be done in the very moment I come up with idea for them, 
but, if I really have to work on them, well, I’m ready to accept that, usu-
ally I succeed in completing most of the works I came up with. 

As a painter, you are becoming more and more engaged in sculpture, and 
let’s agree, in surprising materials. For instance, you have recently made 
a sculpture out of corn puffs. 

The sculpture made of the so–called flips puffs is bad, I believe anyone 
who has seen it would agree, that’s why I though I could use an impres-
sive pedestal. I asked a fellow artist Szymon Szewczyk to design a cube 
for me, in the so far spirit of his art, and what I got was a design of 
a precolumbian–style pedestal made in MDF boards covered in marble 
and granite pattern veneer. Szymon did not disappoint me, explaining 
that inspired by my corn puff sculpture, he alluded in his work to the 
Aztec myth of a cornbread world. So I’ll be displaying two pieces, from 
two artists, one on another, mine on top. 

you like to collaborate with experts on various disciplines. 
I have described my collaboration with Szymon Szewczyk above, now 
I’m persuading him to assist me in making frames for my paintings, 
and as he sensibly noticed, his work won’t now be underlying mine, 
but it will surround it. I appreciate the support of Mateusz Michałek, 
the engineer friend of mine, who made it easier for me to carry out 
the “Curse” (the piece with the mummy in the Archaeological Museum 
in Krakow) and the “My worst idea I came up with in good faith ever 
made” — writing offensive words on the lake surface with a GeoPen, the 
device with the application–implying name he created. I also remember 
cooperating with Jan Oczko, the multi–talented friend of mine, who, 
being a sculptor made the figurine of “Poison Storm”, the supervillain 
contaminating water springs with mercury (that’s another example 
of using mercury as part of an art work); we have also made together 
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the “Quicksilver mirror”, where his self–restraint, self–control and wide 
interests were particularly useful, and thanks to them we managed to 
relatively safely trap one and a half kilograms of mercury between two 
glass panes. Jan’s steady hand one more time didn’t let me down hel-
ping me burn the octopus symbol onto my skin. Currently, I cooperate 
with Daria Malicka and Maciej Wodniak, the graphic designers and the 
authors of the layout to my “Too costly, too bad, to hard” book. They 
are the creators of the “Melancholy” jewellery brand too, and we now 
are working on the “Bad Man’s Signet”, a ring set with a porcelain gem, 
taking advantage of the natural characteristic of porcelain, under the 
pressure of which, the hardened glass for car window panes can smash 
into tiny pieces. I also get a great deal of help from Basia Kubska, the 
photographer, who helps me prepare the materials I use for painting, 
as well as reproduces all my works, modestly referring to herself as my 

“technical support”. Collaborating with other people of varying skills, 
intellectual background, and equipment backup, seems a perfectly 
natural way out. 

you owe many writers. In your works, you often make reference to 
literary inspirations, as an enthusiastic, erudite bookseller you have an 
arsenal of quotes at hand. could you tell about the several instances of 
literature mixing with your art?

Most of the time I don’t get to paint, because I’m at work in the second–
hand bookshop, or because I’m reading, and that’s when the literature 
gets into my art. You once wrote a beautiful bio of me, with a line that 
said I refer in my art to literary, comic book, and film characters, and 
that I skilfully combine the stories of heroic deeds, the adventures of 
adamant travellers and treasure hunters with the psychoanalytical and 
anthropological matters, ending up with unsettling, sombre works. 

That was the most flattering opinion I have ever read about myself, 
I frankly I don’t see the reason to disagree with it. I would like to add 
that I’m very keen on rap music, and that I like reading books and artic-
les featuring the most absurd matters, which, mixed together with my 
own experience and with the reality into something of a homogeneous 
mash, I sometimes can forge into something worthwhile. 

Now, I’m most excited about the views to create the signet I have 
mentioned before, in collaboration with the jewellery brand managed 
by the two friends of mine — the artist/designer duo (the reality and 
the potentials). The finished “Bad Man’s” signet (a reference to Tyrmand 
and all the possible archetypes learned from anthropology books and 
all the superhero stories), thanks to its porcelain gem, will be used for 
punch–smashing car windows (the article on burglaries and books abo-
ut thieves) and it will be sold inside the walnuts I polished, what made 
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them very brittle (my own sculpting experience and the recent reading 
of “Italo Calvino”/ “Italian Tales”, with magical objects commonly found 
inside nut shells). And I guess that’s how it works. 
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Dominik Ritszel

wHEN yOu HuRT SOMEBODy, yOu HAVE TO KILL THEM

The forest appears the moment it starts to turn blue. The sun has set, it’s 
getting cold. Your hands are getting cold, too. The “Hunting” film main 
character tucks himself inside a blanket, where he reads the cruel polar 
tales, which, against the expectations of the European reader raised on 
the Grimm Brothers’ stories, have no happy ending. The strongest and the 
most cunning ones win. The good, the naïve, and the weak die. The forest 
goes by violent rules, captured in this pure geometry: the horizon line, the 
tree trunks, the branches, the clearings, and the paths. It is friendly at the 
same time, full of shelters, hideouts, and caverns, yet on the other hand, 
it remains indifferent and deaf. One must fight for one’s place there by 
own rules. After the landscape–watching phase, the repertoire of Dominik 
Ritszel has been enriched with documentaries of the behaviours of hunters, 
athletes, soldiers, spectators, town fair young men, chavs, and students. He 
was particularly into filming the moments they were starting to feel at ease, 
convinced they were no longer observed, when they began to relax and tried 
to figure out their position inside the group, looking daggers at each other. 

In his video art, he never let the viewer come close to the longed–for 
culminating point, the moment anticipated from the very first minutes of 
the unhurried action. He brought together the focused gazes, hovering ge-
stures, ambiguous situations, making it impossible to tell explicitly what the 
watched scene is.

A strict father judging his son’s piano play in the “Preludium” (“The Pre-
lude”), a boy hiding in the woods in the “Polowanie” (“Hunting”), two soldiers 
preparing themselves for the unidentified enemy’s approach in “Campers”, 
redeploying masked characters who wander through the wastelands in the 

“No fun”, are all silent heroes we follow through a small snapshot, torn away 
from the cause and effect logics, with no beginning and without an ending, 
yet there are moments we share their fears and anxious waiting. It’s a video 
based on mood, built upon the intensified rustling, scraping, and creaking so-
unds. No dialogues, only bold gestures, and hand moves, revealing excessive 
emotions which struggle to canalise. 

Ritszel’s videos show heavy, thick relations, places, and gestures. The 
austere “Versus” coverage of a gymnasium training practice rescales the 
sound of moving bodies to a degree where each turn of an arm sounds like 
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a spin of a fan, each ankle snap sounds like a tree breaking apart, anxious 
biting cuticles turns into shiver–sending scratching on a wooden surface. 
The bodies of the silent figures watched from a close–up encompass the 
surroundings, its conflicts, tensions, rigors. The outer is placed on the bodies 

— letters of the alphabet, put together into different stories. The outside 
is placed inside. In the “Eine kleine Werke” video–piece the architecture of 
a prison is reflected by the tensed gestures of the inmates; in the “Silent 
night”, the Superjednostka block of flats security guard beats the rhythm 
hitting the doors and rails with a club, counting the steps, floors, and corri-
dors. The characters’ breaths mirror the architecture, doubling it. 

Their somnambulant bodies in motion are pigeonholed inside the di-
sciplining places, like the straightening–up the young pianist’s back stool in 
the “Prelude”, the bleachers separated from the football field with a plastic 
screen in “0:0”, classroom desks in “A Film about School”, rows of identical 
doors in the “Silent Night” with a security guard armed with a truncheon 
goes on a sinister patrol round the corridors of an enormous block of flats. In 
the continuously repeated panoptical ritual the teachers, parents, soldiers, 
and coaches keep the order. Discipline is the one and only principle keeping 
a tight rein on the world presented. 

In the “See you all” video comprising a series of spied–on city night life 
scenes: kissing couples, covered–up action undertaken for vague reasons, 
not necessary legal, Ritszel creates a mosaic of ways to cope with the 
supervisibility and control implemented almost anywhere by the daily, law–
abiding city–dwellers. As the all–seeing observer–controller peeking through 
the window with the long distance lenses, he creates the space of chaos from 
individual scenes. The minefields of transgression, where neither law nor 
order apply. Unlike the governing rules of pleasure, one’s own shady business, 
aroused sexuality, and liberty. The night split up into smaller scenes enables 
concealing one’s identity, making you invisible, thus allowing to get away 
unpunished. 



Versus, video, 8 min 21 s, 2014



Movie about school,  

video, 9 min 13 s, 2014
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GEOMETRIcAL ORDER OF THE SPEcTATORS’ STANDS AND SEEING 
yOuR BREATH ON THE IcE–RINK

Marta Lisok: A fingernail scratching the table–top, a hand getting the 
cobwebs form under the wardrobe, stroking the fur of a dead animal, 
the touch metaphors: these are the signatures of your works. where 
does your enthusiasm towards detail come from?

Dominik Ritszel: Details allow you to watch reality without any distan-
ce. We take a closer look when we are intrigued or bothered with 
something, like hairs on one’s clothes, or a smudged window pane, bugs 
in the grass. By means of such focused observation, we try to subdue 
a certain emotion. Close watching is a paranoid kind of a look, it may 
encompass one’s fascination and curiosity borderline with obsession. 
The observer fetishises the spied–on object. The vision–related issues 
are the subject, which very often comes to the fore in my works. I like 
watching the objects surface, finding subtle damage marks, which 
appear as material evidence. They can tell you a lot on how the owner 
used to handle the thing, or how he used to treat it. Employing detail is 
a way of examining the characters and the surroundings, guiding to the 
next, potential points of action. I usually focus on hands, which I find 
particularly interesting. Hands are first to give away emotions, they get 
out of control. 

The audio–layer is very important in your video–art works. what is 
the origin of your sensitivity to sounds?

When I was in school, I wasn’t too fond of silence. I believed there was 
nothing interesting going on around and that didn’t make me feel good. 
Meanwhile, the first cheap mp3–players came up. I got myself one and 
I started taking it with me almost everywhere, even on short–distance 
walks. Perhaps it was a sign of a neurosis of any kind? Much of the time, 
the listening to music wasn’t about imaging any incredible stories, it 
was to put some distinctive, specific character and meaning to the sur-
rounding area. I sometimes get the impression there are far too many 
pointless dialogues in films. In a way, that makes me feel suspicious 
about words, and that’s why the characters in my works communicate 
with each other by means of murmurs, rustle, and knocking. In those 
terms, the much brought–out sounds in horror films are most inspiring, 
sometimes coming to the front, before the visuals.

Athletes, soldiers, convicts, hunters, spectators; why men make most 
of the characters in your works?

First of all, the groups you named are dehumanised in a certain way, 
there’s no room for gentleness, or fulsome affection there. I invite men 
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to take part in my projects because I’m interested in how they act in 
front of the camera. As non–professionals they don’t feel comfortable 
about the camera and, unlike the women, they poorly handle being 
watched. Working with that kind of people often gets out of hand while 
I’m directing, yet it lets me feel I work with an authentic character, who 
isn’t trying to mimic my concept, but suggests their own instead. In my 
projects, I never put such great emphasis on the character directing, 
I focus more on arranging the conditions for work. 
I’m interested in the question of manhood in contemporary culture. As 
regards that issue, the Von Trier’s “Nymphomaniac” seemed very me-
aningful, for the massacred image of men. Each male character personi-
fied a different weakness, including the father of the protagonist, form 
the overgrown, simple–hearted, chauvinistic macho males, to gentle–
natured, snaky, and submissive gentlemen. 

A couple of years ago, in 2005, Magdalena ujma and Joanna ziel-
ińska brought together the works of art for the “Boys” art show, in 
line with the statement: heroes are tired. Has something changed 
over those years? what makes the model man today? Do we need 
superheroes?

We are dealing with the same process of erasing the past idea of a man, 
and coming up with contradictory requirements on what the real man 
must do, how to interact with other people and how to act around him-
self, with the process constantly deepening. Strength used to make one 
of the distinctive man features. The today the equivalent of strength 
is being fit, also attributed to women. Pampering one’s beauty, once 
associated with women, now is also applicable to men’s lifestyle. The 

“beautiful” adjective now can be applied to men, as well. 
Hard time answering the question about the characteristics of 

a contemporary real man suggests the lack of a fundament for the man 
identity, that is its crisis. 

I think the 80’s men generation is one of the last generations 
of this kind, that is hit by these transformations, mostly due to their 
fathers, strongly rooted in the traditional patterns of masculinity. It’s 
hard to find, in the day of the constantly evolving, insecure identities, 
any examples of distinctive masculinity. 

The traditional models of manhood are now mostly preserved insi-
de sports circles. Sport is the final mainstay of masculinity, where men 
can maintain the old traditional ways. The one, who shows the greatest, 
sometimes even the extreme aggressiveness and endurance, becomes 
the hero athlete. Other men–dominated areas are the street or rap 
communities, with the prevailing cult of strength, inner hierarchy, etc. 
One must meet certain criteria in order to join those circles.
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you often reach for the sport themes in your works. Does your sever-
al–year experience in the hockey league influence the strategies you 
opt for in art?

What fascinates me about sport, is its multilayer structure, when each 
individual element starts to function as part of a greater system of mo-
vement and positions. In sport, the action takes place not only where 
the ball or the puck are at that moment. Sport takes analysing each 
move, making all the effort to determine the most effective moves and 
passes. It’s a kind of an abstract, isolated reality, where everything can 
be measured and examined. 

I like sport locations and sport centres, the ordering of the stands, 
the claustrophobic halls, and seeing one’s breath while on the ice–rink. 
And the whole nimbus of stress and disappointment around them. In 
my opinion, those are the places where you can get emotionally lost and 
let go of yourself. You can be invisible in the bleachers, but you cannot 
remain indifferent. It’s probably fear–driven to a degree, and partially 
the result of group pressure. 

For the “0:0” video, I was watching the spectators during matches, 
when their teams were losing. I was wondering where all the emotions 
in the seats come from. I focused both on the more aggressive and 
on the quieter groups of spectators. It was aware of the contagious 
nature of emotions during games, especially when you get to stand 
inside a bigger, packed group, and I also knew about the local affiliation, 
sometimes expressed through fanaticism. What I came to during my 
work was the helplessness of the fans, the inability to fully participate 
in the observed event. Those emotions showed clearly, whenever there 
was a punch–up on the rink and the opposite team player was winning. 
Each fan heard the duty call to give his team’s player a hand while he 
was losing. 

Spy watching; is that both your passion and a method of work? Does 
the excess in indirect ways of watching make you mistrust all the vis-
ible? Are we living in a reality putting sight above other senses? How 
does the modern “homo videns” typically think? 

