15

introduction
Taste is the motto of the 15th issue of Punkt magazine.
We did not dwell too long on its philosophical underpinnings, rushing forward, as usual, towards the juicy reality, full of tasty surprises and fascinating experiences. We
have collected for you choice titbits, works by artists and
authors whom we have always wished to invite to Punkt.
They are in the midst of real and phantom-like tastes;
they are sometimes bitter, other times excessively sweet,
moistened with idyll and sprinkled with sentiment.
Agnieszka Kurant introduces her project of “Phantom Capital”, where she clarifies to us the challenges of
contemporary economy via fictitious islands, phantom
territories, apparitions of books and artefacts. In turn,
Marcin Czerkasow (after Andrzej Sosnowski) once again
asks “What is poetry?” researching the possibilities of its
translation and juggling the emergent meanings. A visual
essay by Tomasz Mróz assumes a draft form: it combines
notes jotted by his father with degenerated comic strips
and fairy-tale characters – behold the rebellious and
nostalgic Rudy! Kuba Bąk delves into the phenomenon
of the corner, or, as he himself writes, of the merger of

two walls and the floor, following this seemingly insignificant element of space in particular art projects. Anna
Barcz addresses the ineffable phenomenon of hyper-objects, the aesthetics of asymmetry and the new philosophy of nature.
The taste of nostalgia (or preservatives) is offered to us
by: Olga Drenda, who feeds us with the “crisis sweets”
known from communist times, and Irina Glushchenko
– in an interview with Magdalena Jawor about Soviet cuisine. The photomontages of Mazaccio and Drowilal are
dripping with sweet icing. A visual essay by Jesper Fabricius gives away a charm of life in a woman’s and girl’s
fashion, proving that taste is also a lifestyle.
We advise you in particular to look at the studies in reality conducted by Władysław Hasior in his Notatniki
Fotograficzne [Photographic Notebooks]. This material,
unknown to the general public, is presented to us by
Ewa Tatar, who however reveals only its fragment, offering a foretaste and whetting our appetite for a more
profound encounter with the artist’s oeuvre on our
own.
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Discovering Hasior
Ewa Tatar

Courtesy of Muzeum Tatrzańskie in Zakopane.
translated by Marcin Turski

36

It seems all have heard of the oeuvre of Władysław Hasior
and those who have visited Zakopane know that a Gallery designed by him and dedicated to his art operates at
the local Muzeum Tatrzańskie (Museum of the Tatras).
He exhibited in the West as early as the 1960s, his art
being displayed even in the elite Krzysztofory Gallery;
rumour has it that Tadeusz Kantor, then absent, held
a grudge over this. Hasior’s gigantic impact on his time
is evidenced by numerous Hasior-like assemblages,
mass-produced and shown at different provincial galleries. His art must have been known to the authors of
The Glass Ball, a film about coming of age in Krakow in
the 1970s. He exhibited his monumental projects even
in South America. Being the regime’s favourite, in Poland he remained on the sidelines. This was diagnosed
aptly by Anda Rottenberg during the Zakopane Conference: this is because he succeeded in the curettage –
I quote from memory – of religion out of the ritual and
reintroduced this ritual into public space. Despite the
subversive strategies, only once was he a participant
of the movement of the late avant-garde. During the
Wrocław Symposium he proposed a glass monument,
never realised, jutting out 50 cm above the level of the
River Oder.
Gathering information about the mute Playing
Organs, or a monument atop Snozka Pass (the first Polish monumental land art project) I took my first study
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visit to the Władysław Hasior Gallery in Zakopane. Together with the director Lucy Sosnowska, who plays
with this monument, we sought proof. She came across
correspondence with a Krakow-based organ master
and I encountered a press statement about the formal
analysis of the monument. A variation for an Aeolian
harp turned out to be inspired by the rhythmical structures of the households of Podhale region. This is how
I discovered Nowa Wieś and Notatniki Fotograficzne.
There come in a few incarnations. The Notatniki
Fotograficzne [Photo Notebooks] I found in the archive
are actually centrefolds from an illustrated weekly for
young people from rural areas; clipped together, sometimes these pages come in a few copies. After removing
a lot of dust in the Jagiellonian Library it turned out that
the first one came out shortly before the introduction
of martial law, the second one close to three years later, when the Zachęta Gallery in Warsaw addressed the
identity of Polish peasants, showing archival photographs sent in by the general public. An excellent study
material, especially that no one had ever written about
it before.
The first set of Notatniki is a lesson in sensitivity derived from the world of nature and the immediate
surroundings (we can identify a significant influence of
Hansen, under whom the artist had studied), the other
one is the most powerful political and anthropological

project of the artist. In Boso, ale w ostrogach Władysław
Hasior writes: “At one time plebeian art was dubbed
community art [in the 1980s his community room in
Zakopane appears – author’s note]. This term located
the phenomenon very precisely...”. There are a few episodes about the aesthetic modernisation in the province. The very current of folk art, or rather a diagnosis
of a certain existential and aesthetic proposal, was signalled as early as the pioneer set as “rhythms in human
constructions” or in scarecrows, photographed during
trips across Poland and juxtaposed one against another.
The artist defined this very topic in a photo essay ushering in a series about folk art (his library indicates that
he was also interested in the questions of urbanisation
of rural areas and migration, as well as in the issue of
which he himself was a beneficiary, i.e. social promotion). Editorially Notatniki follows the life style of the
photo essay commented upon briefly, applied by Polish magazines, including Nowa Wieś, as of the 1960s
(a similar perspective on art through the prism of its
natural equivalents are represented in their publications
of the 1960s by Polish and French authors read by Hasior). Analysis only from the perspective of photography
shows that this is a document. Treated more broadly,
as art, the photo essays gathered in reels or their published fragments may be part of typologies, immersed
in Conceptualism (in Hasior these typologies are most
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often organised in accordance with a concrete material or iconography). When the sound accompanying
the shows of Notaniki in a community room has been
digitalised, perhaps we will begin to see them as lecture
performances. They are not homogenous aesthetically:
realism dominates in the second set. In the first one, in
particular in the flat landscapes, treated similarly to assemblages, it merges with a Romantic flavour or actually with pictorialism.
20 000 diapositives were made as of the late 1960s
(there are also earlier negatives and prints). He began to
arrange them in thematic sets at one unspecified time.
My favourites include his lesson on the “anatomy of expression”. He is interested in “poor matter”, the world
of nature and art; his Notatniki lets us follow his trips
and research; the latter includes not only the visual arts
but also material studies. During the lectures, observing reality and mixing art with it, he stirs sensitivity
and provokes imagination. To my mind his approach is
Romantic materialism.
Notatniki Fotograficzne has literally been shown
a couple of times only, selected by curators, emphasising mainly the presentation of a documentary passion of the era of Poland’s modernisation, from the late
Gomułka regime through to late Gierek period. Sometimes printouts were made on their basis to familiarize the audience with Hasior’s art, intertwined with

all kinds of arrangements or gathered as documents in
separate reels. From the point of view of capturing the
very approach it is worthwhile to look at one selected
Notatnik. “Inspiracje” [Inspirations] defines Hasior’s
horizon and shows what he was interested in, how
he developed and structured his ideas. Within all the
material the topics that intrigued him stand out (even
pornography). He makes himself part of the artistic
context of his era, which I addressed e.g. during the
aforementioned conference. Apart from different fascinating objects gathered at Władysław Hasior Gallery
there are: an atlas of Poland with marked monuments
and memorials visited by the artist, a model of a monument-chapel of Victory for Zakopane with images of
Harnasie highlanders (and a refusal to design the set for
erecting a monument of class struggle in the region of
Podhale [sic!] on a theatre stage), a vinyl record with
Negro spirituals released in Czechoslovakia and recordings of religious songs from the East; there are Letters
to Milena, Laokoon, The Flames, Urban Life, all kinds of
magazines on psychoanalysis, anthropology or principles of music – it is precisely Notatniki which offers the
chance to write anew Hasior’s history and see his art in
a new light.
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Tasting Nature’s
Revenge

(The Aesthetics of Asymmetry vs.
The New Philosophy of Nature)
Anna Barcz

translated by Marcin Turski
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No modern project is capable of curbing the
hyper-objectivity of an ecological disaster. It is thanks
to OOO, or Object Oriented Ontology that we have
managed to establish that the reality of climate change
or the action of radioactive substances is beyond human ken. At the end of the Anthropocene what we saw
as nature becomes threatening and revengeful. We are
then doomed to capture the non-human yet affective
aspects via the aesthetic asymmetry in art.
***
Seemingly, nature’s revenge cannot be operational. Does it have a critical value when it is ascribed to non-human agents representing the world
of nature or natural phenomena? Can revenge, wellknown in human culture as an expression of emotions, of what is affective and unequivocal, be translated into an ecological disaster and a reaction of
nature? Can we use the term “revenge” in reference
to a retaliation expressed via uncurbed de-naturalisation and degradation of the environment, unpredictable weather conditions, excessive production of
toxic waste, and carcinogenic radiation? A question
about the “revengefulness” of nature makes it a subject and casts into doubt the anthropocentrism of the
contemporary world and the universal, rationalising
faith in the messianic powers of technology.
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This unique subjective treatment of nature is
evident in the newest wave of ecological reflections,
which give up proposing constructive reforms and recovery programs. The significance of this nature is tangled in the dialectic between the primordial and preChristian significance of an untamed element and a
terminological obsoleteness, i.e. a notion that no longer
represents a natural reality. In the modern project, nature is deemed to be an amount of resources, non-agent
matter which is malleable and subordinate, as Martin
Heidegger wrote in The Question Concerning Technology.
For Heidegger nature is a kind of resource, not a resistant object, which paves the way for technology. Technology, in turn, according to Adorno and Horkheimer
in their emotional Dialectic of the Enlightenment, is
the essence of knowledge in the project of rationalising modernity, which reifies and subordinates nature.
Despite the various concepts of nature in late modernity, it eventually attains the category of ecological crisis. This is self-evident in Phil Macnaghten and John
Urry’s Contested Natures. The authors cannot crack an
impasse of modern philosophic and social theory, i.e.
an inadequacy and inefficacy of action for the sake of
one or many natures or environments. The most compelling argument crowning the book is the examples of
BSE, or mad cow disease, in the United Kingdom and
the inadequacy of global and local initiatives of nature