John Berger wrote in his “Ways of seeing”: “In the cities in which we 
live, all of us see hundreds of publicity images every day of our lives. 
No other kind of image confronts us so frequently. In no other form 
of society in history there has been such a density of visual messages.” 
Because of this throng of images, our culture distorts the sense of au-
thenticity. The impressions from watching pictures on the Internet, or 
some short films on Youtube (beautiful nature, catastrophes, accidents, 
fights) contrasted with a direct experience leads to a discrepancy in the 
realness of what a person sees and feels. The reality turns out not to be 
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interesting enough, which causes fringe relativism. The abundance of 
imagery in daily experiencing leads to the development of new forms of 
perception and sensitivity, the new “syntax” of thoughts and how the 
world is seen. The innocent eye does not exist.

Taming this chaotic reality of images is the main challenge for most 
visual artists. The early signs of this ordering secret look evolved 
around the appearance of the 19th century persona of the flâneur 
whose presence is founded on the leisurely watching and collecting 
views offered by the city landscape. 

Such outlook sets the specific relationship of authority and subor-
dination, dividing the reality into objects and subjects for watching, 
establishing the specific forms of distance. To see without being seen is 
the core principle of the flâneur, so is to look and not get caught spying 
on, or to avoid getting the full image. 

I like spy–watching with my camera, which sometimes is better 
than the eye itself. The very process of framing allows you to focus on 
the detail. Spying on is effortless getting into an intimate, very close re-
lation with a person unaware of being watched. It results from natural 
curiousness. It lest you notice the well–guarded nuisances.

why have you chosen the video medium, for your main tool?
At the beginning, I was attached to drawing, but later on I felt the need 
to change some of the tools I had been using. I never had the patien-
ce for painting. Waiting for the paint to dry used to throw me off the 
track and make me too eager to start something new already. I had the 
careless attitude towards sculpture and installations, I had to fix them 
on regular basis, since they used to either fall down or break apart. And 
I was simply to embarrassed imagining doing performance art. I have 
chosen video art, although recently I’ve started to incorporate into my 
videos some of my drawings of outlines, diagrams, or graphs. 
One of the latest works, i.e. “The film about school”, I shot in my old 
primary school premises, so a drawing seemed naturally reasonable 
in that case. The pupils’ drawings are the expression of their frustra-
tion and the will to mark their presence in the overwhelming space of 
an institution. I was mostly inspired by the ones which we hidden for 
instance under the desk, in the bathrooms, on the walls, etc. All were 
hastily drawn, with a shaky line. The drawings I have included in my vi-
deo weren’t as emotional. My visit to the old school wasn’t particularly 
enjoyable, maybe because I didn’t find any marks of my past presence. 

The architecture seems to have a strong influence on you. what is the 
role of space in your works?

My works are often confined within, or somehow dependent on it. Let’s 
take the “Prelude”, where the room with my father and my brother 
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inside, is in fact a claustrophobic trap. On the one hand, it’s a family 
shelter, but on the other, there’s this atmosphere of a psychological 
torment, and as it is for the “Hunting”, the nature there makes similar 
impact on the characters. Same kind of tension underlies the “Silent 
Night” I shot in Katowice in the Superjednostka, an enormous block of 
flats I used to rent a room for a while. Lots of security guards worked 
there, and they were often out on their corridor patrols. They were very 
vigilant, and it happened that if they saw me they would ask about my 
flat number. Recapturing their routines, my goal was to show the rela-
tionship between the building and its tenants. 

you frequently film landscapes. The characters wander around the 
locations, which don’t offer any shelter. where does this observation 
take you?

What is important to me about filming landscapes from long distance, 
is the sole difficulty in determining what is going on in the frame. The 
inability to attach any irrefutable logic, or predictable dynamics to the 
scenes witnessed. For the same reasons, I find the mere moment of 
the action plotting far more appealing than the spectacular endings or 
climaxes. I’m taken with biographical films and with how they process 
a man’s entire life into a 120–minute–motion picture. The lives of the 
film characters are full of intense emotion, and the course of events 
changes every five to seven minutes. And that’s distorting for my sense 
of time. I feel absurdly disappointed whenever I get to the credits, as 
the ordinary lives seem overly dragged out and it seems one has to wait 
way too long for any twists of plot. 



Allegory, collages, 

19×23 cm, 2014
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Daria Malicka

THE MOMENTS OF SHINING 

Pale, well–groomed, long fingered woman hands touch feathers, shells, 
snails, a bust of an ancient god. Art history figures are juxtaposed with the 
images of animals, with female models pictures cut out from men’s maga-
zines. Breaking through their eye–pleasing aesthetic surface and unravelling 
them takes time. Malicka in her consecutive collages captures what is liquid 
and gluey. As a child, she was keen on watching insects. Rather than deal 
with their sticky limbs and buzzing, she would draw inspiration from their 
shape and create swarming tangles on paper. Insect watching has trans-
formed into an antiquarian passion, and the dug out books and magazines, 
with a little help of scissors and glue, would turn into lands for the charac-
ters’ dangerous and amazing journeys. As it turns out, the artist would join 
them and take the hardest journey, a journey into herself. 

One of her series carries a meaningful title: the moretta, i.e. a Ve-
netian mask, held to the face by placing its small grip between one’s 
teeth, making talk impossible. The inability of clarification and the visual 
attempts to overcome it become one of the main themes in Malicka’s 
art. This theme is built upon the so–called talking therapies, basing the 
treatment on the attempts to narrate and systematise situations, perso-
nalities, and relations. In art history, dating by ornaments comes as natural 
to the trained eye. It enables highly credible matching any work of art 
with a particular decade. The auricular, the scrollwork, or the acanthus 
ornaments are in fact signatures of their times. The unsettling juxtapo-
sition of the familiar and the unknown is the barometer of Daria Malicka’s 
creations. Underneath the trim frock coats and starched collars clad on the 
characters she brought to life, gurgle the suppressed drives and repugnant 
anomalies. To escape darkness, one must mould it like clay, describe it, and 
jam into frames.

Visiting professor Sigmund Freud’s London office was a fascinating 
experience for me, says the artist. One of the many things to be found there, 
was a Persian rug draped over the couch. Imagining they found themselves 
on an oriental ottoman from the “Arabian Nights”, professor’s patients were 
telling the stories of their dreams, memories, fantasies, and traumatising 
experiences, seeking for the liberation from the subconscious repressions 
of the Victorian morality. Freud believed the sophisticated ornaments of 
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the rug would stimulate the patient’s imagination allowing to perceive the 
formerly repressed areas of one’s personality. 

Malicka’s diploma works comprised 3D prints of the imagined phantom–
organs. A set of organs without an owner, humanoid sculpture leftovers, 
mobile removable organs fitted with a protruding element at one end, 
implying the ability to be completed, or connected to a greater whole. 
Malicka finds all surplus, undesired forms, and hybrids fascinating. She picks 
the subjects of her art from among forms, which, much like the haunted 
houses, mad animals, or lunatics, suddenly uncover their double nature no 
one suspected. She is attracted to objects, copies, replicas, and mediated 
forms, which, preying upon the distance from the original, give rise to the 
sphere of distortion, oddity, misrepresentation, stuttering. Where the norm 
ends, an intriguing space appears, fitting distorted reality, vague, made–up 
stories, evasive excuses. That is where the idea for the original bestiary came 
up; a Hybrydarium, the set of creatures originating from natural history, 
tales, and legends. Malicka reaches to the atrocious creatures reservoir to 
bring out the ones with the most charming descriptions or images. Each time 
she wallows in chaos, anomalies, drives, she makes the chivalric deed of 
finding the spot where out of darkness, the tempting, smooth charm, which 
attracts the eye regardless of times and culture, crawls to the fore.



from the “Phantoms” series, 3D print, 2011
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THE ExTENDED THING

Marta Lisok: Most of your works, from the collages to installations, 
show some influence of psychoanalysis. what makes this line of thought 
particularly interesting to you?

Daria Malicka: I don’t consider psychoanalysis science, besides it has 
already been discredited as such and great part of its fundamental the-
ses has now been refuted. Nevertheless, psychoanalysis does remain an 
interesting cultural text. It gives us a certain concept of underspecified, 
variable, modular subjectivity, a vision of a dynamic and heterogeneous 

“I” (such subjective thinking is typical for Lacanian psychoanalysis).
It is a certain kind of an interpretative structure, seemingly tam-

ing the chaos of subjective experience. Perhaps bearing in mind this 
interpretative aspect, psychoanalysis used to turn the attention to the 
meaning of language and dialogue for introspection, what was par-
ticularly interesting for me. This thread appears in “The Talking Cure” 
project, and before that, in the “Doppelganger”, and, of course in many 
collages you have mentioned before. I’m also interested in the influence 
of psychoanalysis on the visual culture, and on cinematography in par-
ticular (Hitchcock, Lynch). Simply astonishing, how rich the imaginarium 
developed by psychoanalysis is.

you claim that psychoanalysis attracts you, that it describes the state 
of mind in a conflict situation. could you try to unravel that using your 
collages as a model of the mechanisms of the contemporary human’s 
imagination?

Collage is a specific technique, enabling bringing together various, 
often strange elements. A little bit like in a dream, in which various 
individual sensations, experienced in isolated contexts, come together 
and combine, creating the dreams narration. Paradoxically, the build-
ing material of the collages’ onirism are common everyday elements. 
The secret of collage is to connect those components with a thread 
of meaning. I’ve noticed that the collage technique is a medium very 
favourable for constructing meanings, as they can be assembled from 
what you find and dismantle beforehand. For in this case, there must be 
the disassembly before in order to later rig something up again. Collage 
has something of the do–it–yourself in it, it’s hand craft that doesn’t 
take any particular skill. Perhaps this is why collage is so “postmodern” 
as it is a form of a play on cultural texts, on their re–interpreting. 
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your diploma works comprised 3D prints narrating the issue of the body 
as the unheimlich (uncanny), the most distinct motive in your art. why 
is this area so important to you?

I was touched once by the story of Descartes, who having lost his be-
loved daughter Francine made a doll her surrogate. Of course there was 
nothing unusual about it in the world of ontological dualism he pos-
tulated. The matter, the body are one thing, and the soul, the thinking 
thing are something else, coming separate. One can then transplant the 

“thinking thing” into the “extended thing” — this theme is exceptionally 
often exploited by various science–fiction genre cultural texts. Certain-
ly, today such way of thinking can be labelled heretic. I was wondering 
however, how many meanings can we assign to matter, how much does 
it mutate affected by our interpretations. By interpreting, placing val-
ues, we do tame the world, yet there still are the undiscovered, incred-
ible, inconspicuous, or repressed, even what appears to have already 
been familiarised unveils its other so far unnoticed dimension. Unheim-
lich is the feeling of distress when encountering something untamed, 
which may be a warning: it is not what it seems, it can be something 
completely other and strange. And that is why I believe the Unheimlich 
still makes an important cultural category — after all, we continue to be 
strangers to the world we discover and we should not make ourselves 
too much “at home”.

Are we today longing for this area of unheimlich? Is it our essential 
safety shield to maintain mental hygiene? 

The Unheimlich experience is more likely to have something to do with 
the sensation of discomfort, or cognitive dissonance. In the heyday of 
psychoanalysis adverting to the experiences of the uncanny and insecu-
rity was a reaction to then prevailing rationalism and scientism. And to-
day? The Unheimlich category reappears in the discourse on reproducing 
the reality with the cutting–edge technology means. We allegedly live in 
a world of clandestine simulacra and perhaps of anthropomorphic repli-
cants, too. In a world like that, what seems to be familiar and domestica-
ted might just be a mere projection, or a replica. I reckon the doubts we 
have about the existence or positioning of the real runs through modern 
culture, largely pop culture and visual arts. 

I never work starting from scratch, usually I reinterpret some other 
cultural texts, I rewrite, reproduce them, with certain distortions, of 
course, I build up layers. This process consists in invoking, or mani-
festing rather than creating. I mostly deal with transcriptions, quotes, 
phantoms; the real experience is left far behind. 
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why do we still need art that is not strictly conceptual but formally 
attractive. what is the dynamics of a modern work of art?

The form seems almost inevitable to me, when the intention is to carry 
an intersubjective message. Today we know concept art, which contest-
ed the significance of form, has itself developed a sound formal idiom. 
Personally, I find a number of conceptual creations designer in how 
thoughtfully they have been developed in terms of the transparency 
of their form. To me, the form is like an abstract thought’s challenge to 
implement it. I face such challenges also in my designer career. I work 
a lot with text, which takes various forms, and, of course, is material 
too. Why do people need this form? Maybe this need derives from the 
archaic, typically human symbolic thinking, combining abstract, intelli-
gible contents with the material world? I think the answer to this ques-
tion may be waiting somewhere in the prehistoric days, when humans 
began to make not only utilitarian objects but also ones that served as 
vehicles for carrying meanings, calling for making them present — for 
form, that is. 

Do you often collaborate with experts, such as the antique furniture 
restorer in Arsenal gallery in Poznań, where you exhibited “Kunszt”/ 

“craft”. 
“Kunszt” is a multi–theme project, in which one the key questions was 
work of art contracting. The fact someone else than the artist him-
self, or sometimes even an entire team, produce it today is quite the 
common strategy, though still remaining taboo. The popular belief 
holds the myth of a “total artist”, and my intention was to debunk it. 
Almost all my projects called for the assistance of an artisan or some 
other professional. In the making of “Kunszt” I worked together with 
the antique furniture restorer, who knew how to fix and recreate the 
furniture details minding the history, and when I was making the 

“Talking Cure”, I collaborated with an actor and a sound technician to 
create the audiobook. The “Phantoms” project was carried out with 
the use of 3D printing technology and model processing. Again, with 
professional help of a team equipped with adequate technology and 
tools. Well, I guess I haven’t mastered any skill and there is no such 
thing I would make good enough to devote my entire activity to it. This 
has most likely contributed to the fact I am not attached to any particu-
lar medium; it is the project, which dictates what would be required to 
complete it, and that often means skills I don’t possess, making it an 
opportunity to meet people who might be able to help me out. Those 
meetings are very interesting, although I cannot recall any anecdote 
right now. Sometimes the tables turn and I get to be the contractor or 
the designer, who assists the artist. Currently I collaborate with Bartek 
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Buczek and Maciej Wodniak on the “Sygnet Złego”/ “Bad Man’s Signet”, 
a mysterious attribute of the Villain, the protagonist in Bartek’s many 
realisations. This project is very rowdy. Recently I have joined Melan-
cholia jewellery brand and I’m pleased this experience of mine proves 
useful for the project’s completion. 

No collaboration could do without formulating a language of com-
munication between the co–authors, i.e. the project. For me, projects 
are vital and working on them is something I find very rewarding. The 
project is the fundamental part of any cooperation, as I said before, it is 
a form of a language. 

Together with Maciej wodniak you make the Melancholia jewellery 
designer team and attribute complex symbolism to common objects. 
what were the origins of this project?