management. Phenomena like BSE may augment the
sense of risk and uncertainty with respect to nature,
which cannot be managed rationally; they may also instil a fear of the end.
The end, or apocalyptic visions of the future are
nothing surprising, either, in the most recent environmentalists’ publications. James Lovelock, famous
for, along with the biologist Lynn Margulis, the introduction of the notion of Gaia into discourse implicating that the Earth is a living organism, publishes in
2006 The Revenge of Gaia and demonstrates that climate
warming is a sign of the end and of the struggle of the
Earth. A similar idea is espoused by Fred Pearce in The
Last Generation, published that same year. The book,
subtitled How Nature Will Take Her Revenge for Climate
Change, focuses however on the problem of apocalyptic rhetoric: it is unarguably inefficient and ineffective,
with no political ramifications, for instance. Therefore
more and more scientists turn to other ways of involvement and commitment, among which art enjoys pride
of place.
A revenge of nature is predominantly an aesthetic notion. I would additionally define it by the notion of smartness, from the order of shifting mimesis;
it relates more to what imitates nature, sneaks in like
foil wrappers resembling medusas in Norbert Wu’s
photographs. But it sneaks in by no means innocu-
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ously but rather interferes with a certain natural ecosystem, when medusa-like bags are eaten by tortoises
or albatrosses in the Pacific. Similarly, the aesthetised
collage-photographs from the Soup series by the artist
Mandy Barker show that plastic and its configurations
are limitless, just like the ocean that stores them. We
see artefacts of all shapes, sizes and colours. Are they
beautiful, however? Despite the imposing aesthetic
value of the images, I wish to evoke a notion which is
by all means appropriate here, introduced by Tim Morton in Hyperobjects, i.e. effects and replies of aesthetics
at a time of asymmetry. Asymmetry roughly speaking
signals that we are unable to define or capture within
discourse the objects around us with an impact on us.
Still, we need to attune to them as they, inherently unreadable, are the source of exclusive signs of the hyperreal and what has remained after nature. On the one
hand, aesthetics at a time of asymmetry may be part
of so-called eco-aesthetics, one that transcends traditional aesthetic categories and is linked to other areas of
knowledge. This is both conceptual and analytical aesthetics critical of established discourses (see Malcolm
Miles’s Ecoaesthetics). On the other hand, it maps out
the framework of nature which has gotten out of hand
and appears disorderly from the point of view of anthropocentric management of the Earth’s resources. In
other words, the nature which only stays on the sur-

face is smart in that it is no longer the nature inherited
in the environmental discourse of modernity. It is an
empty notion which does not reverberate with previous meanings and takes revenge for stripping it of its
role of the elusive and unmanageable element. Revenge,
as is evident in work by Wu or Barker, may be simultaneously beautiful and scary and it seems to me that this
is what is at stake in the kind of aesthetics defining the
experience of post-modern nature, which cannot be
saved or defended since it undermines the established
order and as unpredictable on an unprecedented scale.
Therefore Morton introduces the notion of hyper-objects or mega-objects which transcend beyond
human time-space in terms of geology, climate and
ecology. Although this reflection is triggered by climate warming and comes in the wake of an ecological disaster which we unconsciously experience; there
is no positive message. It does not propose a recovery
plan similar to those put forth by earlier publications,
suggesting reforms of putting a cap on greenhouse gas
emissions. Scepticism is at its highest in Bruno Latour’s Politics of Nature of 2004. It is an attempt of a
theoretical shift in what we dub nature and ecology in
the exclusivist version of society. The inclusion of nature and the non-human is impossible because of the
dogma of democratic representation and exclusion
from the community of speakers and therefore Latour
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suggest a reworking of the socio-political system from
scratch, from a re-founding of a democracy. However,
Morton continues not only the sceptical topics but tries
to analytically point out global changes, the relentlessness of nature, by what he calls an age of asymmetry.
Mega-objects cannot be contained in any metalinguistic structures. An art which deals with hyper-objects
must necessarily give an account of their elusiveness,
bizarreness and at the same time intimate massage conveyed. Hence pursuits within object-oriented ontology
which seeks a language, not a holistic but an aesthetic
one, hence the impression of the reality of non-anthropocentric yet material and tangible objects such as
climate, radioactive waste or solar explosions. The impact of the Anthropocene is as follows: we are not the
directors of the show even if we continue to use rationalising strategies. For instance, at the level of language
we prefer to speak of climate change than of global
warming. No matter how we interpret scientific facts,
the idea of a romantic, admirable and amazing nature
placed behind the glass pane of an aesthetic screen, has
come to the end of its tether.
According to Morton, we are in a situation when
it is impossible to keep an aesthetic distance. The distance was the principal engine of earlier concepts of
Nature. Therefore hyper-objects are closer than we had
expected and proof of their existence has been tainted

for a long time or has been too extensive. Hence the need
for an aesthetisation and visualisation of something
that people do not want to think about, but would be
dragged into since this space is hard to bypass. A case in
point are Francisco Lopez’s sound projects such as La
Selva from the 1990s, when Lopez recorded the nature
from the Amazon during a rain season. According to
Morton, this is an instance of an immersion of sounds
which shorten distance and come disconcertingly close
to the hyper-objective excess of the jungle. Another
example is Marina Zurkov’s Mesocosms series, a combination of animation and performance. In the life sciences a “mesocosm” is the separation or isolation of a
section of ecosystem for research purposes. However,
Zurkov’s installations are unsettling. Between the unnatural butterflies and birds from colouring books the
artist places industrial artefacts and elements indicated
sham human control (people in suits protecting them
against radiation). The descriptions show that what
seems to be a pond is in fact a hollow in the ground of
crude oil in nature, with foil wrappers hovering above it
and obscuring birds in flight. The use of animation enhances the sense that the world show is not a fairytale,
despite the form and colour palette used. In the backdrop we see seemingly ordinary weather phenomena,
such as rain and stars, as they are recurrent and obscure
the essence of nature stripped of its mystery. This is an
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art based on a loss of a dream or a utopia, and it shows
that a nature with no naïve roots may be dangerous. It
may also be dubbed speculative realism.
In 2008 Latour invited Olafur Eliasson to Paris
so that the artist may give an account of his art projects.
Early on during the meeting, held under the motto “The
Sun Has No Money”, Latour used a phrase fitting for
Eliasson’s experiments in space, i.e.: nature is regarded
as oikos. Especially interesting, however, in the context
of the aesthetic poetics of “nature’s revenge” and contradicting nature seen as oikos is The Weather Project of
2003 installed on the premises of the Turbine Hall Tate
Modern in London. Eliasson used here rather simple
means which he indicated himself, making use of the
industrial interior of the Turbine Hall. He installed a
gigantic plafond covered with a yellow film and filled
the interior with artificial fog. At the top he placed a
huge mirror so that the visitors may seem themselves
in it. Therefore many lay on the floor and made up all
kinds of figures of their own bodies. When speaking
about the installation the artist stressed that he did not
mean it as a prank or an ironic approach to the public,
as he had been accused of, but only wanted to use the
venue for a project addressing the topic of global warming. Of importance here is the component of mist, of
unclear and blurred outlines, as well as the collective
perspective, an opportunity to see oneself in a mirror,

in a space organised by the light that resembles the sun.
One of the advantages of the project is that it is open to
interpretation and offers an aesthetics of a certain illusion which leads the viewer to participate in a community of the limit, of the end of a certain world, not
hysterically though, but slowly, in some kind of unconscious stupor, lazily and languidly.
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***
In the context of these works, the revenge of
nature is not only an aesthetic fiction but a unique artistic strategy which strips the experience of nature of
its smartness and unpredictability. This would never
be possible were it not for interferences into what we
previously called a natural ecosystem. Today we can
say that ecosystems are either tainted or controlled in
reserves. There is no wildlife, it would seem. On the
other hand, recurrent in the OOO theory is the nonanthropocentric and hyper-objective nature of something which cannot be subject of our thoughts and yet
changes art and experience. It plays with the romantic
notion of nature, deliberately frustrating all hopes for
survival, relishing revenge.
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Paradoxically, the idea of dematerialising the work of
art, put forward in the 1960s and 1970s by the Conceptualists, is in fact a feature of late capitalism seen as
cognitive capitalism (along with virtual capital, trade in
debts, intangible work, and economies of many countries, based in large measure on profits derived from
copyrights and patents). The world’s economy is gradually being dematerialised and increasingly dependent
in more and more countries on two sectors. These are
the finance sector and so-called copyright industries,
or branch of creative economy (including the production of computer software). Information, not necessarily true, becomes one of the most desirable commodities. It also often becomes a currency. These processes
are accompanied by the dematerialisation of money:
only around 30 percent of global money is in the tangible form of banknotes or coins. The remainder 70
percent is purely virtual. Reality is increasingly founded on phantom beings. Money today is a phantom. It
turns out that the only economy to capture its nature is
libidinal economy, used by theoreticians of culture in
references to apparitions, spirits and illusions*.
For the past few years I have developed a series
of projects related to my interests in the phenomena
linked to cognitive capitalism. I call these phenom* Jan Sowa, Dług czyli widmo bogactwa, in: http://phantomlibrary.
com/index.php?/tekstytexts/jan-sowa/
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ena “phantom capital”, or intangible, invisible, often
fictitious, phantom-like or deeply hidden beings and
processes which acquire value and importance in late
capitalist economy and contemporary politics. Most
of my projects are contingent on the analysis of the
dichotomies between the apparent poetic quality and
conceptual lightness of some phenomena in cognitive
capitalism and the attendant actual horror of capitalist
exploitation, manipulation and speculation. My projects moreover examine the different forms of collective
intelligence, ranging from crowdsourcing and invisible
work to the evolution and mutation of memes. I am intrigued by the hidden forms of invisible exploitation in
digital work. By clicking “likes” on Facebook or seeking some trivial information in the Google search engine, we actually perform work of which we are unaware. This digital and invisible work brings profits not
to us, but to mammoth corporations. It is estimated
that an average Facebook user brings to such a corporation of profit of around 14 dollars a year. This profit (or
actually exploitation) is derived from unpaid invisible
labour often called Playbor = play + labour performed
continuously through the sale of our private data to advertising corporations. We all permanently and unconsciously perform invisible work that brings cumulated
profits to global corporations. We all unconsciously
generate the invisible “phantom capital”.

Phantom Capital is a series of works, a result of
a few years of my research in the many and varied contemporary issues and problems such as non-tangible
work and invisible work, virtual capital, collective
intelligence, emergence, and hybrid authorship. I am
interested moreover in the changing status of objects
and in the complex relations between their authorship,
production, aura, circulation, and value.
One of the first projects of the series was Maps
of Phantom Islands, recently on show at the Museum of
Modern Art in Warsaw. The work is based on seeking
territories which have emerged in the history of cartography on major political maps, although they have not
existed in reality. The reason these “phantom” islands
were marked on maps was most often mirages “seen” by
sailors as well as manipulations and swindles of colonial
expeditions, which, seeking additional funds from their
governments, marked fictitious islands and isles on the
maps and pretended they had discovered them. The
made-believe, non-existent territories were often the
subject of very real financial deals between many counties, and some have led to serious political conflicts or
even wars. Many such phantom islands have appeared
on maps throughout centuries, the last ones disappearing only with the development of aerial photography
in the 1940s. As it turns out, fictions, speculations and
phantoms have always underpinned capitalist economy.
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Another major project of the series is The Phantom Library, or the materialization of fictitious books of
authors such as Stanisław Lem, Philip K. Dick, Roberto
Bolaño, and Jorge Luis Borges. I obtained for these fictitious books bar codes and ISBN numbers to grant them
economic identity. The contents of phantom books are
described in minute detail by the writers quoting them,
i.e. their covert authors. The books constitute a frozen,
dormant and symbolic capital or perhaps a real capital,
which could be gained as a result of their actual writing and publication. I am interested in questions of
complicated hybrid authorship and status and value of
potential projects, i.e. those designed yet unrealised;
unregistered patents for potential, never written texts.
I invited writers to pen books of fiction and as they will
be written, I will replace the now blank pages of the
books in my installation by real publications that realize this potential capital.
The question of hybrid authorship, collective
intelligence and emergence is addressed by the series
of works titled A.A.I , where I moreover invoke the
concept of artificial intelligence and the issue of invisible work. Hundreds of years may pass before we implement the idea of artificial intelligence, yet we are
capable already now to simulate to some extent collective intelligence. The revolution or dissemination of
memes in society appears in a similar emergent way as