Melancholia is a commercial project, but the idea comes from the 
interest in the symbolic potential of the material culture. It is common 
knowledge that man–made objects are vehicles carrying meanings 
the creator has instilled into them. To be honest, I cannot remember 
whether the origin was in the concept, or in the technological process, 
which turned out to be an amazing adventure we really got into. The 
manufacturing process is very complex and requires planning. We 
design not only the product but the manufacturing process as well. 
Implementing a project is a true lesson of patience, since there happen 
to be many production limitations in this material world, you either are 
to overcome, or just recognise them and alter your project consider-
ing those constraints. All the technological struggle comes from the 
need to “transform the matter” — how to make something appearing 
in its natural ways shift its form and features? That is not only the key 
question of alchemy, we refer to after all, but also simply the question 
about the technique. In our designs we seek the archetypical, rudimen-
tary forms and symbols. We refer to alchemy, the goal of which was to 
alter the substance’s existence. That is also what we do, we take this 
amorphous lump of metal and transform it into something. 
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Visionaries 

The images flooding our daily experiencing have lead to the formation of 
new modes of perception and sensitivity, the new “syntax” of thinking 
and perceiving the world, erasing the lines between the original and its 
copy. The data and image sets can cross and expand freely all at once. As 
Wolfgang Welsch wrote, as a result “changeability dominates in place of 
stability, surface instead of depth, possibility instead of actuality”. 1 In this 
context, the question of the meaning of information, of the status of the 
presented gains importance. Adam Laska, sending light signals all night long 
from the ninth floor of the Silesia Hotel and Bartosz Kokosiński with his 
baroque abstraction borderline with painting and sculpture work through 
this stand–off. They impersonate the quasi–scientists, the con–researchers, 
the pseudo–inventors. No one expects them to submit final reports, which 
allows them to take root at the stage of negotiating, brainstorming, of con-
stant attempts to stimulate the audience’s mistrust towards the impressive 
mock–ups and traps they are being served with.

1  Problemy ponowoczesnej pluralizacji kultury. Według koncepcji Wolfganga Welscha. Ed. A. Zeidler–
Janiszewska, Poznań, 1998 (in: Welsch, W., Undoing the aesthetics. London, 1997;)
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Bartosz Kokosiński

SOME PAINTINGS JuST DON’T wANT TO BE PAINTED

Fascinated with the compact angularity of male body, with its constellation 
of knuckles, muscles, and tendons, Kokosiński painted for the “Fit” series 
a set of simple physical exercises: bends, back bends, and the cradle. The 
ambiguous situation made him resort to implementing bent stretcher fra-
mes. One cannot tell, if it is the exercising individual who takes control over 
the painting’s matter with his own body moves, or, on the contrary, if it is 
some invisible force bending the arm and body painted.

For some time now, Bartosz Kokosiński’s works have been fidgeting 
around, unable to hold on straight in their set positions. Paintings divided 
into square pieces resembling the Rubik’s cube, allowed to be modified by 
moving their separate parts. In the “Diseases of painting” series embodying 
all the painter’s nightmares coming true, the canvases became infected with 
sagginess. With blisters and rash affecting their body. In the case of paintin-
gs showing car accidents, which evoke the images of crushed materials, the 
gentle, curvy bending of the framing muffled the graphic content. 

The swollen canvases give the impression of having something moved 
beneath their surface just a while ago. Something, which has stretched 
the canvas, and bent the framing with its shapes and weight. The matter 
Kokosiński was appropriating would resist and fight back, tussling like a fish 
caught in the net, tightening canvas in an effort to burst through. Whatever 
that was, after a short struggle, most likely managed to get out of the safe 
cocoon of the painting leaving only the sagging, crumpled canvas behind. 

Exposing these battle marks, Kokosiński seems to illustrate the intrinsic 
weaknesses of painting: creator’s blocks, times of doubt, error, and inability. 
On the other hand, he reaches for the mechanisms governing the iconocla-
stic fear provoked by ideas heavier that reality itself. The reality’s conden-
sation. How much of the object, event, or portrayed person is there left on 
the painting? Could we want the paintings to come to life in depicting the 
dangerous dreadful Thing, or, rather, the undesired Nothing? The hero–artist 
protects us from all that could crawl out from under the painting, revealing, 
on the other hand, the dramatic power struggle leaving its marks on his 
paintings. He turns the viewer’s attention to the aggression accompanying 
the creative processes of replicating, recreating, and appropriating. Within 
some if his series, this cannibalistic aspect appears as very sound. “Paintings 
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devouring reality” have the classic still nature sets right in their mouth, shut-
ting like suitcases. 

With their dramatic denting and swellings, they prompt the viewer to 
reach into the archives of his own imagination and seek to explain to himself 
the paintings’ unnatural form. Left by the artist as traces of the past ac-
tions, they stimulate the processes of making up own narrations, alibis, and 
excuses. 

One might make the attempt to examine the morphology of his work, 
systematically approaching the adequate for living organisms procedure. 
One might as well compile a handy categorisation and rules for bending, and 
register this excess with all its abundance and variety. Try and grasp the mi-
crocosm of transformations and trials Kokosiński makes his works undergo. 
As if the classifications, charts, graphs, or diagrams would help to tame this 
enormous force bending framings, and bulging canvases. 

One of David Cronenberg “Videodrome” film scenes shows a breathing 
television set, with its plastic walls swelling, affected by the vivid program-
me, flashing a grid of pulsating veins. The screen turns out to be liquid pla-
sma moving slowly towards the viewer. Barely containable, flows out, held 
up only by the surface tension. Kokosiński reaches in his leathery works for 
the iconoclastic fear similar to the one in the scene. His paintings, with their 
naturalistic depiction of dismembered bodies ironed out onto the surface, 
hint at his fascination with cannibalism and hunting. All skin imperfections, 
its blemishes, moles, minor reddening, and wrinkles are honoured by being 
stretched onto the canvas framing. 

Mutilated paintings evoke the images of inclining gravestones, or mat-
tresses leaning against the wall, waiting to slip down onto the floor. They 
emanate the nostalgia of a mannerist mausoleum, lined with faux architec-
ture of no constructive function, yet delighting with the sublime technical 
skill. The painting devouring a genre scene is rolled up like a crepe. Another 
one, resembling the wrinkling elbow skin, struggles to get stuck together. 
Brings to life the Ad Reinhardt’s manifesto — does not want to be looked at, 
shuts itself. The two other paintings are black and shiny. That black is not an 
even hue — you can notice the rubbed of parts, the subtle stains, spots where 
the colour starts to undulate. Perhaps the air escapes through the small 
canvas pores. With a creaky sound, the paintings come forward to the viewer, 
as if they were to absorb and possess him. 



Painting devouring battle scene,  

own technique, 210×160×48 cm, 2014



no title, pigments, alkyd paint on canvas, 

93×57×26 cm, 2014
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cR AcKING uNTIL BuRST

Marta Lisok: what was the significant point on your way to the bent 
paintings?

Bartosz Kokosiński: Actually, there are two moments I consider groun-
dbreaking in my professional career. One is the “Diseases of painting” 
series, showing my breaking up with my previous idea of a painting as 
mere layers of paint, and the beginning of considering it a three–dimen-
sional complex object. I also started to place importance on thinking 
about the process itself and provoking, to a certain extent, the works’ 
self–creation. 
Another significant point was my nearly half — year stay in Berlin, for 
personal reasons. I was on my art hiatus then. No works were made in 
that time; I participated in neither exhibitions, nor social life. Neverthe-
less, I have been experiencing the new city, completely different urban 
space, and society different from the Polish one. Half year of solitude, 
long winter walks, hours of observation, thoughts, and hundreds of 
visited exhibitions have organised and cleared my thinking of art. It was 
then when in my mind I used to sketch and make up those works I began 
to create as soon as I got back to Poland. I started to be artistically 
involved for real — creating among others “Paintings devouring reality” 
and other bent paintings (but to be clear, works such as the skins, bent 
paintings–accidents, or the first devouring, have been appearing before).

which conditions must be met, in order for you to think of a concept 
for your new work?

In my creative process, what really matters is this own experience and 
the actual space of my studio, so I see it as having enough space around, 
good social life, financial stability, and meeting interesting people 
having too some ideas for new shows or other projects. Being invited to 
exhibitions, stimulating new ideas. Changing my surroundings. Though 
in fact, I am often surprised by the situation in which I come up with 
new works. 

what value do you put on the materials that you use?
I think painting is a form of a need, just like food is, being the source of 
energy for living. I find its physicality, corporeality, and filth important. 
I like wood. I like this sensation when I press it with my own muscles (my 
body) to the limits of the wood durability. I like to listen to it crack right 
before it breaks. I enjoy this physical tension, the forces’ (energy) actions 
and retention. The materials, as regards the tradition of painting, are 
of symbolic value to me. Noble materials in juxtaposition with indu-
strial ones. Noble painting made with home improvement store items 
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(industrial paints, spray foams, epoxy resin, etc.) 
In my works, the use of genuine objects comprising theme sets, such as 
religious or military collections, is key. What greatly matters is the story 
hidden in, for instance, objects used for worshipping the cult of God, or 
in the genuine war–period pistols, bayonets, uniforms, and medals for 
the effective use of the first ones (of which people possibly died). I belie-
ve that thanks to those true, yet hidden stories of the objects, the works 
themselves have greater power of influencing (also symbolically) the 
viewers’ imagination. It is substantial to experience the place of origin of 
certain objects such as St. Mary figurines from Lichen for the “Pilgrim’s 
souvenirs”, flea markets with the sellers’ personal stories, travelling 
through Poland and elsewhere, the soil from Bethlehem or Jerusalem. 

where do you look for the props for your painting–installations?
The paintings — objects, although I prefer to just call them paintings, 
as in fact they refer to the history of painting. I have a great sense for 
detecting objects and I do carefully observe the surroundings, streets, 
dumpsters, nevertheless I mainly hunt them on flea markets and online 
auctions, as for each painting I collect selected theme sets. 

Those objects often involve trips to flea markets in Krakow (my 
favourite), Wroclaw, where the old junk is sold between train tracks. 
An incredible place experience. I also search through antiques fairs in 
Warsaw, Gliwice, Dąbrowa Górnicza, etc. One time I emailed a hunter 
who had sent me a photo of his walls all covered with game trophies 
and asked me if I wanted any. I think he had all animals dwelling Polish 
forests there, and I couldn’t recognise three quarters of them. That was 
an odd experience. 

I bought a boar’s head the other day, it was delivered by a delivery 
guy with a weird look on his face, just as weird as the parcel’s shape. 
Unfortunately it was the time when I moved, I changed my studio’s ve-
nue, and I didn’t get to unwrap the parcel until a couple of months later. 
When I broke through two layers of foil, it turned out that the head was 
wrapped in cloth. When I started to take the boar’s head out loads of 
disgusting worms began to fall out of the cloth. 

I also have the soil, which I dug out in the basilica in Bethlehem 
(Palestine), and placed it on the stone marking the birthplace of Jesus in 
order to obtain a third–class relic. I acted alike in Jerusalem, where I dug 
the ground with a small military shovel from the army surplus and I was 
worried it might get me in trouble as in armed to teeth Israel they could 
take me for a spy. 

Sometimes I exchange with some of my friends. I enjoy the stage 
of collecting objects for paintings for all its adventure and unexpected 
stories. Each object has, apart from its own, a story of how it was bought. 
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what is the origin of you bent paintings?
They were made as consequence of the aforementioned “Diseases of 
painting” series. I can still remember how I wondered about conjoined 
twins and came up with an idea to paint images on one canvas, which, 
bent, would imply two parts of one body. This piece never appeared, but 
it has inspired me to create the “Bent paintings” car accidents series, 
crossing the line both literally and as painting theme. The next step was 
to push those works towards abstraction and to paint skin high ma-
gnification close ups as abstract paintings of the size of an adult man. 
The canvas, like skin, started to wrinkle, curve, deform. It has become 
the body of the painting. Paintings began to take new forms, mostly 
introvert ones, sometimes flowing out from their frames, though. They 
wouldn’t fit into their limited canvases. They used to deform them 
with their movement, forming various tensions. I started to treat my 
paintings like a living organism, sometimes fatigued, shrunk, not always 
healthy and nicely stretched. And that is how I made the “Paintings 
devouring reality” as those consuming the entire object collections, the 
prospective inspiration for great painting themes. The painting started 
to take away people’s space by sticking far out to the front from the 
wall. “Charred Paintings” lacking any images. 

How could one divide your bent works, are there any subgroups, addi-
tional categories?

I never divided my works on deformation or simply the level of bending 
basis. Although I do notice they are mostly introvert (crepes, as you 
named them, Martha). Only few extrovert pieces were made. I rather 
see them in series. The devouring ones, for sure, are more sealed, rolled–
up than the other. There are the “Charred Paintings”, “Snow Paintings”, 

“Skins”, the brought up “Bent Paintings”, and then also the ones made in 
the process of cracking pigments, like in the old masters’ paintings lo-
oking deformed by the quick drying–off. Deformed subtly yet in a quite 
grotesque and refined manner (“Mondrian”). Some are cut with surgical 
passion pouring out the internal substance. They break free from their 
monstrously, steroid–like pumped up bodies. They make their way in 
the trend of enlarging things for the new, bigger humans, fattened with 
pig, bull, chicken steroids, etc. 

what is your opinion on the condition of contemporary painting? How 
do your paintings comment on this situation? 

That’s a very extensive question. I figure you mean to ask whether 
painting still matters as an art. If it still carries any important message, 
apart form being a mere decoration and the most common form of art 
merchandise? 
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Painting as it is I believe is doing quite well, as it takes so many 
various forms and remains popular among artists. Here, in this context, 
what appears interesting to me, is being the painter himself. 

I sometimes think, dealing with painting is like playing an instru-
ment. To become a virtuoso you just need to work with the medium 
a lot and that is something only a few take on. Does being the instru-
ment–tool virtuoso still count as being an artist? Or, maybe, recognising 
the virtuosity does not fit in the today’s image of an artist but seems 
more of a craft lacking creativity? I’m not willing to take this any fur-
ther, but the question about painting, in my opinion raises plenty other 
issues, such as the values, manifestos, and limits in art in general. And 
painting is, let’s say, one of the most fundamental forms associated 
with visual art, its symbol. 

My paintings are my self–expression drawn from encountering 
a great many styles and own experiments in the art field. They are also 
a product of my fear of being derivative, of too obvious references. 
I have decided to express my doubts, concerns, and hopes by alluding to 
old age, fatigue, the embodiment of what a painting is, limited pain-
ting themes ( the “Paintings devouring reality” are assembled from 
a collection of objects referring to such painting themes as still nature, 
landscape, battle–scenes, religious motives). On the one hand they 
constitute the profound need to express oneself through a painting 
(the medium), yet on the other hand, they carry a heavy burden of the 
art history, stylistics, and the virtuosity of many painters. Besides, the 
activity that painting is, is very relaxing, reduces anxiety and muscle 
tension, releases the suppressed negative emotions, and satisfies the 
need of expressing oneself, etc., so as long as the artist remains misera-
ble painting thrives. 