it emerges in the human mind. Many contemporary
scientific studies address the simulation of the networks of neurons in the brain using the mechanisms
to be observed in the structure of the network of human assisted computation. Inspired by such studies,
the A.A.I ( Artificial Artificial Intelligence) project is
realized with the use of live termites, which like people belong to one of the few species which during their
evolution have developed a worker society based on
class divisions. Termites living in Africa and Australia
build gigantic hills resembling monumental buildings
erected by a real society, such as Cambodian Angkor
Wat temples, Egyptian pyramids or the Sagrada Familia in Barcelona. I decided to take to the very extreme
the ideas of outsourcing. I outsourced my sculptures
to another species, offering termites alternative materials for the constructions of their hills. Having consulted entomologists from Harvard University and the
University of Florida, instead of earth and clay, I gave
the termites colourful sand, small particles of gold
and crystals. As a result we obtained colourful, hybrid sculptures made by a termite colony of millions of
worker-insects. I decided to use the invisible work of
a society of half-blind termites, unconscious of their
work. This is similar to how our invisible digital work
is constantly being taken advantage of during a search
on Google or the use of social networks.
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Another project in the series, The End of Signature, is done on the façade of the Guggenheim Museum
in New York in June 2015. This project is tied with my
interest in hybrid authorship, exploitation of collective
intelligence and accumulation of energy of an invisible
labour force. I am intrigued by the end of individual authorship hovering, imminent in our time. Knowledge
and work are more and more often made by a self-organising, complicated system of collective intelligence,
based on millions of micro-tasks and micro-decisions
taken by millions of people who do not know one another yet communicate via the internet. Wikipedia
and the Amazon Mechanical Turk platform are based
on sophisticated multiple authorship. Artistic activity
and creation of value in art are a sham. They make use
of one of the principal myths of art, namely the idea of
creativity as an individual process as well as the absolute
and fetish-like status of an individual author. My work
endeavours to address authorship as a product of collective intelligence and complex, non-linear processes.
The End of Signature combines signatures of thousands
of visitors to the Museum. These signatures, collected earlier, are transformed into one succinct form via
a computer software I devised with professional programmers. This collective signature will be a sculpture,
a neon, whose colourful stream will move from left to
right, imitating the gesture of writing. The Guggenheim

Museum will be signed palimpsestically, always anew,
by a gigantic invisible hand. The signature will continually appear and disappear. The work is a reference
to a note which Marcel Duchamp jotted down in his
notebook in 1916, i.e. an idea of signing the Woolworth
Building in New York as a ready made. The question of
authorship is perhaps the only parameter of art which
Duchamp did not undermine or did not deconstruct in
his work. Even under the pen names of R. Mutt or Rose
Selavy, Duchamp was after all an individual and traditional author of his work in the fetish-like way characteristic of Modernism. In the 21st century it becomes
clear that single, individual authorship is slowly eroding and hybridising and will likely disappear, even if
such a fundamental shift sounds like a science-fiction
scenario. However, analysing the processes of collective intelligence facilitating the development of platforms like Wikipedia, where thousands of people who
do not know one another from across the globe cooperate to come up with a single entry, we see that the effect
emerges slowly and we can image a hypothetical end of
individual authorship. What with the gradual disappearance of handwriting, slowly supplanted by writing on keyboards, tablets and smart phones, individual
authorship may be totally replaced by collective intelligence based on millions of people performing microtasks, which taken together will result in works based
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on hybrid authorship of thousands of authors. Such
works without authors – products of collective intelligence – were made millennia ago. The Bible and the
mythologies were after all based on orally transmitted histories, changed each time they were passed on.
We cannot pin down a confirmed single author of the
above texts. Their form is likewise in a sense a snowball
effect or a result of Chinese whispers. My installation is
in part a machine known as the Autopen, which makes
an infinite number of mechanical signatures, replicas
of the same collective signature. The autopen is a machine invented in the early 19th c. for e.g. Thomas Jefferson to make a large number of identical handwritten
signatures if many copies of the same documents were
issued, seemingly signed by a given author in person.
In the case of The End of Signature the arm of the robot
makes an infinite number of collective signatures on
blank sheets of paper. Totally identical hand signatures
are a reference to the idea of dispersed invisible labour
and the labour of the multitude.
My interests in works without authors led me
to another project based on the phantoms of capitalism, i.e. the Phantom Estate. Meant to be an intelligent
work of art that acts like a living organism, Phantom
Estate is a proposal of a museum of phantom works, or
works without their authors. Inspired by numerous anecdotes told of families of deceased artists, who com-

pleted or fabricated unfinished or barely commenced
work of their spouses, the project examines the amount
of fiction, speculation, manipulation, and fakes in artist estates. When collecting data I learned, for instance,
that following Marcel Broodthaers’s death his widow and daughter gathered loose notes, photographs,
sketches of projects, etc. made by Broodthaers before
his death, all unfinished work, and exhibited them as
Broodthaers’s successive, allegedly miraculously retrieved projects. Many families of deceased Conceptualists stooped to similar fraud and manipulation; in
the case of their significant deceased others, it was difficult to differentiate between finished work and loose
ideas, sketches and notes. I wondered about the status
of the fabricated works, which are e.g. only 30% made
by Broodthaers. I decided to take a step further. I carried out a long and strenuous research to find even more
phantom-like works of the Conceptualists who were
important for me, such as the aforementioned Marcel
Broodthaers and Guy de Cointet, Lee Lozano, Alighiero e Boetti. I therefore conducted interviews with the
artists’ spouses, partners, friends, and collaborators.
I was interested in purely phantom work, the ideas of
works mentioned only in informal conversations with
partners or friends, without witnesses. These ideas were
often the result of mutual inspiration of a few interlocutors or only germs of ideas. Still, in line with the absurd
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logic of late capitalism and the logic of some estates, it
may be that the germs of unrealised ideas have some
symbolic, or even real value. Often filtered and distorted by the memories of the people I interviewed then,
the works do not have a concrete form or content, and
ultimately were never made. There are no corresponding sketches or notes. They are phantoms with no tangible form, certificates, documents, which in Conceptualism frequently replaced the invisible phantom work.
They thus are not merchandise. I decided to grant these
phantom works a material form. On the basis of the
stories I heard about the never completed works, based
only on the aforementioned ideas, spoken of in passing,
I made e.g. Guy de Cointet’s ladder, a project to which
he dedicated five years of his life before he exhibited his
first complete works. The ladder was the first attempt
to use colour codes as a cipher, where the artist was inspired by the many years of his father’s work in the navy
with a flag semaphore. The ladder’s rungs were placed at
different distances and were painted basic colours. This
was the first kind of code that Cointet used around 1965.
His first known work, however, comes from 5 years afterwards. There is no fragment of this phantom ladder,
no sketches, notes or photographs. Their existence was
brought to my attention by the people who visited Guy
de Cointet at that time in his apartment and saw the ladder with their own eyes. This is, then, a phantom work.

Another phantom work was a weathervane by
Alighiero e Boetti. Boetti’s first wife told me a story that
one day over breakfast Boetti shared with her an idea to
have his self-portrait made as a weathervane. He never
implemented his intention, though. Perhaps he forgot?
I therefore made a traditional weathervane with Boetti’s cut-out profile patterned on his other self-portraits.
To what extent does this work have the value as Boetti’s
work? In half? Or perhaps in only 20 percent?
The phantom works I made were gathered in the
museum of phantom works – my proposal of a mobile
museum which, instead of finished, fetish-like product-objects displays approximate forms of products,
whose exact intended form we will never know as their
authors are no longer alive. Phantom Estate is a shapeshifting platform or display case that moves across the
museum, in which it is exhibited like a live organism.
One of my recent shows has been titled Exformation. Exformation is a term coined to define rejected,
deliberately left out information, intangible data which
are at the same time principal and decisive for the creation of contemporary narratives, the unknown unknowns of knowledge. I wanted to address the subject
of “negative” information since the field of information
is determined by what gets rejected, by the information
that is deliberately left out. History is based on what
has been left out of it. The science of complexity has
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coined here the term silent hero. A silent hero is someone who is indispensable for a scientific discovery, but
is invisible to the world at large. Many anonymous scientists who searched what was ultimately discovered
and called the “Higgs particle” also contributed to the
progress of these studies, but the Nobel Prize is granted
to one scholar only. The machine of the world of art and
culture is dependent on thousands of people who have
not managed to leave the shade: writers with their unpublished novels, artists with no success to their names,
their work never displayed. It is they who buy periodicals, museum membership cards, and attend lecturers
or shows. They are necessary for this industry. I am interested in the invisible reality of the silent heroes, who
must exist for industry to develop. In addition, I am
interested in the invisible economy of ideas, the unrealised phantoms of capitalist production. I focused in
Exformation precisely on how phantoms, fictions and
magic become part of the economy and impact it. Exformation is composed of phantoms which often visit
our reality. I wished to restore to life this other, negative, “exformation” reality.
The biggest project of the Phantom Capital series is Cutaways, a short film I made last year with a renowned US film editor Walter Murch. The film is based
on my search for characters who were completely and
without a trace cut off during post-production of ma-

jor feature movies. I found around 200 such characters,
selected three and had them meet one another in on
new film. The characters I chose were cut off during the
post-production of Vanishing Point (actress Charlotte
Rampling), Coppola’s The Conversation (actor Abe Vigoda) and Pulp Fiction (actor Dick Miller). The actors
who were deleted many years previously agreed to be
the cast of my film and allowed an actual encounter of
three characters cut off from three different movies in
the same place and time. I wrote a script combining
the three characters in one narrative. The film analyses
the question of post-production as a political tool and
shows a portrait of the parallel reality of people “deleted” from the system, from history and economy.
I am interested in the question of unpaid invisible labour and in the fact that copyright covers also deleted
material and “waste”. Cutaways is not only a history
of three phantom characters cut off without a trace in
post-production, but also a history of three copyrights,
three phantom beings.
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Agnieszka Kurant, Phantom Islands
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Agnieszka Kurant, Widmowa biblioteka
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Agnieszka Kurant, Koniec Podpisu (The End of Signature)
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Agnieszka Kurant, A.A.I (Artificial Artificial Intelligence)