Have any of your works been directly inspired by a film or book? 
An example of such inspiration can be found in the “Portrait of a Polish 
peasant” from 2014, inspired by Adam Leszczyński’s book “Skok w Nowo-
czesność” (“Jump into Modernity”). I was moved by the thread of bac-
kwardness of Polish society in comparison to e.g. 19th century England (or 
even to 20th century), when the society of Poland was comprised almost 
only of peasants united with the land even inside their homes. I decided 
to paint a portrait of a peasant with something like mud on canvas. Mud, 
which dried off and cracked like the old portraits of the noblemen and 
rulers. A considerable part fell off from the spot where the portrait was 
supposed to be, so despite the title the painting is nonrepresentational.

what is fun about mud?
Mud is just something like sticky dirt. Or bodily secretions. Mud is 
sensual and brings about various sensations as well as it hides nature’s 
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secret and angst. There’s this hidden transgression in it. Moreover, mud 
and paint are in fact quite the same thing, and the fact that I can speak 
about the world from this filth matter’s point, is fun. 



Constellation,  

oil on terrazzo, 2013
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Adam Laska

A SIMPLER wORLD 

Adam Laska knew how important it was to carefully and repeatedly observe 
everything. The present in every home Great Universal Encyclopaedia PWN 
was given special attention. Adam favoured the page with an illustration 
of a jet fighter. In my case, it would be the page with a list of the greatest 
novels of all time. I used to imagine what those incredible titles, which gave 
me goose bumps, could be hiding. Adam would also often spend his afterno-
ons scrutinising maps, or spinning the globe. In the outline of Polish borders, 
he saw the silhouettes of a woman, a man, a child, and a monkey. 

A small flashlight has been fixed to a moving rail, lighting the water–fil-
led flume, where the taken out of glasses rainbow–coloured lenses have 
been placed. The machinery motion animated by a small engine causes 
a shimmering colourful glow on the wall above the device. Jamming, make-
shift mechanism fully reflects the self–proclaimed inventor’s grand scale 
vision to imitate the bewildering aurora borealis colour brilliance. Another 
work is the mechanically generated whirlpool in a reused coca–cola bottle. 
The rising and falling water level lit by a nightstand lamp. Laska creates his 
landscapes on a micro–level scale. Like a stranger not knowing the rules of 
our reality, he has to discover them on his own, to make a debut in a world 
with completely unfamiliar physics laws to comply with. 

The terrazzo circle he has designed bears resemblance with a sky map. 
Petite specks aligned in constellations against dark background, assemble 
into groups in line with the viewer’s perception. This object has been desi-
gned with a stonemason’s assistance. Laska goes back to his childhood days 
when he used to watch terrazzo tiles in school corridors, having forgotten 
his home keys and being forced to wait for his parents, or when he would sta-
re into the doctor’s surgery waiting room floor sitting among other coughing 
children. The rooms in which by rule nothing interesting was to happen, 
Laska kept looking at the floor as if by the power of his gaze itself the reality 
would unveil deeper, magical layers. 

Adam Laska produces neither manifestos nor lines connecting his works. 
And that is why they manage to get away with wandering off towards unre-
lated and seemingly distant from each other subjects. No need to entrench 
their positions, they can freely traverse pop–culture’s minefields. As if dig-
ging through a garbage heap, he relentlessly picks motives to assemble his 
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works. The result is his artistic resume comprising highly important objects, 
such as the paper cranes — an origami made of the Host’s bits. 

Laska’s perspective makes the reality blur. The only source of his know-
ledge of the world are films and books. His works are based on a ligature of 
both alluring and useless narrations borderline with artistic fraudulence, and 
with enchanting magic of television. The constant inclinations towards the 
subject of spectra, special effects, and phantoms, make the reality become 
less binding, start resembling a game where the behaviours and choices 
become increasingly simulative and interchangeable. I like leaving the cinema 
convinced I could kick any thugs’ asses., he claims. 

Rains falls on the prairie rimmed with a line of blue mountains on the 
horizon. Slowly the rainwater fills a small pond, then flows out with a di-
stinct slurp sound as if someone pulled the drain plug. All that is a mock–up 
constructed by Laska from a piece of styrofoam covered in illusory images; 
adequately lit, and misted with a flower sprinkler. A microscopic world where 
you can reign over nature, and build up it like a dollhouse. 

He brings mud into the gallery, placed in a horizontally aligned frame, 
where it dries throughout the exhibition time into an abstract, cracked relief. 
Out of wire cuts, he forms resembling borders made–up shapes. The reality is 
deformable, perfectly fit for sculpting.

 One of Adam’s most intriguing concepts is the fiction story and docto-
red evidence for the existence of the person of Eugeniusz Głowak, a scien-
tist. Laska devises a fairly likely scenario of the story of a ingenious, pioneer 
researcher. The story begins in a typical manner, with the scientist lecturing 
at a university drawing attention with his bold projects connected with 
contacting the extraterrestrial civilisations. Later on, we learn that becau-
se of the daring ideas he is expelled from the university and continues his 
research alone, constructing a one–man spaceflight capsule. Laska has found 
a convenient slot for the actions of his character, whose life he illustrated 
with drawings, photographs, graphs, and photomontage images spotted on 
the Internet. 

The processes of preparing and making up the subsequent works were 
aided by his extraordinary naivety and indirectness in answering questions. 
The antithesis of being a true scientist, fortunately with neither the pressure 
to support it nor the compulsion to conclude the experiment. Unimpaired 
freedom. Like during a trip, when he must experience as much as possible. He 
just can’t hold to his seat then, he simply has to see everything, enter every 
place, taste everything. Art is adventure, swimming naked with jellyfish, 
running in the mountains at night, sleeping outdoors in the open air. 



A whirlpool, mix media, 2013
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MINOR HAzARDS

Marta Lisok: can you remember your first significant piece of art you 
made as a child?

Adam Laska: My first important work was the picture of a chasing grey-
hound with a blue back. What’s more, it’s a piece bought at a school–fair 
by my mom, which seems a little bit unfair to me, since parents sho-
uldn’t pay for their children’s art. Despite great efforts, I never managed 
neither before, nor later on to recreate the state of such euphoria and 
satisfaction resulting from completing a project — that was one–time 
luck. The picture is stored somewhere in the closet, so far I got back to it 
two, maybe three times. 

when you were a child, how did you like to spend your time?
At home we had the Great Universal Encyclopaedia PWN, in a green jac-
ket, my brother and I we used to open it and look through the illustra-
tions on the margin. We would always stop by the small figure of a jet 
fighter — among other things, it was what I dreamed of. This particular 
page in the encyclopaedia was badly worn–off and stained with paint, 
and it took a lot of turning heavy pages to get to this treasure of ours. 
Oddly enough, I did not dream of flying this machine, what I found most 
attractive about it, was its aggressive shape. 

what do you think the life of a present day “wild child” could look like, 
when the child spends entire days at home with television as the sole 
source of the information about the world? 

That’s not just to be imagined. I believe this the typical life of today’s 
children and everyone can easily witness it. However, analysing my own 
body’s reaction to television when I was still a child, I notice that it has 
a numbing effect, both mentally and emotionally. Television deve-
lops people constantly in need for real experience yet unable to fully 
perceive it. Watching TV is way too simple, we have no influence on 
anything, apart from maybe picking the channel, yet another seeming 
activity. It lowers your ability to focus, but in the same time, it’s suppo-
sed to pass on information, which together seems completely illogical. 
I don’t mean to paint a dark picture here but my answer is not going to 
be a romantic story of “wild children”. A moment of mindless percep-
tion of information can be the origin of future misconceptions about 
the world. This knowledge taken for the truth and never verified may 
let you stay wrong forever. If I wanted to take control over the world, 
I would use television to succeed. 

were you a child spending much of his time in front of the TV/ on the 
computer, yourself?
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Definitely, but as soon as the opportunity to kick some ball would 
turn up, me and my friends could spend entire afternoons on the field. 
Often, having watched NBA games on television, I would go play baske-
tball even in winter, not minding the fact the ball wouldn’t bounce on 
the snow, and the lay–ups ended in a sorrow landing on my back when 
I kept slipping on frozen puddles. Television was the propeller of my 
imagination, although it also taught something quite wrong: when you 
become bored with a thing, it’s enough to switch the channel. 

Has your imagination changed since your childhood?
My imagination was always this very important space for me. It’s hard 
for me to say now, whether today I’m on the same level of initiation 
as when as a child I used to have an imaginary friend whom I kept in 
my front pocket of my suspender pants. I reckon however, that today 
I am able to use it more accurately. When I was a child, I was unable 
to fully take charge of my imagination, now it rarely happens to me. 
I take advantage of it when, let’s say, I’m analysing the event which has 
happened to me, plotting various scenarios — I tend to be more decisive, 
more daring… I would like to make it clear now, that I have no instances 
of talking to myself however. 

your brother is a glaciologist and carries out research in the Arctic. Is, or 
was his profession inspiring to you? you often allude in your projects 
to natural processes. 

Of course he does inspire me to a certain extent, especially his first 
expeditions do — they were much more emotional than the following 
ones. When he is on site, he keeps a log (as the first polar explorers did) 
with entries on every new adventure of his. That’s quite a voluminous 
book now. I envy him great many experiences: being close to nature, 
watching polar bears, flying helicopter, roaming on a snowmobile, sho-
oting real weapon, observing aurora. His example was an incentive for 
my lone journeys too; in winter, we often went hiking to the mountains 
together, or went climbing, skiing. My brother has been training running 
and ski touring for a couple of years now, he participates in tourna-
ments and keeps lending me subject–related books so I would catch on 

— that’s what big brothers are for. 
how would you describe the protagonist in your works? Is he your al-
ter ego or maybe there is not one, but many characters of different 
personalities? 

Just now have I started noticing my own need to express myself by 
means of an imaginary character, I haven’t figured out yet, where this 
will take me. Sometimes I’d rather someone else told my story, for the 
sake of it. I don’t thinks this is my alter ego, it’s rather something more 
of a puppet I prompt what to say. Those characters are extremely naïve 
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and take the long ways when searching for answers. For instance, the 
hidden character in one of my art shows is a hopeless amateur scien-
tist. Everyone knows he is wrong about key matters, yet no one has the 
heart to correct him. 

what are the moments in films you anticipate the most?
I particularly enjoy the moment when I leave the cinema after seeing 
an action movie (even a budget one) and I have this feeling I could kick 
any thugs’ asses. It feels like the whole world was watching you. That’s 
not a long–lasting impression, but even for a brief moment it feels nice 
to be convinced of own capability to do things extraordinary. When 
I watch films, I usually wait for the ending in constant fear it might 
come in the wrong time, not in the moment it “should”. I also enjoy li-
stening to low sounds in explosion scenes, the whistling noise of falling 
objects, and cracking sounds of punches. 

while the special effects films were presented on the “Notes on keeping 
calm” exhibition, you did not focus on the events they featured, but on 
the atmosphere surrounding those situations. what is it that you have 
found intriguing about them?

Every stage of working on those films was surprising, as the high vo-
latility of too many factors each time lead to an unexpected outcome. 
I found the context very helpful here — the films were supposed to be 
experiments carried out by a person single–handedly doing research on 
the world by means of recreating the phenomena seen in films. Parti-
cular images focus on the minuscule areas, on scenes, the main action 
does not take place in. we observe what happens right next to the widely 
known film fantasy scenes, or we watch the moment right after the 
main characters leave a scene. Or perhaps, the world we see in films, car-
ries on with its life, whereas we only pay attention to the marginal parts? 

I finally had the chance to see what happens when someone 
inadvertently points the camera at a random spot. It occurs that special 
effects films bear mistakes — situations, which reveal we are dealing 
with a fake world: houses rattle when someone passes by, objects move 
against rules of physics. And so, the mind establishes its own idea of 
the world governed by different rules. 

you have also shown your design — a mini–emitter of the aurora borealis. 
Since the phenomenon of the aurora is rarely observable in Poland, it is 
commonly confused with the twinkling green lights we see in films. The 
problem is that in order to make the effect seem more attractive the 
footage is often speeded up, whereas in fact the aurora lines’ move-
ment is very slow–paced, barely noticeable. The object I have made is 
supposed to reveal the mechanism that caused this myth and to carry 
on asking how many more distorted images we have in our minds.
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Elaborate constructions and machineries appeared in the two books you 
and Szymon Szewczyk have prepared.

That’s right, the “Mechanismsmutations” and the “Things speak to me” 
are books comprising my and Szymon Szewczyk’s works. The books are 
the result of a form of competing when we challenged each other with 
the aforementioned topics and attempted to handle them. We have 
completed our projects in two separate locations, so that the works 
could remain completely autonomous concepts. Only after we had 
finished our works we saw how they presented themselves next to each 
other. For “Mechanismsmutations” Szymon made objects–devices, the 
function of which remains obscure, and we may only try and guess their 
application. As for me, I focused on envisioning the future mutations 
resulting from the increasing trend in implementing technological so-
lutions into the human body, and I have illustrated it with realistic dra-
wings. For the latter topic, Szymon made drawings with vehicles juxta-
posing ones that have already existing and those he created himself. He 
also drew graphs presenting the fulfilment potential of the prophecy 
compiled from the Internet data, whereas I stuck to science–fiction 
films predicting the future, cutting out the time–frame revealing parts. 
All that laid the grounds for the film “Prophecies”, which encompasses 
and presents in a chronological order every fragment I found. I have 
released it online so that everyone could reach back to it and confront 
the concepts of the world shown with the present–day reality. The film 
was completed in 2012, with the first picture set in 2013. 

you employ various media — which one seems to be the best one for 
expressing the concepts underlying your later works?

My latest works are mostly objects. That’s the most interesting means 
of creation for me, as it constantly pushes you to seek for new technical 
solutions. However, I do miss painting more and more. I also appreciate 
self–made pieces — like now, when I have started growing sugar cry-
stals on my windowsill. All it takes is to watch this (very slow) process 
and to control the crystals’ growth. 

your diploma works included an origami crane made of the Host. can 
you say something about the origin of this piece?

The title of this work is “Lambs of God”, and it’s a tale of tongue–slips, 
and of the children’s misinterpretations of adults’ gestures. I reckon 
all of us have similar childhood experiences — in particular within the 
religious domain — for instance, mixing up words in the prayer. My story 
concerns the moment when the priest breaks the Host during the mass, 
puts it back together, shows to the people, and then says: “Behold the 
Lamb of God”. As a child, I tried in vain to see the shape of a lamb in this 
communion wafer puzzle. Funny thing, priests have different ways of 
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putting the Host together, which only stoked my curiosity and antici-
pation for their eventual succeeding in forming the lamb in question. In 
order to complete my work I continued to search for further associa-
tions and anchor points, leading me to origami, which in Poland has the 
status of children’s play. Therefore, I have created a crane — the origami 
symbol, out of host bits. 

Are you more of the inventor/ researcher type coincidentally dealing 
with art? Or, have you deliberately chosen the field of arts as the area 
that can guarantee freedom hard to encounter in other disciplines? 