Agnieszka Kurant, kadry z filmu Cutaways

150

151

Agnieszka Kurant, kadry z filmu Cutaways
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Two Walls Meet
the Floor
Kuba Bąk

translated by Marcin Turski
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Robert Morris proved that a simple form need not necessarily result in a simple experience. A simple form
need not be tied with cold observation, distanced reflection, balanced comparison, or clichéd opinion reiterating previous reiterations. Simple situations trigger
complex emotions and strong emotions may be encapsulated in simple forms.
During the Plywood Show (1964), an exhibition which came down in the annals of art history as
the founding moment of minimalism, Robert Morris
exhibited seven objects, among others Corner Beam
(1964), a grey-painted beam suspended high above the
floor and joining two walls. Morris wanted to extract all
the (un-) important inner relations of a sculpture-object (narratives, proportions, mutual interdependencies
of the individual parts to one another and the whole), to
transport them to the viewer and the space between him
or her and a plethora of spatial objects. Forms in themselves were immaterial; what mattered was their impact
and development of communication with the observers’
perception. Space is no longer ignored but, conversely,
has taken pride of place, as has the arrangement of the
works: the height of their location and the interrelation
of monochromatic objects stripped of symbolism. The
frame, the wall and the spatial arrangement of the space
built within the exhibition room became as important
as the content. Something strange happens to Corner
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Robert Morris, Corner Beams, 1964
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Beam; despite the above textbook definition, the object turns away from the viewer and directs itself to its
own, enclosed universe of the room’s corner. It is the
viewer who was supposed to create an image but here
an image hides from view. Corner Beam turns its back
on the viewer; it neither welcomes nor encourages, but
refuses to take part in the show and in the grand performance which annexes the entire gallery space; it establishes itself firmly in the corner, delineating its own
field of impact which recedes from view. Morris admits that when working on these objects he was deeply
unhappy*. His marriage broke apart, which triggered
a unique state of agitation, releasing the dark energies
questioning the possibility of building relations between both people and people and sculptures that speak
with a language of the past. Possibly that is why Morris
chose a semi-autistic space that excludes the presence
of the other. What was manifested to the full in Corner Beam had earlier been foreshadowed by Passageway
(1961) – a narrowing tunnel – built by Morris of curving plywood panels in a way preventing a person within
the structure from seeing what is in front or in the back
of him or her. You can only get stuck in the tunnel like
in an ordinary corner. The space where one is in contact
with dead material on the one hand corners and traps
* [http://www.tate.org.uk/context-comment/articles/simon-grant-interviews-robert-morris]
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and on the other hand protects against others. The situation may seem scary but it can just as well be a rescue,
especially if we are afraid of others, of those who may
come dangerously close. Both the narrowing tunnel and
the corner exemplify a similar totalling spatial situation
where only the material object and its guest exist. This
situation has physical and mental, or conceptual and
psychological properties. Morris, like the other artists I will refer to later, managed to create a microcosm
which allows one to move about alone among objects,
carrying out a solipsistic program mapped out by the
maxims of Wittgenstein’s logico-philosophical treatise: “I am my world”; “Incidentally: objects are colourless”; “Each object seems to be in a space of possible object states”; “I can imagine this space as empty
but I cannot imagine things without space”; “Objects
are the substance of the world. Therefore they cannot
be complex”. It is hard to imagine the above phrases as
more to the point.
Suffice it to mention Bruce Nauman’s classical performances before a camera. The artist walking up and down in his studio, lying down or jumping up. A black-and-white video shot from one point,
where the camera is fixed, the artist’s body as material
for a sculpture, tool, cause and effect. Recalling series
form the late 1960s one rarely remembers Bouncing in the Corner (1968-1969), a film where Nauman

Bruce Nauman, Bouncing in the corner, 1968-69
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Bruce Nauman, Setting a Good Corner
(Allegory and Metaphor), 1999
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rhythmically bounced off two studio walls that meet at
an angle. On the one hand the swift action gives primacy to the performative factor, on the other hand
the hypnotic, steady motion creates a powerful effect
of a wavy form of a sculpture. Although the affective
potential of Nauman’s experimental period became seriously depleted, the emotional charge and the acoustic and compulsive energy of Bouncing in the Corner is
increasingly striking. Viewers free from discursive dilemmas may today freely resonate with an image from
nearly 60 years before. Years later the motif of a corner
re-emerged in Bruce Nauman’s oeuvre. Setting a Good
Corner (Allegory and Metaphor) (1999) shows a totally
different figure. Apart from colour, the form did not
change; a camera located at one point films the artist
at work. Nauman builds before the viewer a corner of
a wooden enclosure, on which he will install a gate to
his rancho in New Mexico. The gently electrifying colours of plants, sky, shirt, and drill, the perspective set
at the level of the horizon, the precise and slow movements of the artist wearing a cowboy hat may be read as
an apotheosis of rural life. As in Bouncing in the Corner,
we see repeated simple physical activities, a body that
empirically experiences space, examines it and marks it
with its presence. We hear a rustle of the wind and the
noise of tools as well as contemplate a rhythmic work.
The man before us is present; he neither performs nor
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plays, his actions are not symbolic but totally focused
on a task, subject to an aim, i.e. the construction of
a proper corner. The observed activity becomes a metaphor of Bruce Nauman’s work, which is meticulous
and follows the Protestant ethics, based on a physical
process of the artist who comes to grips with his immediate environment. The good corner itself, in turn, may
be interpreted as an allegory of a successful work of
art: a form which is significant through its presence in
space, a structure which is powerfully semi-open, i.e.
both open and closed, enticing one to enter and offering an outside exit, energetically charged and ambiguous, known and mysterious at the same time, common
yet ultimately undefined. Earth, sun, man, wind, tool,
and the wooden planks are fulfilled in a well-executed
corner.
In the late 1960s, by examining different scales
and arrangements when creating visual forms of impact
of Euclidean space, through drawings and sketched arrived at full-fledged spatial arrangements. Exploring
the potential of co-existence of three levels, the Brazilian artist came up with Espaços Virtuais: Cantos
(1967–8), or Virtual Spaces: Corners, or a series of realistic models of typical living apartments corners. An
abstract idea of a non-active sub-place in an actively
inhabited place was concretised in the representation of
home nooks and corners, with a floor fragment, skirt-

Cildo Meireles, Przestrzenie wirtualne: kąty
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Gordon Matta-Clark, Splitting: Four Corners , 1974

ing boards and painted walls, wallpaper, etc. Meireles
created an abstraction of a corner via its imitation and
although it is three-dimensional, this is not a functional sign to be read. It is hard to establish here a living existential situation since the threshold of the corners cannot be crossed. Meireles took an interest in the
corner after a visit to a mental hospital run by nuns.
He met there a man who each day for the preceding
twenty years, upon waking up, stood in the corner and
stayed there until the evening, when he went to sleep.
The nuns in charge of the social home defined this be-
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haviour as a flee-floating sense of guilt which the man
from the corner experienced. A totally different direction was taken by Gordon Matta-Clark in his arguably
best-known act of dividing a house into four sections,
or Splitting: Four Corners (1974). Using a two-storey
residential building earmarked for demolition, MattaClark, by six quadruple cutting lines, from roof to floor,
opened up the closed house structure by separating four
external corners. The house was pulled down and only
the four corner remained. Living space was lost and
what was left was neither architecture, nor sculpture.
The isolated corners hold no specific histories or memories of the once inhabited building. No regrets.
During the Life Size Shadow exhibition (2013),
Piotr Łakomy showed Untitled xyz, (2013) – a negative
of an angle – a light tripartite cage welded of aluminium profiles, an extension of a corner. The corner within
a room, or the space of contact of two walls meeting at
the right angle and the floor, once again was shown as
a special place, charged with energy and meaning, even
if without an official mythology. You are sent off to
a corner as a punishment, in the boxing ring a corner is
a foretaste of defeat, you can also be driven into a corner.
Łakomy added something very little of himself: a metal
spatial drawing to the corner, separated it, protected
and marked with a delicate plan. The artist’s micro-architecture is absurd form the position of typical interior
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Piotr Łakomy, Untitled xyz, 2013
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architecture, which pays no heed to corners and usually
leaves them empty as places where nothing happens
or erases them, sticking there an insignificant piece of
furniture, table, or a sculpture. The centre is important, the walls are important, while the corners remain
insignificant. Architecture, which thinks in terms of
shape and function, avoids corners (increasingly successfully), seeing in them only thermal bridges, places of losses of heat. In his work Łakomy methodically
examines the energy of the background. He is capable
of bringing it, more often than not through negation;
he can show its absence, the frigid-cold emptiness, or
thermal insensitivity. Sometimes he is able to do this by
indicating the properties of a particular material, other
times a covert energy plan is manifested via intriguing
measures based on actually mathematical proportions,
in which his installations are inscribed.
Łakomy’s sculpture is pure presence. Simple
stimuli triggered by being opposite and in the corner
must find an outlet, move further, lead the feeling individual and his or her powers of judgement onto a more
familiar and stable ground. What is the most powerful
here is that we deal here with an impulse which has little
to do with the intellect. Despite the infinite number of
corners built, the mythology of the corner has not been
created to date. We may divide this form into equilateral triangles and easily spin the story of their power as
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of Pythagoras, through Christian theology and Montesquieu, to the triangulation of GSM signal amplifiers.
Łakomy, however, created a spatial situation and if we
want to be honest, we can only consider it as such. The
corner inevitably makes us sense the proximity of the
walls, somewhat stuffy and unsettling. Although this is
seemingly a very safe situation – all the lines and their
intersections are straight, and thus fully controlled, totally human and perfectly artificial – unease looms large
and it has to be considered, plunged and dived into. It
is not completely pleasant, yet it entices, the way petty
crime, spontaneous extreme behaviour, or jumping
across the fence against all warning signs and common
sense do. In this modest work it is first of all personal
experience that contributes to the precision and formal
coherence. This is no longer the artist’s biographical
experience. All the sides of the construction and the angle between them are 183 cm in length, or some average
height of an inhabitant of northern Europe. A general
human dimension which in the sense of sculpture does
not allow a look from above, but is not monumental.
The experience of the corner is inter-subjective rather than personal, or related to an identity. The corner
seems to be one universalising form available to anyone
under the same principles, especially when it is 183 cm.
One-Size-Fits-All, as Ashbery jokingly referred to an
inscription on sock packages.
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Ilji Kabakova, In the corner , 1981
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Ilya Kabakov’s installation In the Corner (1981)
is a white sheet of paper, rolled into a ball some 27 cm
in diameter, lying in the room’s corner, crumpled and
rejected like some botched up sketch, manuscript or
printout. Next to it, at some angle, there stands a cardboard table with a neatly pasted text. The sign attracts
the viewer and makes him or her bend over to make out
the text. Actually, the words do not matter here and the
viewer has been trapped in the impact zone of a crumpled piece of paper in a corner of an exhibition room.
The object in itself – a sheet of paper – potentially or factually contain nothing; its location is important. In this arrangement two signs superimpose their
powerfully charged “signifieds”. A corner, a place of
punishment of a child, left there to reflect on his guilt.
Where escapees hide, refusing to confront an uneasy life, those who do not wish to be seen, who hide
in some nooks with no intention of participating in
the events fitting for the centre and a crumpled piece
of paper – death without strong properties, dry and
odourless, rejected and awaiting destruction, a symbol
of uselessness, error and failure. Kabakov’s fascination
with a corner may have its roots in the childhood, in the
Russian home, where a light-coloured corner where
a gold icon is lit by a hypnotic glare of candles, is next to
a dark corner, where no one looks and where all the dirt
of the room is swept away.