I seriously lack the discipline required for the legit inventor to carry out 
his research. My experiments result from the earnest need to penetrate 
every nook and cranny, to satisfy my own curiosity. The objects I make 
are drafts. They resemble something more of a hastily put together 
prototype rather than a serious experiment. I get into details of the 
subject until I obtain satisfying results, which is enough for me, where-
as the curse of the scientist is the compulsion to complete the experi-
ment and to put forward a diagnosis. I only want to know what I need 
to know, and let the rest remain a senses–electrifying mystery. 

who is Eugeniusz Głowak? what was the idea for this piece born from? 
How did you prepare it, and who/what did you base it on?

Eugeniusz Głowak was a Polish scientist with quite the unusual attitu-
de towards science. He is a tragic character, as his scientific research 
have eventually lead him to his death (he died a tragic death during his 
attempt to shoot himself into space in a capsule of his own design). The 
full story is posted on my blog, feel invited to visit it and learn more. The 
project was carried out as a performance, where I presented the life of 
Głowak, accompanied by displaying photographs in the background. The 
trouble is, this person has never existed, and I have entirely made him 
up a few hours before the show. The photos seemingly documenting the 

“true story” were, in fact, a gathering of completely random pictures dug 
out on the Internet. The character wasn’t based on other stories, and 
my job was to scrutinise the historical data and to find for my scientist 
some space in–between. It’s a story telling us the universal history is not 
an enclosed space. All it takes, is to know how to smuggle your own data 
inside, and the thing we are looking at, can no longer exist. 

what would your totem be like, if you were born an American Indian?
If I were to choose at all, it would be a column of smoke going up into 
the air. Putting up a fire is one of my favourite activities, I find some 
primitive magnetism in it. A small, tamed danger. Recently I have had 
several opportunities to set on fire piles of green, often dump branches, 
bringing about enormous white columns of smoke. Each time I’m doing 
it I get the feeling I’m witnessing something unique, and I can’t help 
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but take at least one photo. If I were this Indian, I would use smoke for 
communication. The constant column of smoke would mean I always 
have lots to say. In many cultures, setting up smoke is connected with 
the rituals enabling reaching the supernatural world. 

Do you think art can function as this reassuring rite, can the artist ar-
range for the contact of the viewer with what is excluded, marginalised, 
forgotten?

Good art should be synonymous with intelligence. I would compare this 
action to developing a code, forcing the viewer to make the effort and 
decipher the message. It is, in a sense, a certain type of a game, and 
also something of a packaging protecting the content against unautho-
rised access. A ticking time–bomb, or unwrapping a candy in the library 
(a place where a minor rustle is a crime). You become overwhelmed with 
excitement, seconds pass too slow, and the sweet reward is waiting 
there for you. Sometimes, it proves worthy of your time. As the receiver, 
I search for the feeling I have experienced only a few times while en-
countering art — I picture this emotion as a pleasant, cold substance 
spilling over my brain. 

which art period do you reckon affects your works most evidently?
I believe I would make my way in the Romantic period, although I prefer 
to look for inspiration beyond arts. If it was possible I would travel back 
in time to the times of the great explorers when the maps were hand–
drawn, casually sketching the outline of the continents, with the igno-
rance of flora and fauna, and the unfamiliarity with strange cultures of 
the still being discovered lands challenged one’s imagination, leaving 
much space to fantasising. Today we’ve got the Internet, the entire 
Earth has been scanned, you can look anywhere, so no one would belie-
ve the story of a three–winged bird bigger than the Palace of Culture. 

Do you think, deep inside, people have an insatiable need for the 
wilderness? 

People do not opt for it, so I doubt this is something of greater im-
portance for them. They allow the wilderness intake in a dose merely 
covering its common insufficiency in everyday life. Few plunge into the 
abyss, with no turning back. In my case, the wildness is the desire for 
adventure, for testing your own abilities, is the longing for the world 
that hasn’t been concreted yet. There are days when I’m browsing maps, 
keep thinking about the next journeys. I have already been through 
many moments when I would feel my instinct sharpening and becoming 
more beast–like. All gets clear at night when you have to sleep alone 
outdoors: you are trying to hide, so you pick a spot at the border of the 
city, between the man and animal worlds. 
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How can we then try to compensate for this lack of balance between 
the civilisation and the stifled nature?

People keep exotic animals and plants at home, and buy kitsch landsca-
pes. They used to have photograph wallpapers and now they set photos 
of wild nature as desktops on their computers, watch nature documen-
taries, visit parks, watch the weather change. Civilisation is the result 
of human nature. Since humankind settled down and became farmers, 
HOME has been made the highest value, being a place by rule cut off the 
wilderness, a place where you can relax completely. It is there, where you 
no longer must stay in hiding and fear something might happen during 
the night (like dolphins, which sleep with half their brain at a time, an-
ticipating danger). The urge to return into the wild is merely an attempt 
to experience the primitive forms of bringing about such danger, made 
to remind ourselves of how our old, dusty senses and self–preservation 
instincts work in times when we no longer use them. Building protecti-
ve walls around ourselves enabled us, humans, to stand on top of food 
chain. Technological advancements have replaced man’s preoccupation 
with the everyday struggle to survive. As we ourselves are the humans, 
we cannot engage in an objective review of the civilisation, still, we have 
acted like ants, only in a much larger scale. I think the city is part of na-
ture: we marvel great termite mounds yet we do not recognise the same 
processes in constructing residential blocks. 

All because we felt somewhat superior to animals. We become 
fascinated with the fact those silly creatures use tools just like we do, 
and that it makes them resemble some human traits. I did enjoy my 

“freedom” and being closer to nature during my “wild” journeys, ne-
vertheless, I had this feeling that I should make my return to my home 
anthill. And it wasn’t like emerging above water to take a breath. It was 
more like going underwater to see how long I could last there, knowing 
it would be either going back or dying. 

what appeals to you the most in wildlife documentary films?
Nature films usually lie, distorting wildlife into a caricature of itself. 
Although, I didn’t come up with that until now… Effects such as slow 
motion, delightful music, and a deep narrating voice go to great lengths 
to recreate the emotions accompanying the wildlife observer. As it turns 
out, however, it is hardly possible to convey them by means of video 
camera, so the emotion and fascination are being artificially projected. 
I enjoy watching those films even though they seem fake to me, like 
the aforementioned action films. In real life, you not always manage to 
stay alive under the Japanese mob fire, and a little outing to the woods 
does not end in you witnessing elephants mating… Recently, when I was 
driving in my car I got to watch a deer for about 5 seconds, and that was 
very real. 
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The botanists

We can hardly bear the thought we dwell the scanned and meticulously 
mapped earth. We roam the sterile space. We suffer an allergic reaction to 
dust, pets, grass. Every day we follow the weather report, we analyse the 
passing fronts, the atmospheric pressure, the wind speed. Thinking about 
the weather becomes a ritualised attempt to take control over it, and is 
rooted in our concerns about the forces of nature set in order throughout 
centuries, about the dormant elements, awaiting own awakening. It is the 
last memory of the superstitious fear of the fierce nature and, at the same 
time, an expression of our longing for it. The imbalance of the civilisation 
and the suppressed nature increases the need for its substitutes, the anx-
ious search, or even making up own wildness. It is hard to find within the big 
cities’ everyday existence a good place to watch the clouds. The encounter 
with nature comes as the result of careful, long planning, making it an antic-
ipated luxury and privilege. 

Paweł Szeibel, Natalia Bażowska, and Alicja Boncel question the place 
of a man within the civilisation built upon the imbalance of species, the 
culture of rush and efficiency. They reproduce in their works the modern 
ambivalent attitude towards nature, in terms of which the contact with the 
wild, even though based on archetypal needs, occurs in carefully arranged 
environment and safe circumstances fortified with strict rules and guideli-
nes. Noticing the yearnings of the modern society, the persistent pursuit of 
the equivalent of nature conquered and colonised to the utmost, they try to 
come up with its provisional substitutes. 

Their works are marked with the encounter, which escapes clear cate-
gorisation, remaining beyond the condition of purpose, reason, and use-
fulness. Their common feature is the logic of circulation, of the exchange, 
of the constant transformation of one form into another. Themes taken 
on with the use of various media become the vision of the everyday life in 
the new living conditions of the constantly growing cities. They project the 
future to be a place of water scarcity, lacking farming areas, with limited 
energy resources, perhaps even poor in sunlight, where the “artificial natu-
re” encounters will become a necessity.



Luna, video, 18 min 42 s, 2014
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Natalia Bażowska

GET TING OuT OF THE cOMFORT zONE

When she was a child, Natalia Bażowska used to live in the mountains, 
having forests for her playground. Encounters with death were nothing 
unusual. She would dig the leaf litter for animal skulls, bones, and scraps 
of fur. She could stare into death for hours, wondering about the weight of 
the stiffening body, its last moves, and the sounds which accompany dying, 
transformation, and hardening. There was just enough death, and there 
were reasons to die for: survival, or defending one’s territory. 

In the city, she found death in its mechanised, terrifying, deprived of 
any sense form. As a medical student, and then as an art student, she tried 
various ways to recreate the state of balance the omnipresent nature let her 
encounter. As a result, she finds it hard to accept the boundaries between 
people, space, animals, and objects, as if the fragile borderline outlined by 
the skin was but an invention, as if it was possible for all forms and states of 
being to come together. 

The striving for a prenatal non–differentiation, for the logics of circu-
lation, and for constant exchange has already been manifested in Natalia’s 
diploma work — “Rodzisko” (“Birth Place”) — the lined with red fabric birthing 
place, filled with ambient heartbeat sounds. The human and the animal 
heart merge into one tissue. Natalia Bażowska comes from a family with 
a tradition in hunting. She realises the life–sustaining forest surrounding her 
home is not always welcoming. She knows it is home to the opposing forces, 
interweaving destruction and the rebirth. Her paintings are often lined with 
the primordial flesh, the mash of colours, with gunk oozing like lava flowing 
onto large parts of canvas space. 

Her characters’ faces are blurred, resembling vessels filled with whirling 
and smudging fluids. They transform accompanied by beasts, they melt, they 
surge. When Natalia is about to start painting, she often has no plan. She 
acts intuitively. In a trans–like state, she digests and spits out onto the ca-
nvas yet another wavering composition. And when she is not painting, there 
is something growing inside her, making the new painting a necessary form 
of urgent relief. 

Her two–dimensional paramedic experiments are the first drafts of 
the not yet fully formulated theories, seeking out their form beyond the 
cosy insides of the researcher–painter’s mind. The expressionist coating on 
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these illustrations allows a meticulous analysis of relations and desires. The 
portrayed individuals are left standing on the forest glades, on plains, they 
are nowhere, in a place where they become irrelevant. It is only the mind — 
a piece of jelly, veinlets, and gristle. Infrared camera images of the heated 
and pulsating X–rayed bodies, secretions samples — that is where the painter 
seeks her universal theories, the overall concepts, groups, and similarities. 
Bażowska spills colours on canvas as if she was dissecting brain, cutting it 
into strips, mashing its particular areas, only to observe the leaking fluids 
and pulp.

Bażowska juxtaposes the silhouettes of various species. Reveals her 
fragile ecosystem to the viewer’s eyes. She is the one defining all divisions 
here, she labels, separates, groups together. She reigns, leading the collected 
items through consecutive alchemic phases, from rubedo, through albedo, 
to nigredo stage; from blossoming to decay. She allows them to congeal and 
immediately melt back. The forms balance on the verge, hatching somewhe-
re amid micro–organisms, tangled boughs and shoots, crushed crystals. They 
originate from the fungi structures, mimicking limbs, antennae, tails. They 
hatch somewhere warm, in hair tangles, furs, nooks, and humidity. What 
underpins this collection is the muddy, soaking base, spread amidst the sta-
ins, runs, rubbed out spots, the processes of thawing and evaporating. She 
collects the memories of dried out leftovers, macerated skins, soaky, jelly–
like pulps. The fragments only seemingly are incomplete. Bażowska lets the 
viewer in to the abstract realm of objects, to the impressive system of forms 
and relationships remaining concealed and unfamiliar until then. 

She lets the viewer make himself at home there, classify the objects’ na-
ture. Like a biology teacher, or a patient tour–guide, she encourages to guess 
the phase of particular forms. She wonders what makes us have this hygienic 
vision of ourselves, a vision allowing us to dominate and to take control over 
our bodies. We tend to forget we are merely a pulsating tissue. In her works, 
she looks into what has just started to emerge without any plan or expecta-
tions. She returns to the purifying formless state, where the new, developing 
structures are still very vulnerable. 



en space, oil on canvas,  

110×140 cm, 2013
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A ROOM TO TALK TO ANIMALS

Marta Lisok: which fairy tale of your childhood you remember best? 
Natalia Bażowska: The “Unicorn” by Irmelin Snadman Lilius, a story of 
a little girl who one day meets a title unicorn in her garden, and follows 
him. On her journey, she discovers her own strength and courage, she 
grows up. As a child, I would often pretend I was making a journey like 
that myself, I had amazing adventures, met imaginary creatures. I don’t 
know why, but they were mostly dragons. A thousand–year–old ones, 
very wise and very courageous. I used to imagine a stone, part of a stre-
am, or a moss–grown tree trunk to be such a dragon. I would talk to it, 
I would ride and fly it, explore the world, and, of course have incredible 
adventures. Those dragons would let me befriend them, and, depending 
on the situation, showed special powers, and apart from the natural for 
dragons ability to fly, they knew how to, for instance, change their size 
and fit my pocket, or just how to become invisible. 

you studied at the Medical university before you made your decision to 
apply to the Academy of Fine Arts. what made you choose the psychi-
atry–related specialisation? 

I have always been fascinated with the human mind, yet I chose not to 
do a medical specialisation. Right after I graduated from the medical 
department I decided to study both at the Academy of Fine Arts and to 
take the PhD programme at the Department of Psychiatry of the Medi-
cal University of Silesia. My doctoral advisor was very open to research 
on various borderline disciplines, which allowed me to carry out my 
projects. 

Does “Rodzisko” echo that period?
“Rodzisko” was a site–specific installation presented by the CSW (Cen-
tre for Contemporary Art) Kronika, for my diploma exhibition. I was very 
interested in the theory of birth trauma and the ways to overcome it. In 
short, according to some researchers, a person should symbolically re–
experience being born. Following my medical and visual arts experience 
I have created a special place enabling such re–enacted birth. All senses, 
apart from the taste, were employed in my work. Together with the 
carefully selected fabric, I incorporated sounds heard by the child in the 
mother’s womb (the umbilical cord sounds, mother’s heartbeat, etc.) 

what underlies the decision to perhaps not entirely give up medicine, 
but to put it aside and pursue exploring visual arts? 

Medicine and art are related. Also, they both take very specific mix of 
sensitivity and ability to distance oneself when the time is right. At 
certain point, medicine became too constrained an area for me to act. 
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It’s a world which today mostly follows guidelines, and is obliged to 
impose restrictions, so as to allow new standards of conduct. All for the 
patients’ benefit, of course. I wanted to take one step further, and that, 
in medicine, is not allowed. And it shouldn’t be. Art has equipped me 
with the independence in experiencing, in experimenting with my own 
knowledge, skills, and time. Art gave me freedom.

you use various media. which of them seems favourable for expressing 
the concepts your works originate from? 