A paper ball and a cardboard sign with some text
are small, outside the field of vision, and in addition are
as white as the surrounding walls. Chances for noticing the word would be scarce if the objects did not work
against the logic of an exhibition; they neither stand nor
hang, but lie in the margin. The uniqueness of this micro-project should not pass unnoticed. A room corner
is not a place where usually the most interesting places
take place; it is an inactive field, the farthest place for
removal, exile, rejection in an enclosed space of a room,
inactive and not participating in the events of the centre. Looking from the other side, in the corner one can
discover a wish to turn off, non-involvement, moving
out of the central course of experience. The corner then
becomes a safe haven where one can remain unbothered
in the shade. Two walls that meet provide a safe support
and guarantee of no surprise from the back or the sides.
The corner becomes also the most convenient vantage
point: you see all in the room yet remain only an observer. Unlike those (people and objects) that are in the
centre, you do not need to act, attract attention, dazzle,
prove that you are there; here “you do not need to do
anything”.
Gustav Metzger’s installation Eichmann and
Angel (2005) is composed of one wall piled up of newspapers, from the floor level up to the ceiling, from the
right to the left; a mechanic conveyer belt supplies
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Gustav Metzger, Eichmann i anioł , 2005

the newspapers to the wall and there is a small white
room in the middle of the place. The room is a faithfully reconstructed bullet-proof booth, used by Adolf
Eichmann during his trial in Jerusalem. A copy of the
cage of the war criminal responsible for the Holocaust
is open and anyone can enter. There is also a chair here
which anyone can take and reflect on Eichmann and on
him– or herself, on Eichmann’s victims, on him– or
herself as victims, on his judges, on him– or herself as
a judge, on Eichmann’s abduction by Mossad agents,
him– or herself as a brave agent of Israeli special forces.
Taking this special seat in the cage, the viewer opens up
a reflection field with him– or herself in the lead role.
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When during a tour of the exhibition viewers comes up
to the cage and the “Eichmann seat” happens to be occupied, they may either leave or wait in a tight corner of
the glass cage. From this corner the situation looks a tad
different. Our gaze also covers a wall screened by a pile
of packages with The Guardian daily, but in our field of
vision appears yet “another one who stares”.
From the perspective of the corner, confrontation is not that inevitable, the weight of the information
wall is not that imposing and we are no longer the target of this information. Looking from the sidelines and
vie another, we gain a meta-position, can freely apply a parenthesis to the entire situation and look from
above, reflecting on the event of looking at a meta-level. The message ceases to be important, the ideological
formation and political and economic forces backing
up the British daily, history, guilt, punishment, and
responsibility are relegated to the background. Standing in a corner, we watch a figure seated in the central
point, a figure who needs to wrestle with the problems
raised by the work of art.
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The definition of artistic activity occurs, first of all, in the field of distribution.

Marcel Broodthaers

D uchamp was not only here first, but staked out the problematic

One of the ways in which the Conceptual project in art has
been most successful is in claiming new territor y for practice. It’s a tendency that’s been almost too successful: today
it seems that most of the work in the international art system
positions itself as Conceptual to some degree, yielding the
“Conceptual painter,” the “DJ and Conceptual artist,” or the
“Conceptual web artist.” Let’s put aside the question of what
makes a work Conceptual, recognizing, with some resignation, that the term can only gesture toward a thirty year-old
historical moment. But it can’t be rejected entirely, as it has
an evident charge for artists working today, even if they
aren’t necessarily invested in the concerns of the classical
moment, which included linguistics, analytic philosophy, and
a pursuit of formal dematerialization. What does seem to
hold true for today’s normative Conceptualism is
that the project remains, in the words of Art and
Language, “radically incomplete”: it does not
necessarily stand against objects or painting, or
for language as art; it does not need to stand
against retinal art; it does not stand for anything
certain, instead privileging framing and context,
and constantly renegotiating its relationship to its
audience. Martha Rosler has spoken of the “asif” approach, where the Conceptual work cloaks
itself in other disciplines (philosophy being the
most notorious example), provoking an oscillation
between skilled and de-skilled, authority and pretense, style and strategy, art and not-art.

virtually single-handedly. His question “Can one make works
which are not ‘of art’” is our shibboleth, and the question’s resolution will remain an apparition on the horizon, always receding from the slow growth of practice. One suggestion comes
from the philosopher Sarat Maharaj, who sees the question as “a
marker for ways we might be able to engage with works, events,
spasms, ructions that don’t look like art and don’t count as art, but
are somehow electric, energy nodes, attractors, transmitters, conductors of new thinking, new subjectivity and action that visual artwork in
the traditional sense is not able to articulate.” These concise words call
for an art that insinuates itself into the culture at large, an art that does not
go the way of, say, theology, where while it’s certain that there are practitioners doing important work, few people notice. An art that takes Rosler’s
as-if moment as far as it can go.

N ot surprisingly, the histor y of this project is a series of false
starts and paths that peter out, of projects that dissipate or are
absorbed. Exemplar y among this garden of ruins is Duchamp’s
failure to sell his Rotorelief optical toys at an amateur inventor’s fair. What better description of the artist than amateur
inventor? But this was 1935, decades before widespread fame
would have assured his sales, and he was attempting to wholly
transplant himself into the alien context of commercial science
and invention. In his own analysis: “error, one hundred percent.” Immersing art in life runs the risk of seeing the status of
art—and with it, the status of artist—disperse entirely.

Robert Smithson. Spiral Jetty. 1970.

T hese bold expansions actually seem to render artworks increasingly vulnerable. A painting is manifestly art,
whether on the wall or in the street, but avant-garde work is often illegible without institutional framing and
the work of the curator or historian. More than anyone else, artists of the last hundred years have wrestled
with this trauma of context, but theirs is a struggle that necessarily takes place within the art system. However
radical the work, it amounts to a proposal enacted within an arena of peer-review, in dialogue with the community and its histor y. Reflecting on his experience running a galler y in the 1960s, Dan Graham obser ved:
“if a work of art wasn’t written about and reproduced in a magazine it would have difficulty attaining the
status of ‘art’. It seemed that in order to be defined as having value, that is as ‘art’, a work had only to be
exhibited in a galler y and then to be written about and reproduced as a photograph in an art magazine.”
Art, then, with its reliance on discussion through refereed forums and journals, is similar to a professional
field like science.

Hermann Hugo. Pia Desideria. 1659.
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Marcel Duchamp. Rotorelief. 1935.
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What would it mean to step outside of this carefully structured system? Duchamp’s
Rotorelief experiment stands as a caution, and the futility of more recent attempts
to evade the institutional system has been well demonstrated. Canonical works survive through documentation and discourse, administered by the usual institutions.
Smithson’s Spiral Jetty, for example, was acquired by (or perhaps it was in fact ‘gifted
to’) the Dia Art Foundation, which discreetly mounted a photograph of the new holding in its Dan Graham-designed video-café, a tasteful assertion of ownership.

It is useful to continually question the avant-garde’s traditional romantic opposition to
bourgeois society and values. The genius of the bourgeoisie manifests itself in the circuits of power and money that regulate the flow of culture. National bourgeois culture,
of which art is one element, is based around commercial media, which, together with
technology, design, and fashion, generate some of the important differences of our day.
These are the arenas in which to conceive of a work positioned within the material and
discursive technologies of distributed media.

That work which seeks what Allan Kaprow called “the blurring of art and life” work
which Boris Groys has called biopolitical, attempting to “produce and document life
itself as pure activity by artistic means,” faces the problem that it must depend on a
record of its inter vention into the world, and this documentation is what is recouped
as art, short-circuiting the original intent. Groys sees a disparity thus opened between
the work and its future existence as documentation, noting our “deep malaise towards
documentation and the archive.” This must be partly due to the archive’s deathlike
appearance, a point that Jeff Wall has echoed, in a critique of the uninvitingly “tomblike” Conceptualism of the 1960s.

Distributed media can be defined as social information circulating in theoretically unlimited quantities in the common market, stored or accessed via portable devices such as books
and magazines, records and compact discs, videotapes and
DVDs, personal computers and data diskettes. Duchamp’s
question has new life in this space, which has greatly
expanded during the last few decades of global corporate
sprawl. It’s space into which the work of art must project
itself lest it be outdistanced entirely by these corporate interests. New strategies are needed to keep up with commercial
distribution, decentralization, and dispersion. You must fight
something in order to understand it.

Agreement! A paragraph of citations, a direction, the suggestion that one is getting
a sense of things. What these critics obser ve is a popular suspicion of the archive of
high culture, which relies on cataloguing, provenance, and authenticity. Insofar as
there is a popular archive, it does not share this administrative tendency. Suppose an
artist were to release the work directly into a system that depends on reproduction
and distribution for its sustenance, a model that encourages contamination, borrowing, stealing, and horizontal blur. The art system usually corrals errant works, but how
could it recoup thousands of freely circulating paperbacks?

Ant Farm, 1960s.

Mark Klienberg, writing in 1975 in the second issue of The Fox, poses the question:
“Could there be someone capable of writing a science-fiction thriller based on the intention of presenting an alternative interpretation of modernist art that is readable by a
non-specialist audience? Would they care?” He says no more about it, and the question
stands as an intriguing historical fragment, an
evolutionar y dead end, and a line of inquir y to
pursue in this essay: the intimation of a categorically ambiguous art, one in which the synthesis of
multiple circuits of reading carries an emancipator y potential.
This tendency has a rich histor y, despite the lack of
specific work along the lines of Klienberg’s proposal.
Many artists have used the printed page as medium;
an arbitrar y and partial list might include Robert
Smithson, Mel Bochner, Dan Graham, Joseph Kosuth,
Lawrence Weiner, Stephen Kaltenbach, and Adrian
Piper, and there have been historical watersheds
like Seth Siegelaub and John Wendler’s 1968 show
Xeroxbook.

“Clip Art,” 1985.
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Dan Graham. Figurative. 1965.

2000.

The radical nature of this work stems in part from the fact
that it is a direct expression of the process of production.
Market mechanisms of circulation, distribution, and dissemination become a crucial part of the work, distinguishing
such a practice from the liberal-bourgeois model of production, which operates under the notion that cultural doings
somehow take place above the marketplace. However,
whether assuming the form of ad or article, much of this
work was primarily concerned with finding exhibition
alternatives to the galler y wall, and in any case often used
these sites to demonstrate dr yly theoretical propositions
rather than address issues of, say, desire. And then, one
imagines, with a twist of the kaleidoscope things resolve
themselves.

This points to a shortcoming of classical conceptualism. Benjamin Buchloh points out that
“while it emphasized its universal availability and its potential collective accessibility
and underlined its freedom from the determinations of the discursive and economic framing conventions governing traditional art production and reception, it was, nevertheless,
perceived as the most esoteric and elitist artistic mode.” Kosuth’s quotation from Roget’s
Thesaurus placed in an Artforum box ad, or Dan Graham’s list of numbers laid out in
an issue of Harper’s Bazaar, were uses of mass media to deliver coded propositions
to a specialist audience, and the impact of these works, significant and lasting as they
were, reverted directly to the relatively arcane realm of the art system, which noted these
efforts and inscribed them in its histories. Conceptualism’s critique of representation emanated the same mandarin air as did a canvas by Ad Reinhart, and its attempts to create
an Art Degree Zero can be seen as a kind of negative virtuosity, perhaps partly attributable to a New Left skepticism towards pop culture and its generic expressions.
Certainly, part of what makes the classical avant-garde interesting and radical is that it
tended to shun social communication, excommunicating itself through incomprehensibility,
but this isn’t useful if the goal is to use the circuits of mass distribution. In that case, one
must use not simply the deliver y mechanisms of popular culture, but also its generic forms.
When Rodney Graham releases a CD of pop songs, or Maurizio Cattelan publishes a magazine, those in the art world must acknowledge the art gesture at the same time that these
products function like any other artifact in the consumer market. But difference lies within
these products! Embodied in their embrace of
the codes of the culture industr y, they contain
a utopian moment that points toward future
transformation. They could be written according to the code of hermeneutics:
“Where we have spoken openly we have actually said nothing. But where we have written
something in code and in pictures, we have
concealed the truth…”

Let’s say your aesthetic program spans media, and that much of your work does not function
properly within the institutionalized art context. This might include music, fashion, poetr y, filmmaking, or criticism, all crucial artistic practices, but practices which are somehow stubborn and
difficult, which resist easy assimilation into a market-driven art system. The film avant-garde, for
instance, has always run on a separate track from the art world, even as its practitioners may
have been pursuing analogous concerns. And while artists have always been attracted to music
and its rituals, a person whose primar y activity was producing music, conceived of and presented as Art, would find ‘art world’ acceptance elusive. The producer who elects to wear several
hats is perceived as a crossover at best: the artist-filmmaker, as in the case of Julian Schnabel;
the artist as entrepreneur, as in the case of Warhol’s handling of Inter view magazine and the
Velvet Underground; or, as with many of the people mentioned in this essay, artist as critic, perhaps the most tenuous position of all. This is the lake of our feeling.

One could call these niches “theatrical,” echoing Michael Fried’s insistence that
“what lies between the arts is theater… the common denominator that binds…
large and seemingly disparate activities to one another, and that distinguishes
these activities from the radically different enterprises of the Modernist art.” A
practice based on distributed media should pay close attention to these activities, which, despite lying between the arts, have great resonance in the national
culture.

Some of the most interesting recent artistic
activity has taken place outside the art market
and its forums. Collaborative and sometimes
anonymous groups work in fashion, music,
video, or performance, garnering admiration
within the art world while somehow retaining
their status as outsiders, perhaps due to their
preference for theatrical, distribution-oriented
modes. Maybe this is what Duchamp meant by
his intriguing throwaway comment, late in life,
that the artist of the future will be underground.

A. Eleazar. Ouroboros. 1735.
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Ettore Sotsass. Lamiera. Pattern design, Memphis collection. 1983.

If distribution and public are so important, isn’t this, in a sense, a debate about “public art”? It’s
a useful way to frame the discussion, but only if one underlines the historical deficiencies of that
discourse, and acknowledges the fact that the public has changed.
The discourse of public art has historically focused on ideals of universal access, but, rather than
considering access in any practical terms, two goals have been pursued to the exclusion of others.
First, the work must be free of charge (apparently economic considerations are primar y in determining the divide between public and private). Often this bars any perceptible institutional frame that
would normally confer the status of art, such as the museum, so the public artwork must broadly and
unambiguously announce its own art status, a mandate for conser vative forms. Second is the direct
equation of publicness with shared physical space. But if this is the model, the successful work of
public art will at best function as a site of pilgrimage, in which case it overlaps with architecture.
Puppy, after Jeff Koons. S. Price.

The problem is that situating the work at
a singular point in space and time turns
it, a priori, into a monument. What if it
is instead dispersed and reproduced, its
value approaching zero as its accessibility
rises? We should recognize that collective
experience is now based on simultaneous
private experiences, distributed across
the field of media culture, knit together
by ongoing debate, publicity, promotion,
and discussion. Publicness today has as
much to do with sites of production and
reproduction as it does with any supposed
physical commons, so a popular album
could be regarded as a more successful
instance of public art than a monument
tucked away in an urban plaza. The album
is available ever ywhere, since it employs
the mechanisms of free market capitalism, histor y’s most sophisticated distribution system to date.
The monumental model of public art is invested in an anachronistic notion of communal appreciation
transposed from the church to the museum to the outdoors, and this notion is received skeptically by
an audience no longer so interested in direct communal experience. While instantiated in nominal
public space, mass-market artistic production is usually consumed privately, as in the case of books,
CDs, videotapes, and Internet “content.” Television producers are not interested in collectivity, they
are interested in getting as close as possible to individuals. Perhaps an art distributed to the broadest
possible public closes the circle, becoming a private art, as in the days of commissioned portraits.
The analogy will only become more apt as digital distribution techniques allow for increasing customization to individual consumers.
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T he monumentality of public art has been challenged before, most successfully by those for whom
the term ‘public’ was a political rallying point. Public artists in the 1970s and 1980s took interventionist praxis into the social field, acting out of a sense of urgency based on the notion that
there were social crises so pressing that artists could no longer hole up in the studio, but must
directly engage with community and cultural identity. If we are to propose a new kind of public
art, it is important to look beyond the purely ideological or instrumental function of art. As Art and
Language noted, “radical artists produce articles and exhibitions about photos, capitalism, corruption, war, pestilence, trench foot and issues.” Public policy, destined to be the terminal as-if strategy
of the avant-garde! A self-annihilating nothing.
An art grounded in distributed media can be seen as a political art
and an art of communicative action, not least because it is a reaction
to the fact that the merging of art and life has been effected most
successfully by the “consciousness industr y”. The field of culture is
a public sphere and a site of struggle, and all of its manifestations
are ideological. In Public Sphere and Experience, Oscar Negt and
Alexander Kluge insist that each individual, no matter how passive a
component of the capitalist consciousness industr y, must be considered a producer (despite the fact that this role is denied them). Our
task, they say, is to fashion “counter-productions.” Kluge himself is an
inspiration: acting as a filmmaker, lobbyist, fiction writer, and television producer, he has worked deep changes in the terrain of German
media. An object disappears when it becomes a weapon.

Anonymous.

T he problem arises when the constellation of critique, publicity, and discussion around the work is

at least as charged as a primar y experience of the work. Does one have an obligation to view the
work first-hand? What happens when a more intimate, thoughtful, and enduring understanding comes
from mediated discussions of an exhibition, rather than from a direct experience of the work? Is it
incumbent upon the consumer to bear witness, or can one’s art experience derive from magazines,
the Internet, books, and conversation? The ground for these questions has been cleared by two
cultural tendencies that are more or less diametrically opposed: on the one hand, Conceptualism’s
historical dependence on documents and records; on the other hand, the popular archive’s eversharpening knack for generating public discussion through secondar y media. This does not simply
mean the commercial cultural world, but a global media sphere which is, at least for now, open to
the inter ventions of non-commercial, non-governmental actors working solely within channels of distributed media.
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A good example of this last distinction is the

T his example may be provocative, since the video’s

phenomenon of the “Daniel Pearl Video,” as
it’s come to be called. Even without the label
PROPAGANDA, which CBS helpfully added to
the excerpt they aired, it’s clear that the 2002
video is a complex document. Formally, it
presents kidnapped American journalist Daniel
Pearl, first as a mouthpiece for the views of his
kidnappers, a Pakistani fundamentalist organization, and then, following his off-screen murder, as a cadaver, beheaded in order to underline the gravity of their political demands.

deplorable content is clearly bound up with its extraordinar y routes of transmission and reception. It is evident, however, that terrorist organizations, alongside
transnational corporate interests, are one of the more
vigilantly opportunistic exploiters of “events, spasms,
ructions that don’t look like art and don’t count as art,
but are somehow electric, energy nodes, attractors,
transmitters, conductors of new thinking, new subjectivity and action.” A more conventional instance of
successful use of the media-sphere by a non-market,
non-government organization is Linux, the open-source
computer operating system that won a controversial
first prize at the digital art fair Ars Electronica. Linux
After an anonymous cameo, circa 18th century. S. Price
was initially written by one person, programmer Linus
Tor valds, who placed the code for this “radically incomplete” work on-line, inviting others to tinker, with the aim of polishing and perfecting the operating
system. The Internet allows thousands of authors to simultaneously develop various parts of the work,
and Linux has emerged as a popular and powerful operating system and a serious challenge to profitdriven giants like Microsoft, which recently filed with the US Securities and Exchange Commission
to warn that its business model, based on control through licensing, is menaced by the open-source
model. Collective authorship and complete decentralization ensure that the work is invulnerable to the
usual corporate forms of attack and assimilation, whether enacted via legal, market, or technological routes (however, as Alex Galloway has pointed out, the structure of the World Wide Web should
not itself be taken to be some rhizomatic utopia; it certainly would not be difficult for a government
agency to hobble or even shut down the Web with a few simple commands).

Computer Technique Group. Cubic Kennedy. 1960s.

O ne of the video’s most striking aspects is not the grisly,
though clinical, climax (which, in descriptions of the tape,
has come to stand in for the entire content), but the slick production strategies, which seem to draw on American political
campaign advertisements. It is not clear whether it was ever
intended for TV broadcast. An apocr yphal stor y indicates
that a Saudi journalist found it on an Arabic-language website and turned it over to CBS, which promptly screened an
excerpt, drawing heavy criticism. Somehow it found its way
onto the Internet, where the FBI’s thwarted attempts at suppression only increased its notoriety: in the first months after
its Internet release, “Daniel Pearl video,” “Pearl video,”
and other variations on the phrase were among the terms
most frequently submitted to Internet search engines. The
work seems to be unavailable as a videocassette, so anyone
able to locate it is likely to view a compressed data-stream
transmitted from a hosting ser vice in the Netherlands (in this
sense, it may not be correct to call it “video”). One question
is whether it has been relegated to the Internet, or in some
way created by that technology. Does the piece count as
“info-war” because of its nature as a proliferating computer
file, or is it simply a video for broadcast, forced to assume
digital form under political pressure? Unlike television, the
net provides information only on demand, and much of the
debate over this video concerns not the legality or morality of making it available, but whether or not one should
choose to watch it—as if the act of viewing will in some way
enlighten or contaminate. This is a charged document freely
available in the public arena, yet the discussion around it,
judging from numerous web forums, bulletin boards, and discussion groups, is usually debated by parties who have never
seen it.
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B oth of these examples privilege the Internet as medium,
mostly because of its function as a public site for storage
and transmission of information. The notion of a mass
archive is relatively new, and a notion which is probably
philosophically opposed to the traditional understanding
of what an archive is and how it functions, but it may be
that, behind the veneer of user interfaces floating on its
surface—which generate most of the work grouped under
the rubric “web art”—the Internet approximates such a
structure, or can at least be seen as a working model.
Computer Technique Group. Return to a Square. 1960s.