As humans, we have this incredible imagination, in our minds we can 
basically picture almost everything we want. And if you come to it, that 
someone can hear, or feel in a particular way just looking at a painting, 
what must be going on then in the recipient’s mind when he or she en-
ters the installation? Paintings can create an illusion of sounds, odours, 
or even the atmosphere of a given situation. Yet sometimes, you have 
to push the viewer further, harder. Then I reach out for the actual sound, 
touch, or movement. All depends on the specific idea, and the medium 
modulates its appeal.

you travel a lot. what is so attractive in it?
I love being on the constant move. I have in me something you might 
call a wanderer’s instinct. I need changes, getting to know new things. 
One time, in a conversation, I coined a term: “a steppe soul”. It means 
something that makes you want to travel the unknown, makes you feel 
the urge for new adventures, for feeling the wind, experiencing free-
dom, the new. Perhaps if I hadn’t started a family I would be an eternal 
traveller. I feel good travelling. I don’t mind the inconveniences, being 
short of proper sleep. What really matters is taking your time to expe-
rience, to taste the new place, without the rush. To explore local flavo-
urs, customs, people, and animals. And then — you move on. It’s hard for 
me to say what really makes me want to see the world. It doesn’t have 
to involve a trip across the globe. Sometimes a backpack, compass, and 
Beskid Mountains is enough for me. I know some places in Polish moun-
tains where you can wander for days without running into a soul.

Travelling has been present in my life for as long as I can remember. 
When I was a little girl, I already used to travel with my parents a lot. It’s 
grown into my true passion. I always go by my rules, which first of all 
means I get to travel on my own, and secondly it’s quality, not quantity 
that matters. Which in practice means breaking the site down. During 
my excursions such landmarks as the Great Canyon in the US , or the 
Uluru rock in the red middle of Australia are of course the must see pla-
ces, but the real treasure waits somewhere else. And this is when you 
should talk to locals. I remember very well the time a Native Australian 
was taking us in his car through the red desert. He dropped us off next 
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to some giant red monoliths, then pointed at a path between them and 
said we would find the most beautiful place on earth there and that 
he would be back in four hours. Then he drove off. And we followed 
that path. Amidst the monoliths, in the very middle of this red, boiling 
hot wasteland, there was this magical place. I’m sure you know what 
the paradise depicted in some holy pictures looks like. Lavish flowers, 
strange fruit trees, and hundreds of birds singing — that’s exactly how 
that place was. If it wasn’t for that man we would never get there. This 
is what getting a taste of a place is for me, exploring its most precious 
secrets. 

Basically each expedition so far has been “the dreamed one” for me. 
From Canada, with its ubiquitous wild animals, to crossing a glass brid-
ge between the twin skyscrapers. I find the ingredients of an excursion 
very important: a pinch of risk, a large dose of time, good substantive 
background, good company (a company of your own is also acceptable) 
and most importantly, having this urge to go somewhere, and knowing 
that unless you do, you’ll go mad. 

I also have a very strong memory of my first encounter with a bear. 
We were walking down a road, with our backpacks, just the two of us. 
Suddenly, within a couple hundred metres in front of us, a bear ran out 
of the woods. I think he was as surprised by this situation as we were. 
He stopped and just stared at us. I remember the only thing going thro-
ugh my head then was recognising something incredible was happe-
ning. I do not recall any fear, or the feeling of being in danger, only pure 
fascination. Since then, I have had a few more encounters with bears. 
The second strong experience like that I had when I ran into a mother 
and her two cubs. It was in the forest this time. The cubs were feasting, 
on some fruit I guess. I almost walked straight into them, luckily the 
mother did not assume I would make a nutritious meal neither she 
took me for a threat. She acknowledged my presence, but continued to 
ignore me. I know I was really lucky then. I just stood there not knowing 
what to do. After a while, the three of them wandered off and I was left 
there standing completely overwhelmed. 

This year in Beskidy Mountains was when I finally got scared by 
a bear for real. He roamed down the mountains a little bit too far for 
how bears normally do for the summer so I wasn’t expecting him. It was 
in the morning, and I was walking down the path I know, listening to 
birds singing. Firstly, I noticed a fresh track in the mud and I stopped to 
take a look at it. I had a feeling someone was watching me so I turned 
my head. I saw a young, rather small bear looking at me from behind the 
bushes. Most likely, that was his first season off his mother, so I was 
afraid he might get us in some trouble. We were looking at each other, 
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standing still, on one hand completely fascinated with the situation, 
and on the other, we had absolutely no idea what to do. Just like two 
teenagers on a dancefloor for the first time. I saw his soft, wiggly nose, 
his brown fur, partially stuck together. That moment seemed like fore-
ver. We both started to slowly retreat, not letting the other out of sight. 
When he was finally gone, I speeded up. Never before have I got back 
down to the valley so quickly like that morning. 

In your latest project you have decided to get close with a female wolf. 
why did you choose this particular animal?

What I was interested in the most, was the similar patterns in be-
haviour, in relations inside human groups and wolf packs. I began to 
cooperate with scientists researching wolves, and thanks to them, I met 
Luna. Gently biting, sniffing, sleeping next to me, Luna let me in to 
her private sphere of behaviours. Initially, my project was suppose to 
concern wolves as a species, however when you work with animals you 
can’t be certain about anything. In the meantime, the story evolved into 
more personal and intimate narration of our need for intimacy. On the 
one hand, such a need tends to be stronger than the self–preservation 
instinct (which is biologically predetermined), and on the other hand, 
physical experiencing world is the equivalent of the verbal communica-
tion and establishing new relations. 

How can we benefit from the direct contact with animals?
From the strictly biological point of view, we belong to the kingdom of 
Animalia. The extent to which we are rooted in it can be observed while 
we experience the so–called emotional abduction, i.e. while giving birth, 
falling in love, or dying. Watching and staying close to animals helps us 
understand our own species better, learn to respect each other, and all 
living things. 

There is this one line, which is more or less present in my art. Those 
are Morris Berman’s words: “ (…) the flesh of my body is also the flesh 
of the earth. To know your own flesh, to know both the pain and joy it 
contains, is to come to something much larger than this... Something 
obvious keeps eluding our civilization, something that involves a re-
ciprocal relationship between nature and psyche, and that we are going 
to have to grasp if we are to survive as a species.” 1 

1  M. Bermann, Coming to our senses. Body and Spirit in the Hidden History  
of the West, New York 1989.



Botanist, installation, 2009
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Paweł Szeibel

TENDING

In a way, Paweł Szeibel’s art appears isolated from the works of his peers. 
Usually, it has no object, nor the technical precision confirming his arti-
stic craft. The work is dematerialised, its function as an object becomes 
secondary. 

Paweł Szeibel, in his creative actions, focuses on encounters. By means 
of his works, he creates the opportunity for them to happen. The art does 
not easily fit into the tight confines of the gallery space, neither it abides 
by its architecture and rules. Szeibel looks into the dynamics of meetings 
and, without being too pushy, seeks to re–enact it in his actions. A painting, 
an installation, an object serves as an excuse to talk, to make a joint effort. 
In this context, he is more of a sociologist, an anthropologist, a botanist, or 
some other kind of a scientist, who puts greater value on the mere area of 
the experiment and its description than he does on producing yet another 
object. The experience of an encounter mediated by contact with plants is 
here built upon persistence, patience, and the acceptance of possible failure 
or re–evaluation of the initial assumptions. The meeting, which goes beyond 
the mere contact with the work, with the artist–animator, and with the galle-
ry as a background, bears the marks of the process where Szeibel is the main 
initiator of a situation, and the thought he shares, makes the barely notice-
able trigger point. 

In his diploma video–work, Szeibel recaptures the idyllic atmosphere of 
the allotment gardens. The rhythm of weeding, sowing, feeding the pigeons, 
replanting, grafting, and finally — spying on the neighbours from behind the 
bushes. The microcosm of the gardens captured by close–ups and the scaled–
up, clear sounds is hypnotising with its rhythmicity. The presented video was 
looped and repeated, as if willing to indulge the viewer’s desire to watch the 
small, garden rituals over and over again. 

Szeibel is particularly attentive to the townies–plants encounters, 
examining the tense relation between him and the greenery wearing its 
modest, weakly form, as substitute for wildlife. He is greatly attracted by 
the logics of growing house–plants, the dwarf world of grafts, the dried out 
offshoots cut off with scissors, the sprouts turning towards the sun. For the 

„Wymiennik zieleni” (“The greenery exchanger”), he has constructed a cano-
pied, mobile chest, where the city inhabitants were encouraged to put their 
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potted–plants and give them away to other greenery enthusiasts. For the 
“Enthusiasts” exhibition, he organised a temporary plant–breeding station. 
At his request, people were contributing their soil–filled flowerpots, leaving 
them to be irrigated and warmed through dedicated system. Szeibel would 
then check on what was popping–up in those surprise–pots. In the “Green 
Jazdów” project, he picked nettles with other volunteers, weaved a nettle 
twine, and eventually used it to make a hammock. 

Another time, he referred to a 19th century invention, known as the 
Wardian case. Those were miniature greenhouses, inside which the botanists, 
travellers, and other adventurers would bring the exotic plants and diffe-
rent species to their homeland. Szeibel, with his innate foresight, seeks the 
solution satisfying the future society’s expectations, measuring up to the 
new living conditions of fast–growing cities. He went for the soilless cultiva-
tion, the artificial, or adverse conditions growing. While experimenting with 
hydroponics, together with a group of volunteers, they looked ahead to the 
future, preparing their futuristic cultivations, and crisis solutions. 



Nettles, workshop, 2013
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TENDER RELATIONS

Marta Lisok: what did you like to read when you were a little boy?
Paweł Szeibel: I can very well remember the “The Flying Trunk” fairy 
tale. The book I had was a pop–up book, and while you were turning 
pages the three–dimensional pictures would unfold. In first–grade, 
I prepared together with some of my classmates a school–play based 
on that book. As you can imagine, I was both the stage designer and 
the director. As I child, I didn’t own a great book collection, you could 
perhaps include “The Children of Bullerbyn” by Astrid Lindgren on my 
favourite readings list. That’s a story of a group of children living in 
a small village. Their homes are so close to each other, one can link them 
with a string and send messages inside a box. It’s a story about fun and 
games. About exploring the nearest surroundings, the gardens, lakes, 
and fields. I picture it as a book about the endless energy and curiosity 
of its young protagonists. Fun, work, and rest on the idyllic farm. Apart 
from that book, I saved as a keepsake of my childhood, the magazines 
I regularly bought. I had something of a flair for collecting, but also 
for the monthly discovering new ideas and possibilities. Those were 
various publications, featuring DIY, interior–design, or just gardening 
magazines. 

In 2010, I made the “Przodem do światła!” (“Front–side towards the 
light!”). I was inspired there by a column in the “Kwietnik” (“Flowerbed”) 
gardening magazine, which featured in each issue one interesting plant, 
grown by the contributor. Apart from the detailed description of the 
species, and its cultivation story told by the plant owner, the column 
included a photo of the collector with his or her specimen. The goal of 
my project was to take pictures of the favourite plants of Sosnowiec 
dwellers. As result, I have made a print–collage of the balcony, which 
held all that plants. 

what does a garden look like, from a child’s perspective?
It is a space of continuous experiments, of constant changes, only 
constrained by the young person’s physical limitations. A child’s garden 
is an observatory, occasionally a failure scene, but above all, a space for 
joy and achievements. 

when was the time you began to see nature as the potential art medium?
Not long ago. The plants have been the subject of my works for only 
a few years. I have been tending the garden since childhood; at first, 
I used to take care of a single patch, then I got to design and “disorganise” 
the whole garden. 

A garden does look a little different from a child’s perspective. 
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An interesting subject I would like to take on in my art is the relation 
between a plant the local community. Let’s take the sycamore tree in 
the Kozy town commune. A tree nominated to “the tree of the year” 
title, becomes a symbol of the entire village. In order to win the contest, 
every local takes a picture of himself against that tree, people organise 
happenings and tours, the plant unites their local community. 

Did your mobile installation — “The greenery exchanger” have a similar goal?
When I’m working on a plant–related project, I often get asked for some 
cultivation advice. The people who come to talk to me, tell me about 
their experience, like when someone is an expert in one variety and has 
all windowsills filled with same species. Or, it sometimes happens that 
someone can no longer grow a toxic plant. Inspired by those stories, 
I made the decision to establish a plant–exchange zone. The project was 
carried out in BWA in Katowice, it lasted two months, and during that 
time, anyone could bring in or exchange their houseplants. 

How would you describe the contact you have with plants on a daily basis? 
As quite unfortunate for the plants, I’m afraid. I’m not a professional, 
I often make mistakes regarding plant tending, usually because I realize 
something is wrong when it’s already too late. There can be multiple re-
asons you cannot always figure out, like the unfavourable environment, 
lighting issues, watering, or fertilising frequency. I’m not systematic 
enough, and that’s not a particularly desirable trait for a gardener. 

what is the modern man’s attitude towards nature?
This attitude evolves, splits, we go to extremes, we interfere with the 
ecosystem too much. On the one hand, there are more and more social 
initiatives showing up, the environmental awareness spreads, we learn 
to respect nature, and start to expect more from ourselves. On the 
other hand, we handle our nearest environment like an object, often on 
market terms, as product. Regular encounters with plants can teach us 
persistence and patience, as I have already mentioned, one oversight 
can cost us years of our efforts. I admire people who deal with the art of 
bonsai, the complexity of the skills one must have to shape plants like 
that is impressive. Each move has to be carefully planned long ahead. 

you have recaptured in one of your videos the microcosm of the allot-
ment gardens. what is so enchanting about them?

Allotment gardens are quite charming, I find them inspiring for a few 
reasons. I can’t tell the most important one, but it’s those places’ 
aesthetics what draws my attention. Those are the areas of their 
owners’ endless creativity. The gardens often tap into the resource-
fulness of upcycling, and the intended use or function of the objects 
adapted can be very surprising. It’s not only a place for social gatherin-
gs, it’s also the dreamed space for handymen and gardeners. The scale 
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of absurd is pictured in the tiny space hoarding up dozens of random 
items. There used to be regulations stating the greater part of the 
allotment’s land had to be cultivated; now, those rules are quite liberal 
about the land use. Another absurd fact is the artificially allocated 
space for relaxation or leisure. In particular here, in the Silesia region, 
with its worship of work and a sharp division between work and rest. 
The very names of those garden communities make you think they bring 
together people who share similar interests or professions (“The Miners’ 
Allotment Gardens”).