With more and more media readily available through this unruly archive, the task becomes one of packaging, producing, reframing, and distributing; a mode of production analogous not to the creation of
material goods, but to the production of social contexts, using existing material. Anything on the internet
is a fragment, provisional, pointing elsewhere. Nothing is finished. What a time you chose to be born!
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An entire artistic program could be centered on the re-release of obsolete cultural artifacts, with or without modifications, regardless of intellectual property laws. An early
example of this redemptive tendency is artist Harr y Smith’s obsessive 1952 Anthology
of American Folk Music, which compiled forgotten recordings from early in the centur y.
Closer to the present is my own collection of early video game soundtracks, in which
audio data rescued by hackers and circulated on the web is transplanted to the old
media of the compact-disc, where it gains resonance from the contexts of product and
the song form: take what’s free and sell it back in a new package. In another example,
one can view the entire run of the 1970s arts magazine Aspen, republished on the artist-run site ubu.com, which regularly makes out-of-print works available as free digital
files. All of these works emphasize the capacity for remembering, which Kluge sees as
crucial in opposing “the assault of the present
on the rest of time,” and in organizing individual and collective learning and memor y
under an industrialist-capitalist temporality
that works to fragment and valorize all experience. In these works, resistance is to be
found at the moment of production, since it
figures the moment of consumption as an act
of re-use.

T he last thirty years have seen the transformation of art’s
“expanded field” from a stance of stubborn discursive ambiguity into a comfortable and compromised situation
in which we’re well accustomed to conceptual interventions, to art and the social, where the impulse
to merge art and life has resulted in lifestyle art, a
secure galler y practice that comments on contemporar y media culture, or apes commercial production strategies. This is the lumber of life.
Iakov Chernikhov. Constructive Theatrical Set. 1931.

T his tendency is marked in the discourses of architecture and design. An echo of Public Art’s cherished communal spaces persists in the art system’s fondness for these modes, possibly because of the
Utopian promise of their appeals to collective public experience. Their “criticality” comes from an
engagement with broad social concerns. This is why Dan Graham’s pavilions were initially so provocative, and the work of Daniel Buren, Michael Asher, and Gordon Matta-Clark before him: these
were inter ventions into the social unconscious. These inter ventions have been guiding lights for art of
the last decade, but in much the same way that quasi-bureaucratic administrative forms were taken
up by the Conceptualists of the 1960s, design and architecture now could be called house styles of
the neo-avant-garde. Their appearance often simply gestures toward a theoretically engaged position,
such that a representation of space or structure is figured as an ipso facto critique of administered
society and the social, while engagement with
design codes is seen as a comment on advertising and the commodity. One must be careful not
to blame the artists; architecture and design forms
are all-too-easily packaged for resale as sculpture
and painting. However, one can still slip through
the cracks in the best possible way, and even in the
largest institutions. Jorge Pardo’s radical Project,
an overhaul of Dia’s ground floor which successfully repositioned the institution via broadly appealing
design vernaculars, went largely unremarked in the
art press, either because the piece was transparent
to the extent of claiming the museum’s bookstore
and exhibiting work
by other artists, or
because of a cynical
incredulity that he
gets away with calling this art.

The Blind Man. 1917.

I t’s clear from these examples that the readymade still towers over artistic practice.
But this is largely due to the fact that the strategy yielded a host of new opportunities
for the commodity. Dan Graham identified the problem with the readymade: “instead
of reducing galler y objects to the common level of the ever yday object, this ironic
gesture simply extended the reach of the galler y’s exhibition territor y.” One must
return to Fountain, the most notorious and most interesting of the readymades, to see
that the gesture does not simply raise epistemological questions about the nature of
art, but enacts the dispersion of objects into discourse. The power of the readymade
is that no one needs to make the pilgrimage to see Fountain. As with Graham’s magazine pieces, few people saw the original Fountain in 1917. Never exhibited, and lost
or destroyed almost immediately, it was actually created through Duchamp’s media
manipulations—the Stieglitz photograph (a guarantee, a shortcut to histor y), the Blind
Man magazine article—rather than through the creation-myth of his finger selecting
it in the showroom, the status-conferring gesture to which the readymades are often
reduced. In Fountain’s elegant model, the artwork does not occupy a single position
in space and time; rather, it is a palimpsest of gestures, presentations, and positions.
Distribution is a circuit of reading, and there is huge potential for subversion when
dealing with the institutions that control definitions of cultural meaning. Duchamp
distributed the notion of the fountain in such a way that it became one of art’s primal scenes; it transubstantiated from a provocative objet d’art into, as Broodthaers
defined his Musée des Aigles: “a situation, a system defined by objects, by inscriptions, by various activities…”

Liam Gillick. Post Legislation Discussion Platform. 1998.

Ettore Sottsass. Design of a Roof to Discuss Under. 1973.

i-D Magazine. 2002.
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A similar strain of disbelief greeted the construction of his own house, produced for
an exhibition with a good deal of the exhibitor’s money. It seems that the avant-garde
can still shock, if only on the level of economic valorization. This work does not simply
address the codes of mass culture, it embraces these codes as form, in a possibly quixotic pursuit of an unmediated critique of cultural conventions.

and possibly naïve and undeveloped; this essay may itself be a disjointed series of naïve
propositions lacking a thesis. Complete enclosure means that one cannot write a novel,
compose music, produce television, and still retain the status of Artist. What’s more, artist
as a social role is somewhat embarrassing, in that it‘s taken to be a useless position, if
not a reactionar y one: the practitioner is dismissed as either the producer of over-valued
decor, or as part of an arrogant, parasitical, self-styled elite.

A n argument against art that addresses contempo-

B ut hasn’t the artistic impulse always been utopian, with all the hope and futility that

rar y issues and topical culture rests on the virtue
of slowness, often cast aside due to the urgency
with which ones work must appear. Slowness works
against all of our prevailing urges and requirements:
it is a resistance to the contemporar y mandate of
speed. Moving with the times places you in a blind
spot: if you’re part of the general tenor, it’s difficult
to add a dissonant note. But the way in which media
culture feeds on its own leavings indicates the paradoxical slowness of archived media, which, like a
sleeper cell, will always rear its head at a later date.
The rear-guard often has the upper hand, and sometimes delay, to use Duchamp’s term, will return the
investment with massive interest.

implies? To those of you who decr y the Utopian impulse as futile, or worse, responsible
for the horrible excesses of the last centur y, recall that each moment is a Golden Age (of
course the Soviet experiment was wildly wrong-headed, but let us pretend—and it is not
so hard—that a kind of social Dispersion was its aim). The last hundred years of work
indicate that it’s demonstrably impossible to destroy or dematerialize Art, which, like it or
not, can only gradually expand, voraciously synthesizing ever y aspect of life. Meanwhile,
we can take up the redemptive circulation of allegor y through design, obsolete forms and
historical moments, genre and the vernacular, the social memor y woven into popular culture: a private, secular, and profane consumption of media. Production, after all, is the
excretor y phase in a process of appropriation.

L et’s not overreach. The question is whether ever y-

thing is always the same, whether it is in fact possi- Michael Green. From Zen and the Art of Macintosh. 1986.
ble that by the age of forty a person has seen all that
has been and will ever be. Must I consult art to understand that identity is administered,
power exploits, resistance is predetermined, all is shit?

To recognize…the relative immutability of historically formed discursive
artistic genres, institutional structures, and distribution forms as obstacles that are
ultimately persistent (if not insurmountable) marks the most profound crisis for the
artist identified with a model of avant-garde practice.
Benjamin Buchloh

S o the thread leads from Duchamp to Pop to Conceptualism, but beyond that we must turn
our backs: a resignation, in contrast to Pop’s affirmation and Conceptualism’s interrogation.
Such a project is an incomplete and perhaps futile proposition, and since one can only
adopt the degree of precision appropriate to the subject, this essay is written in a provisional and explorator y spirit. An art that attempts to tackle the expanded field, encompassing arenas other than the standard galler y and art world-circuit, sounds utopian at best,
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Albrecht Dürer. Melencolia I. 1514.
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untitled
to.be

What is to.be ?
to.be is a few things. We've got a space online for collaging the internet, one of the best t-shirt makers out
there, and a camera app for chromakeying with sound for iPhone, called to.be Camera.
How does it work, what can you make by it?
Fields are your space to collage the internet. Toss together photos and video, paint on things, add in a
good reaction gif. It's a studio space online - messy or
precise, digital without hiding the human hand behind it.
The shirt maker allows the same but snapshots your design on to an item to be printed. Because the community
was making so much extraordinary work, it only made
sense to find a way to make and sell reproductions.
Our stencil tool allows for some great painting results
even if you don't know how to paint all that well.
Why did You created it, what was the impulse?
We started this to carve a space for creative response
to the barrage of images and sounds on the Internet.
But we hardly imagined that the quality of work would be this good!
What are the advantages of outsourcing of creative
space online?
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TO.BE

TO.BE

Personally, we've always found it a little daunting to
sit down in front of Photoshop and know what you
want to do. The playfulness of the space itself allows
for you to toss some things in and start something,
and browsing around allows for you to find some inspiration. Through this, we've really enjoyed seeing
our community play with each other. Our libraries
and collaboration allow for stuff like that to happen
easily, terrelldavis including a gif of mrhappyface in
his fields, or killerdyke and hoongmeoow working
together on a feminist field.

Who uses to.be?
The to.be community is inclusive, daringly creative,
and radically experimental. But at the same time, the
tools we've made open up the playing field for anyone
to be able to make something interesting. It doesn't
need to take a lot to make something good. Have the
confidence to try things out, make and like whatever
you wish!

Is the bound of working and sharing anyhow important?
It definitely changes things for some users... it's interesting to see when people screen-record their
work and share it to tumblr or Instagram. Snapshotting certain moments to share is kind of like photographing the internet. A lot of users have work they
keep private, which becomes less about sharing and
more about creative process, or at least we'd like to
think so. suede87 on the site once said she'd use making a field before starting her day in other mediums.
We hope that the freedom allows people to do anything, without worrying about how many likes it will
get.
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What are the aesthetic values developed by to.be, can
we talk about any specific aesthetics?
There is an incredible range of work on the site. There are some artists that create serene image collages
that play with our zoomable interface, while there are
others who layer hundreds and hundreds of transparent gifs in there. It's pretty insane.
You can see ties to almost any artistic movement you
choose to look for. Some of the painters tie back to
Impressionism while the gif collagists are very current.
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Poetry as a Language
of Possibilities
Marcin Czerkasow

Regarded as one of the more difficult Polish poets of recent decades, Andrzej Sosnowski, published
in his debut book Życie na Korei (Life in Korea, 1992)
a poem which in its title poses one of the unsettling
questions that has no single fully satisfactory answer.
The poem Czym jest poezja? (What is Poetry?) is interesting in many respects, but it is at its most puzzling in
the last line, a kind of enigmatic coda:
A dla nie znających rzeczy obraz jest pociechą.1
(For those who do not know things an image
offers solace)
As Marcin Jaworski observed when commenting on the poem in terms of a “manifesto of new poetry”2: “On the one hand, this stressed the fallacy of
image metaphors and on the other hand the exclusively
linguistic nature of poetry”.
We deal here with a “knowledge of things”, an
image and solace, and thus with a clash of the epistemological and the ethical, however on conditions
which are clarified neither earlier, in the principal part
of the poem, nor anywhere later. Leaving aside its verbal economy, the sentence is so enigmatic that it has
consistently been left out during all successive reprints
of the poem. It simply evaporated. As a result, it has
haunted me for years as a bizarre, disappearing line
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Poetry as a Language of Possibilities