Such an outing to the proverbial “allotment” had to observe its ritu-
als. For me, encounters with nature come as natural, no special space 
needed. The final issue is the “prefab blocks culture”, in which each 
block of flats tenant spends his free time in the organised space of the 
garden. Inside the block, the tenants’ flats are separated with prefabri-
cated, concrete walls, and in the allotment gardens, their residents are 
separated by prefabricated, concrete fencing. During spring or summer 
season, it just looks odd — the lavish greenery parted by grey concrete 
fence. As my friend put it: “the vertical alignment of the block of flats 
has been transferred onto the horizontal alignment of the allotments”. 

you choose workshops over gallery–exhibited art. Do you believe work-
shops to be the better form of communicating with the recipients?

Workshops take great involvement from the participants, that’s when 
you can work as part of a team, share your opinions, your ideas. Such 
activity is a process involving frequent changes, and not always it 
ends up with a completed work. I am usually surprised by the kind of 
works created then. I never dictate the participants any right solution, 
these aren’t supposed to be the classes where you can master one skill. 
I give them a problem and I moderate the brainstorming. Workshops 
mean talk. This is the natural way of communicating, where the 
receiver is key. As for me, the visual art, or text, not always can fully 
clarify the idea of a project; what I need is interaction, quick thinking. 

Do people keen on plants share this attitude?
When I work on my projects, I meet people fascinated with plants. 
I admire their optimistic life approach, their open–mindedness about all 
kinds of ideas, or their will to help one another. Plants seem to have this 
good nature, which spreads onto people. 



Collection I, own technic, 2014
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Alicja Boncel

BEyOND THE LAwS OF GR AVIT y

One of her friends used to collect West Germany perfumed soaps and place 
them between folded clothes so they could imbibe these unique, pleasant 
scents. In her friend’s kitchen, the third drawer from the top was filled with 
German sweets, which she would equally share with other children playing 
outside. Alicja Boncel didn’t have many store–bought toys. She simply cut 
out her first Barbie doll from cardboard. She used to enjoy spending her 
playtime digging tunnels and labyrinths in the coal stored in the basement. 
In her garden, she put up a playhouse made of wood, brick, buckets, and 
some old junk. She would spend a lot of time there, expanding the house’s 
reach as far as to the old, leaning tree, which she then used to add one more 
floor. Unfortunately, the grown ups kept repeatedly bringing it down so in 
revenge she used to leave them with threat–notes, or do the things for-
bidden, like stealing eggs from hens, or writing on the walls with chalk and 
brick bits. She used to dream of having a concrete mixer so she would im-
prove her little houses’ constructions and make them indestructible. Playing 
doctor, she would feed her stuffed animals with a water–medicine concoc-
tion. The toys would soak heavily and rot. She used to arrange flowers in her 
little private graveyard, where she buried the dead animals she had found: 
chicks, insects, frogs, mice, and a mole. One day, she decided to see what 
had happened to their dead bodies…

As the chemistry graduate, she worked in a public office, where she 
used to feel like a small cog in the large wheel of bureaucracy, grinding and 
mangling its gears. She was bored to death there. But then, she came across 
a cheering piece of information: Franz Kafka himself worked as an insurance 
bureau clerk in Prague. That helped her survive. 

Research on materials, which lead her into a wall during her chemistry 
studies, turned out to be less constrained in the art field. There were no rules, 
no restrictions, and everything known and familiar was asking to be taken 
further. The laboratory was turned into a home studio, there were no work 
safety guidelines nor material limitations. Boncel was able to experiment 
as much as she wanted; the reality itself was coming up with new compo-
nents. Here, the approach and scientific methods were logic–free. They were 
untestable. The liberty of the outside the town studio would bring about 
more and more new objects. A small chest full of aligned in rows dandelions, 
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insects pinned with an army drill symmetry, pieces of plants hanging on 
a wire, and colour liquids flowing through plastic tubes bent like the limbs of 
an insect. 

Alicja Boncel has been watching her daughter play for a couple of years 
now. She watches her moves, when she builds forts from blankets and chairs, 
when, not even remotely repulsed, she picks up mossy stones, grabs insects, 
digs in the ground. There’s no calculating here, just pure desire to explore, 
strong, spontaneous, with no fear, no rules. Alicja Boncel re–enacting in art 
her past enthusiasm, copies how her daughter plays, breaking down the 
reality to reach its core. 

For her diploma exhibition, the Academy of Fine Arts professors let 
an entire flat at her disposal. She was free to make herself at home there, 
like a tourist in a hotel room. She laid out and hung around all elements in 
accordance with her own geometry rules, clearing them out only to build up 
in another spot, without marking a bold centrepiece. Her fragile installation 
was a kind of site–specific art, an arrangement dedicated to a particular 
place. Like in nomad communities, each object was of highest significance. 
The items were carefully put back onto the strictly limited area, treated with 
due caution, recognised, and respected. Particular objects bore resemblance 
with amulets and talismans. Until they end up in the rightful hands, they will 
remain useless and silent. The artist has recognised their potential as juxta-
posed with other objects, incorporating them in the circulation of things. 

Boncel’s installation, with its background in the conceptual tradition of 
the attitude towards the space, seemed volatile and full of tension. Seemed 
to be an exploration of the motif of cosy interiors of the 17th century Dutch 
paintings. The glossy surface of fruit, wine glasses turned upside down, 
closed books, spiral–shaped lemon peel, all shine through the darkness in the 
meticulously reproduced still natures. The viewer has no access to the deli-
cacies laid on the tables, to beautiful fabrics, precious dinner service. Her art 
piece gave the viewer an opportunity to enter the still nature, full of pebbles 
brought from the garden, wires, straws, bits of plasticine, and paper scraps. 
there were inflated with air and helium bags and gloves floating around, 
a crystal ball with dandelions inside holding up a pile of books, insects pinned 
to marshmallows, spare prosthetic eyes, flower pots filled with soil, twigs 
with insects attached to them, hanging on a strings. An improvised laborato-
ry of a maverick–scientist, a witch’s cave, an alchemist’s workroom — what is 
in fact the space arranged by Boncel?

The artist did not hesitate to bring together the thoughtfully and for-
mally organised pieces and the hastily constructed provisional ones, with 
minimal measures involved. 

Her installation was an area for fun and games. There was glitter sprin-
kled on the floor, and light–bulbs, tubes and wires hanging from the ceiling. 
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It seems as if Boncel has prepared a reality reservoir, pantries with forms 
a future scientist will be able to reach for, clumsily re–creating the model of 
life on earth. 

Going from one room to another, each filled with objects and instal-
lations, one couldn’t fight the impression of forcing the way through the 
insides of a thin, unusual machinery, the elements and cogs of which being 
scattered and incomplete, with the whole thing however, working like a dre-
am. Its alignment alludes to a lumber–room producing its own gravity field 
with the forgotten, no longer needed old junk. 

The very title of the art work “WiktorJa” (“Victoria–I”) blending the 
daughter’s name and the personal pronoun draws the outline of the essence 
of Boncel’s efforts, bringing up her daughter close to nature, the experiment 
carried out over and over, the philosophy of a child, the close existence of 
a mother, daughter, and nature. The video accompanying the installation pre-
sents the process of taking out a milk tooth. The dreams of falling out teeth 
allegedly mean nothing good. They are believed to spell change, loss, disease, 
or misfortune for the dreaming one. And yet, there’s nothing unnatural in lo-
sing teeth, especially the milk ones, which at first begin to sway pressed with 
the tongue, then they just hang by small thread of skin, to finally let them-
selves be pulled out with one firm tug. Even if you take great care of them, 
avoid sweets, and brush regularly. And even if they lack the charm of animal 
fangs, and aren’t the size of an adult’s teeth, you can still keep them for the 
rest of your life like a precious, though a bit disgusting, treasure; like an old, 
used part of you. They themselves are ordinary, small, and decayed.

But then, the world seen in the times of still having your own milk teeth 
seems more picturesque, wider, scarier. In the undisturbed with anything 
serious child’s boredom, often for the very last time, there’s the place for 
deep observation and analysis. In the “Helitlen” (Heliumandoxygen”) video, 
Alicja Boncel protests against this unpleasant necessity. She attaches the 
keepsake–milk teeth to latex gloves inflated with helium and records their 
free drifting in space. Unlike in the Western Europe countries, the tooth–fa-
iry does not pay a visit to children losing their first teeth. In exchange for this 
ambiguous trophy she leaves no gift under the pillow. There is no character 
warming and familiarising this process announcing the final transformation 
of the body. This particular rite of passing each child has to figure out on their 
own. Milk teeth fall out and for the next couple of months, there are only 
dark, ugly holes left in their place. The childhood easiness disappears, the 
new teeth are to be even and healthy, similar to one another, typical, white-
ned and straight. Standing at attention, throughout entire life.



WiktorJa, video installation, 22 min 6 s, 2014
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wELL– cONSTRucTED MONSTERS

Marta Lisok: Before you became the Fine Arts Academy student, you 
used to deal with chemistry. Does your art now reflect the experience 
from that time?

Alicja Boncel: I didn’t plan to become an artist. There was a time I dre-
amed of becoming a doctor, then I wanted to join the Police Academy, 
but finally, as a result, I started my university course in chemistry 
with a view to becoming a forensic expert. Chemistry penetrates the 
substance insides, and me and the neighbourhood kids we shared the 
same the scientific curiosity in getting to know the internal design of 
things. In the Polish countryside of the eighties, children played outside 
in the backyards, gardens, forests, in the fields. We didn’t have many 
toys, so we used to incorporate nature to our plays. We often witnes-
sed chickens and ducks getting gutted. When a grandmother, an aunt, 
or mother would put her arm inside the slaughtered bird and take out 
some intriguing parts, we were feeling repulsed but still, we couldn’t 
take our eyes of it. And that’s what nature was to me. Chemistry enab-
les you to discover matter in a more sublime way. During my university 
course, I was particularly interested in the laboratory practice. That was 
the place where you could synthesise substances non–existent within 
nature: that space would take you to the experiment field — “some-
thing” was being born in the laboratory vessel… for a beginner scientist 
that “something” was in fact a “discovery”. 

you mention penetrating the substance’s insides. How does it proceed 
in art? why have you chosen to leave chemistry and pursue your carer 
in art?

Penetrating the insides of matter was the objective of my previous 
studies; it took carrying out an analysis and including precise explana-
tion of the obtained results. The reason for undertaking a given subject 
could have been a need to aid combating tropical diseases, cancer, tac-
kling environmental pollution, etc. The conduct of the analysis however, 
was rather emotionless and required only cold deduction. 

Art penetrates substance on the philosophy basis, with the matter 
being described as an entity expanded in time and space. 

Art expresses the space indefinable by human experience, and the 
verification of which is more than a mere matter of logic. 

I haven’t quit chemistry though, I reach back to it sometimes, as 
knowledge of chemical processes fosters my studio experiments. 
Analogue photography, traditional printmaking techniques, painting, 
seemingly mundane art of cooking, all present an opportunity to utilise 
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the knowledge of physics and chemistry. I’m not employed in the che-
mical industry as I have never sought opportunities there. After gradu-
ation I took the fastest obtainable internship at the city hall, for money 
reasons. There, I have faced the notion of an institutionalised person, 
compliant with the formal rules, being part of bureaucracy. That was 
a most interesting experience, however I kept feeling drawn to a dif-
ferent world, too. I managed to land myself another part–time job and 
I started to spend my afternoons in the studio. I was 25 when I painted 
my first 100×80 cm painting. I couldn’t believe I made a painting that 
large. I succumbed to art. I guess the manual activities were my way 
of release after each 8 hours spent on paper work and administration. 
That was also when I discovered and got into the work of Franz Kafka, 
the insurance company officer, in the position of a superintendent in 
Prague, and a revolutionary author. 

your diploma installation quotes and alludes to the realm of insects and 
other worms. Do you find this area of nature particularly fascinating? 

To me, insects are the scary part of nature. When they land on me, I sha-
ke them off screaming. Whereas my daughter, simply plays with them. 
Thanks to her, I sometimes manage to get used to some of them. Ne-
vertheless, I remain aware of their complex and horrifying morphology, 
under an electron microscope they look like well–constructed monsters. 
I have created an art piece with a collection of dead insects on chocola-
te covered marshmallows. I was trying to overcome my fear with it. 

why does nature frighten you?
I marvel and admire nature, its matter is noble and one of its kind. Na-
ture resembles a Giant, who sometimes is kind to man, and sometimes 
ruthlessly crushes him. Some time ago I was forced to rush to a moun-
tain shelter through the storm. I was feeling trapped, the storm wasn’t 
joking. I remembered the case of Timothy Treadwell, his story told by 
Werner Herzog in the “Grizzly Man” documentary. Timothy Treadwell 
was a wild nature researcher, killed and devoured by bears he had spent 
in Alaska 13 seasons with. 

A person brought up in a large city becomes indifferent to nature. If 
one were put in the primitive man’s place, he would find himself com-
pletely helpless. As long as we are triumphant in absorbing nature, e.g. 
in the act of consumption, we feel secure. But when the anthropocen-
tric boundaries are shifted bringing us down to play the role of food, we 
lose our privileged position and authority. We wither both as individuals 
and entities and we become just another link in the food chain. 

Despite the fact that plants exchange matter with the environ-
ment, the same way we do, we tend to treat them like machines, even 
though we have their nature encoded in ourselves. It is reflected by 
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the basic biological processes of our bodies, or by the simple beauty 
treatments we undergo. Nails that haven’t been trimmed for years can 
curl reaching to the ground like wild shoots, and hair if left to grow free 
turn into an impenetrable thicket entwining one’s head. Nature terrifies 
me when I turn a dead animal around and the insides are moving with 
crawling out disgusting worms, which consume its guts. The smell of 
carcass in the woods, or meadow terrifies me too. I’m horrified by the 
image of war site with starving people, no longer functioning on the 
humane basis and beginning to mimic animal behaviour. 

your diploma work is an elaborate installation resembling a bizarre play-
ground. you came up with this idea together with your daughter. 

The diploma installation is complementing films on childhood, and 
growing up close to nature, I have been working on for 10 months. Part 
of this installation is the sound deflected by the objects, then setting 
them into vibration, and adjusting itself to the surroundings. The sound 
in the flat where I exhibited my diploma work was different, than it was 
in the BWA gallery space. I wanted to emphasise the fact that common 
objects could become unique instruments, depending on where they 
get to be found. A child in his or her play can make various elements 
sound — it can be for instance a vacuum cleaner’s hose, a bottle, a door-
knob, etc. 

Do you notice a generation gap, a shift in mentality between you and 
you daughter?

When I had Wiktoria, I returned to the place I grew up in. I wanted to 
contain myself with together with this little creature in a defined area, 
to “place her within my childhood”. I decide to separate us from this civi-
lisation turmoil, and those mechanic factors, interfering with our peace. 

Putting the biological conditions, i.e. the genetics aside — Wikto-
ria’s personality is shaped by the place I brought her to. Experiencing 
nature, which is at her reach, keeps her away from the terror if the 
imposing itself mass culture. It does not however eliminate the effect 
of the mass media means, which children perceive as entertainment.

A screen screaming with twinkling, colour characters attracts the 
child’s attention to a greater extent than a swinging tree. That is what 
made me let the TV go, I cannot quit my computer however, not can 
I eliminate the influence my daughter’s peers have on her expectations. 

So this uneven battle between me and the hidden behind the glass 
screen my child’s smiling friend, who has grown out of hand and now is 
developing the new passive recipient of chaotic stimuli. 

Wiktoria plays outside, most of the time together with her friend, 
sometimes inviting me to join her game. Then I get the chance to 
compare my childhood to hers. As it turns out, we have more or less 



142

8 boards to complete, each new of increasing level of difficulty. Such 
strategy can originate from seeking connection between the virtual 
world and the reality. 

Wiktoria’s sensitivity is directed more towards “someone” than 
“something”. And this feature she has taken after me. My husband, 
Wiktoria’s father, when he was a child, he used to spend hours playing 
alone. His memories do frighten me a little, but then I find myself 
totally fascinated with them. He used to be his own opponent when 
playing board games, he would copy banknotes with colour pencils and 
try to push them through in an actual shop, or he would get on the bus 
and travel round the town as Krzysztof Zawicki, with a fake ID and with 
fake personal details. Always alone with an “innocent” Alter ego. 

I do believe that the nature’s presence and the time Wiktoria and 
I get to spend together will make her more sensitive to “trees rocking” 
than the currently prevailing culture’s chaos. I will go on in pursuit of 
making her childhood remain a bridge between the two generations, 
a parent–child understanding. 

In your installation, there are several elements, which you use to “fur-
nish” the space with as if you were making yourself at home there. 

The objective of this installation was to create a surreal landscape, 
escaping the rules of gravity. A playground is an enchanted place for 
children, enabling them to temporarily soar, move faster, twirling in 
space, etc. The devices function by the general mechanics rules, yet the 
children up to certain age actually believe they really fly. Based on m 
daughter’s imagination, and on my memories, I created an installation 
referring to the landscapes of childhood, where the objects arranged in 
unusual constellations produce new kind of value, where the impossible 
comes to existence. My daughter constructed a ladder using several 
cushions and climbed to watch over the room, and she could see thro-
ugh the window if her friend was waiting for her outside by the fence; 
soon she reinforced her construction with a stool. Such objects are 
often constructed at our house. They are peculiar, yet useful constructs. 
I don’t hold my daughter back from making her ideas happen, it seems 
to me that there will be soon fewer and fewer behaviours like that in 
children. Considering the fact of “stealing” the child’s creativity by pas-
sive television watching and the media influence on childhood, one day 
the “creative child” may disappear completely just like the vulnerable 
animal and plant species do in nature. That is why I sometimes feel like 
a ranger in a nature reserve, raising endangered species.



Treehopper, oil on canvas, 50×50 cm, 2014
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Frantic observations

Mircea Eliade wrote in “The Forge and the Crucible” that mining profession, 
associated with ripping the earth of its treasures, used to be entrenched in 
culture behind specific rites, as it was interwoven with the subterranean 
world and the spirits reigning it. This would make a convenient key to inter-
pret the efforts of Silesian artists. Firstly, one could call upon the figures 
of the creators/shamans, protecting the community from the dangerous 
forces awakened by the exploitation of the nether lands. Then, it would be 
enough to simply coin yet another savoury mythology, setting up sound 
framework and convenient pigeonholes for a certain environment.

Savages, as the wild children, the exotic geniuses of the black Silesia 
would make a perfect product: a pleasant difference, romantic otherness, 
vagueness and mystery. Mundus subterraneus, to quote the title of the 
famous 17th century work by Athanasius Kircher, the insides of the earth 
finding their estuary in the liminal symbolism of the coalmine as the place of 
passage from the grim darkness to the surface above. Miners and their vic-
torious breaking through matter providing the humanity with essential heat, 
as the dusts–covered icons of the creative power, they sow fear and awe. 
Their blackness and dirt appears as the token of their fascinating otherness 1. 
This chapter is already closed. The romantic mythology of the region and 
its tradition echoes in the youngest generation’s rush towards the greedy 
exploration, the urge to dig and penetrate, written however for brand new 
registers. 

In the mining–industry Silesia, a place still associated with dusty and 
devastated coal supply base for the entire country, and with the folklore and 
subculture of the familok house, an art solstice has been observed, a case 
of significant refocusing. The phenomenon of the occult Grupa Janowska 
gathering the “Wieczorek” coal mine amateur painters/miners who brought 
together the motifs of the fairy tale landscapes and the esotericism and al-
chemy, has become a museum item, as well as the attic at 1 Piastowska stre-
et, with the legendary studio of Andrzej Urbanowicz, house to the first Polish 
Buddhist commune and various occult practice. Here, the art is not marked 
with magic realism. There are no direct descendants of the ST–53 group or 
of Arkat, focused on the formal issues of the areas of colour, of composition, 
textural expression, and on leaving aside the figurative reality. 

1 Janion, M. 2000. Gorączka romantyczna, vol. 1, 310–311. Krakow
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As opposed to design, the fascination with coal, slag heaps, and the local 
landscape does not show in the art field. What calls for being worked out in 
art, lies in the near surroundings, waiting to be discovered and documented. 

Picturesque fumes, scraping sounds in the dark, the machines’ rhythmi-
cal clatter, beams creaking under the pressure of walls of coal set in dange-
rous vibration. Contrary to the mythological role of the Silesian industrial 
landscape, with years of the fathers’ and grandfathers’ struggle in heavy 
industry, witnessing them carefully watch the ominous cracks appearing on 
the walls, the reality on the surface is now greedily devoured. 

Simply by turning their attention to some objects and phenomena, the 
young artists grant them new meanings. They stick to the rules of real-
ness when mixing the elements they spot. The young artists’ works show 
their focus on the nearest surrounding, and the simplest sensations. Their 
attachment to the constraints of realness and sticking to its forms, regard-
less of the experiments with various media, derives from the development 
of a specific form of diligent observation, having subjects or themes at hand. 
Michał Gayer writes in his commentary to the series on the role of artist 
that the sole presence, being on site, recording on the spot is what matters 
the most. “Gayer: What does the Cowboy do? The Author: Cowboy watches. 
Mainly. In fact, there are lots of things that depend on him. Cowboy does not 
waste time, knowing that in order to survive he must keep finding things to 
keep himself busy. Cowboy has plenty of jobs and it’s like he keeps an eye on 
various things, and those things keep an eye on Cowboy, they sort of >>hold 
each other at gunpoint<<. The line of activities cannot be interrupted. Who 
knows what might happen when Cowboy doesn’t take care of something? 
Who knows what might happen to the Cowboy himself? And so, for instan-
ce, he patiently stands there up straight in yellow grasses and white mist 
(or smoky) and looks up against the sun whether the rivers flows good, and 
whether smooth. Cowboy devotedly watches a snow pile, too, to see if it 
gets dark evenly. Sometimes the Urban Cowboy is forced to take action, let’s 
say when he for instance arrives in a park and has to collect all ice. Stuff like 
that, plus some record keeping. Gayer: And what is this recordkeeping? The 
Author: Well, that… he keeps counting, some stuff.”

Here, the private maps of reality are budding. They contradict the HD 
quality generation and the need for hyper–sharpness. They express their 
perverse reluctance towards capturing the entirety. The only thing worth 
collecting and being grasped is the temporary fragment of it. As Georges 
Bataille wrote in reference to the notion of informe: “[affirmation] that 
the universe resembles nothing and is only formless amounts to saying that 
the universe is something like a spider or spit”. The reality lets one pinch it, 
or hold for a moment, but does not allow to be embraced, nor described. Its 
new, greedy documentalists settle for examining parts of mechanisms and 
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collecting samples. They do it however, in a deliberately inconsistent way. 
They collect images observed in a big close–up, in micro scale, like specimens 
inside the microscopic slide. It’s a 1:1000 scale where the observer affects the 
observed. Watching something up close causes the edges to blur, the tired 
eye to water, and minor shifts in the object looked at. There are no attempts 
here to unify the research results, there are no definitions, no summaries, no 
diagnoses. 

In accordance with the post–humanistic reasoning, there is no sense of 
time, no historical awareness, no division for work and rest, there is only the 
present time, helpless overnight observation, obsession with the current 
state. After the attempts to describe the newest Polish art exhibited on 

„Rzeczywiście młodzi są realistami” (“Indeed, the Young are Realists”), „W 
samym centrum uwagi” (“At the very centre of attention”), and „Nowi doku-
mentaliści” (“New Documentalists”) it turns out that profound exploration of 
the nearest surroundings and limiting the scope of research, entrench their 
position in the art field. Sentimental attitude towards own observation and 
experience gains in popularity. It becomes even more autistic, meticulous, 
borderline subjective, with no traces of the strict analytical norms. It is an 
act of colonising reality on their own. 

Insects depicted in paintings by Maciek Nawrot, the keen angler and 
free–time painter, gain the status of enormous surreal monuments. Those 
fossilised conglomerations are joined with sharp edges, soft spongy ele-
ments, transparent membranes, hairy limbs, and hard crusts. 

The paintings show insightful observation, developed from the passion 
for angling. “Painting is mostly a means of relaxation for me. Whenever I 
begin a new painting, there is this big mystery accompanying it, so I get the 
sense of the building–up suspense, and I double my concentration. As the 
time goes by, when all starts to clear up on canvas, and I feel confident about 
my decisions, then I loosen up. The particularly enjoy the stage of adding the 
finishing touch, although it is the initial painting process I find the most ad-
dictive”, says Nawrot in a talk with Bartek Buczek. As the Academy student, 
he found his inspiration for his paintings in baits. He learned to glue together 
feathers, rubber bands, and thin wires to make them look like an insect. Then, 
he decided to start painting them. His first encounter with the pictures of 
the Membricidae family insects left him puzzled and made him question 
the actual existence of these creatures. With a photograph of the insect as 
his starting point, he would develop its shape into more and more abstract 
amorphous forms, allowing himself to search for new evolution patterns 
for the species he had chosen. Going from watching and marvelling, to easy 
repeating the observed mechanisms. 

Other Silesian eighties’ generation artist act similar. Whether it’s the 
smell of a body asleep by Justyna Gruszczyk, or the picturesque qualities of 
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substances in Michał Smanek’s works, watching a dirty, sooth–covered snow 
drift by Michał Gayer, a geometrical construction covered in cheap marble 
pattern veneer by Szymon Szewczyk, or Adam Laska’s giant cobweb ball, 
each time the artists carefully watch the surroundings with the sensitivity of 
a patient angler tracking every water flicker. They isolate and record particu-
lar experiences. They try using various means and methods contrary to the 
virtual reality, to save what is real in the physical, material sense. They seek 
sensations unfiltered by the media which they challenge to duel, 1:1, hand–
to–hand fight. They want to protect reality and reset an experience striving 
for its basic neutrality and primitive nature. Having not found it, they try to 
recapture it employing their own home methods. Refusing to accept the re-
gime of image, which generates the consumer society organised around the 
compulsion of providing novelty, they strive to bring back the state of being 
rooted into reality. 

The division into the anthropologists of senses, researchers at dusk, 
travellers, visionaries, and the botanists I offer, is one of the possibilities 
of how to bring out the key features organising the selected creators’ art. 
In any given arrangement, the artists clearly show to strive for clearing out 
the perception, and we see their intense attempts to return to what used to 
be hands–on verifiable. It seems it will take some time until their intuition 
becomes an object of scientific research. Whereas they are the ones who like 
seismographs of the present–day culture detect a particular kind of undia-
gnosed ailment: the superficiality of experience, caused by the increasing 
contact with electronic media. They make themselves comfortable in the 
drawn–out mourning period over the material world, which day by day keeps 
fading away. Lev Manovich suggests “we may debate whether our society is 
a society of spectacle or of simulation, but, undoubtedly, it is the society of 
a screen” 2. There is no other sing of our culture so obvious as the accompa-
nying us from the day we are born until the day we day screen 3. The Italian 
political and media expert Giovanni Sartori claims that modern culture has 
made the homo sapiens evolve into homo videns. His warning is based on 
the noticeable proliferation of the image, which carries the risk of losing the 
sense of realness 4. The images somehow dissociate the gaze from the body 
and abduct the consciousness to a pictured place where the body cannot 
accompany us 5. The ugly, sweating and decaying body, in the screen reality is 
replaced with an artificial, smooth and flawless one. Michel Foucault writes 
in his “Utopian Body”: “Utopia is a place outside all places, but it is a place 
where I will have a body without body, a body that will be beautiful, limpid, 

2 Manovich, M. 2001. The Language of New Media. Cambridge: MIT Press
3 Virilio, P. 1988. La lumière indirecte. Communications 48. In Po kinie? Audiowizualność w epoce 

przekaźników elektronicznych. ed. A. Gwóźdź. Kraków, 1994
4 Sartori, G. 2007. Homo videns. Telewizja i postmyślenie. Warszawa
5 Belting, H. 2007: 107. Antropologia obrazu. Szkice do nauki o obrazie. Kraków
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transparent, luminous, speedy, colossal in its power, infinite in its duration. 
Untethered, invisible, protected—always transfigured.”  6

The reality no longer is associated with insistency, gravity; it begins to 
seem lighter, less oppressive, and less obligating. “Affected by this kind of 
mediation we begin to perceive the reality– within and outside the media– as 
if we were encountering mere simulation. We no longer take reality quite so 
seriously. And amidst the suspension of reality we judge and act differently, 
too. Our behavioural patterns are becoming increasingly simulatory and 
interchangeable.” 7 We see gentle observation and attempts to look after the 
matter in the works of Smandek, Gayer, and Laska. We sense the need to 
outline the paths of coexistence with the declining nature in Szeibel’s, Bon-
cel’s, and Bażowska’s art. Buczek and Kokosiński question sense and impor-
tance of paintings. Cataloguing the shortage of intimacy shows in the works 
of Gruszczyk, Hajman, and Ritszel. What we encounter each time are small 
narratives, full of discernible hesitation and doubts. Those are not the heroic 
attempts to work out the observed situation. Those are rather the attempts 
to explore and recognise the ground, a reconnaissance growing purely out of 
cognitive interests.  

Regardless of the media used, Savages document with invariable en-
thusiasm the momentary freeze of the phenomena seconds before those 
evaporate and become erased from one’s memory. Being testers, they try to 
learn about new reality. They collect the splinter marks, which caught the 
eye and made one take a closer look. The stillness they provide is what enab-
les one to watch the phenomena they are fascinated with. The micro–events 
proliferate and loosen themselves under the mere attention.  The child’s 
boredom they simulate, combined with lively imagination, makes room for 
a special kind of observation, a hypersensitivity. A return to the authentic, 
non–moderated experience, the state when the milk teeth have not fallen 
out yet, and the reality seems much wider and more formidable.

6 Foucault, M. 2006. Utopian Body. In Sensorium. Embodied experience, technology and  
contemporary art. ed. C. A. Jones, London.

7 Welsch, W. 1997. Aesthetics Beyond Aesthetics: Towards the New Form of the Discipline. In 
Literature and Aesthetic.
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