Marcin Czerkasow

whose meaning is apparently obvious yet inexplicably
elusive. Both the knowledge of things and solace are
gone. The link between language and reality has vanished and only images have remained.
However, we would be very much mistaken if we
naively assumed that this was some kind of rapid flicker
of a return to Horace’s Ut pictura poesis, which called
for immediate concealment and patching up. Since
this return is at least arguable due to the function of an
image in poetic representation, which has never really
been suspended for good. While there have been grand
and radical projects focusing on what Bogdan Banasiak
defined at one time as the “destruction of representation”3, all have been defeated to a larger or lesser extent,
and at their extreme they directed literature towards
risky self-reference. According to Banasiak, projects
especially interesting here include Mallarmé’s abysmal
intention to equate literature and writing, the tangibility of inscription, with a trace which “does not communicate thoughts and ideas”. Mallarmé’s idea was to
be fleshed out in the poem A Throw of the Dice (1897)
but proved a spectacular (and speculative) disaster.
The other author referenced by Banasiak is Raymond Roussel, who wrote the following words in his
literary testament (How I Wrote Certain of My Books):
“A work must contain nothing of reality, no observations of the world or mind, nothing but entirely imagi-

nary combinations”4. His intention, generally speaking,
involved the development of all elements of the narrative, topics, characters, and their relations exclusively
from arbitrary rules which treat language in nearly algebraic manner5. Roussel had a combinatory imagination, hence it was a far cry from the Kantian pattern,
where imagination offers a possibility of a synthesising
merger of sensory experience within a term. Roussel
shunned the senses and the notions of the intellect and
thus the function of representation in his texts prevented any reference to any extra-linguistic reality: “Imagination is everything for me”.
Let us leave aside, however, the grand experiments of Modernity to move towards a poetry which
is slightly more traditional in its intentions, one which
does not fully shun reality but at times presents it in
a rather complicated and subversive manner. I mean
here the work of Wallace Stevens, who was for years
treated as a somewhat belated Romantic poet, an oldfashioned eccentric following Plato’s sunshine of ideas.
A vast majority of Stevens’s poetic mythology focused
on the relation between imagination and reality. We
will find a token of this interest in his poetry which
is however so complicated that Stevens was fully cognisant of the presence of the troublesome questions of
the relation between language and imagination on the
one hand, and language and reality on the other. Pos-
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sibly he sought the solution to these questions in Plato, Vico and everywhere authors speak about things in
themselves, which is what he turned to at the end of his
career.
Let us read now as closely as possible the following poem, written around 1938, from Stevens’s second
book, Parts of a World (1942):
Koneser chaosu
I
A. Gwałtowny ład jest bezładem; i
B. Wielki bezład jest ładem. Dwie
Te rzeczy są jednym. (Stronice ilustracji.)
II
Gdyby cała zieleń wiosny była niebieska, a jest;
Gdyby kwiaty Afryki Południowej stały co dzień
Na stołach w Connecticut, a stoją;
Gdyby Anglicy żyli na Cejlonie bez herbaty, a żyją;
I gdyby wszystko szło tak, jak należy,
A idzie. Prawo nierozłącznych przeciwieństw,
Zasadniczej jedności, jest przyjemne jak porto,
Tak przyjemne jak pędzlujący ruch gałęzi,
Górnej, tej właśnie gałęzi, na przykład
w miasteczku Marchand.
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III
Ostatecznie kontrast życia i śmierci, uroczy,
Dowodzi, że przeciwne rzeczy, jeden sens,
Przynajmniej w teorii, kiedy książki biskupów
Rozwiązywały świat. Do tego nie wrócimy.
Zręczniej wiją się fakty niż umysł w zbrojach
z łuski,
Jeżeli tak rzec wolno. Jednak widać związek,
Mały związek, rosnący powoli jak cień
Chmury na piasku, kształt w trawach pagórka.
IV
A. No, stary ład to ład gwałtowny.
To nie dowodzi niczego. Jeszcze jedna prawda,
Jeszcze jeden element w olbrzymim
bezładzie prawd.
B. Kwiecień jest, kiedy piszę. Teraz wiatr
Dmie po dniach nieustannych deszczów.
To wszystko naturalnie prowadzi do lata.
A co jeżeli bezład prawd prowadzi
Do ładu, najstalszego, niby Plantagenet...
Wielki bezład jest ładem. Dodajmy, że A
I B to nie są rzeźby wystawione
Na widok w Luwrze. Rysowani kredą
Na chodniku, by spojrzał zamyślony człowiek.
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V
Zamyślony człowiek... Widzi, płynie orzeł,
Zawiłe Alpy są mu jedynym gniazdem.6

I
A. A violent order is a disorder; and
B. A great disorder is an order. These
Two things are one. (Pages of illustrations.)
II
If all the green of spring was blue, and it is;
If all the flowers of South Africa were bright
On the tables of Connecticut, and they are;
If Englishmen lived without tea in Ceylon,
and they do;
And if it all went on in an orderly way,
And it does; a law of inherent opposites,
Of essential unity, is as pleasant as port,
As pleasant as the brush-strokes of a bough,
An upper, particular bough in, say, Marchand.
III
After all the pretty contrast of life and death
Proves that these opposite things partake of one,
At least that was the theory, when bishops’
books
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Resolved the world. We cannot go back to that.
The squirming facts exceed the squamous mind,
If one may say so. And yet relation appears,
A small relation expanding like the shade
Of a cloud on sand, a shape on the side of a hill.
IV
A. Well, an old order is a violent one.
This proves nothing. Just one more truth, one
more
Element in the immense disorder of truths.
B. It is April as I write. The wind
Is blowing after days of constant rain.
All this, of course, will come to summer soon.
But suppose the disorder of truths should ever
come
To an order, most Plantagenet, most fixed. . . .
A great disorder is an order. Now, A
And B are not like statuary, posed
For a vista in the Louvre. They are things
chalked
On the sidewalk so that the pensive man may
see.
V
The pensive man . . . He sees the eagle float
For which the intricate Alps are a single nest.7
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The text kicks off with an indication of what is
similar to logical or mathematical stipulations. Both
suppositions are merged in a way which leaves no doubt
as to their significance, stressed by the conjunction. We
are then faced with a fact: we have no choice between
the two stipulations as both have been presented as
equally binding. If we consider them in a sentence calculus, then we might speak of a tautology where both
all order and disorder ultimately remain orderly. The
difference between them consists in the ration of intensity and scale. A violent order is one imposed by violent
means, a demonstration of an order which is untenable
and ultimately moves towards its own downfall. In turn,
a great disorder, or chaos, is a kind of order perceived on
a greater scale. Possibly, all chaos is inevitably also order, seen from some different perspective lying outside
the individual.

ent opposites; on the plane of language they co-exist
grammatically defined by the linking word “is”, an ontological element within a sentence. However, we still
deal with the “pages of illustrations”, or a certain representation image. Within the parenthesis we are made
aware of the ekphrastic nature of the statements, as if
we really dealt with a page full of illustrations, much like
in a textbook. The parentheses themselves transport us
in fact beyond the text of the poem, implying that there
are some pages or planes which offer illustrations of the
above stipulations. The impersonal form of the parenthesis draws our attention to the invisible margin of the
text. We may therefore treat it as a kind of formal tip:
both the stipulations are illustrative and thus exist beyond the text, on the margin of order, which has been
doubly defined in the above stipulations (negatively and
positively). What is, then, the image beyond the text?
Do we deal here with a covert ekphrasis, a text that furnishes an encrypted commentary on images or illustrations existing “outside”? Perhaps this is some kind of
parody of certain more discursive forms of writing, as
a result of which the poem ironically signals a “withdrawal of cognition and knowledge from the field of
representation” invoking the illegible authority of the
parenthesis.
In the subsequent part of the poem, following a series of obviously untrue statements where the

A. Gwałtowny ład jest bezładem; i			
A. A violent order is a disorder; and
B. Wielki bezład jest ładem. Dwie			
B. A great disorder is an order. These
Te rzeczy są jednym. (Stronice ilustracji.)		
Two things are one. (Pages of illustrations.)
These two things are one – a dialectic moment
where both states become one, despite their inher248
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green of spring turned blue, the flowers of South Africa were bright on the tables of Connecticut, and the
Englishmen of Ceylon were deprived of their tea, we
learn that, a l l t h e s a m e, not all “goes” the way it
should; this is negative knowledge which we stipulate
exclusively on the basis of the syntax of the preceding
sentences. In this way the poem demonstrates its own
mechanism, a logic based on paradox and shifts of all
kinds of canonical meaning. Its logic is contingent on
incessant wandering among facts and descriptions of
things which cannot be contained within any objectifying language. The poem undermines our natural attitude to the outside world and knowledge about it and
resists the standard version of reality.
It goes without saying that apart from the superficial significance of this defamiliarisation we deal
here moreover with a somewhat programmatic statement. Stevens stressed on many occasions the autonomy of poetry and reality, oftentimes leading his readers epistemologically astray. As he wrote provocatively
on another occasion, pointing to the foundations of his
aesthetics: “The poem must resist intelligence / almost
successfully”8. He once quoted Picasso he admired
so much, who “was surprised that people asked what
a painting means, while paintings have no meaning”.
This sounds similar to what Archibald MacLeish succinctly described in his Ars Poetica: “a poem should not
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mean but be”. In most general terms, the status of poetry is extended here beyond the exclusively linguistic
zone. Its meaning transcends a literature regarded as
a conveyor or set of information, each poem operates
in the world of art on a par with painting, sculpture or
music, whose status it allegedly aspires to.
On another occasion Stevens defined the figure
of the poet as follows: “In speaking about the pressure
of reality, I am thinking of life in a state of violence ...
A possible poet must be a poet capable of resisting or
evading the pressure of reality”. The pressure of reality is identified here with violence, but this is not exclusively physical violence: “spiritual violence”, a state
which everyone lives in, is far worse. This kind of statements earned him an opinion of a haughty aesthete who
distances himself from social life and reality, a conman
preoccupied with language games. In fact, however,
Stevens committed himself to a noble cause of restoring
a relative balance between reality and imagination:
It is a violence from within that protects us
from a violence without It is the imagination pressing
back against the pressure of reality. It seems, in the last
analysis, to have something to do with our self-preservation; and that, no doubt, is why the expression of
it, the sound of its words, helps us to live our lives.9
According to him, the poet’s ultimate obligation, also on a social level, is to transform his or her
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imagination into a stage for others’ lives to be performed on:
I think that his function is to make his imagination theirs and that he fulfils himself only as he sees his
imagination become the light in the minds of others
His role, in short, is to help people to live their lives.10
“A law of inherent opposites” referred to further
in The Connoisseur is, naturally, a contradiction at its
purest, a form of reality which is logically impermissible
and which is contradicted by a series of statements with
only seemingly neutral meaning; no one dares question
such a state of things: “If all the green of spring was
blue, and it is”. If? What is the result of this equivocation, of a condition that a poem should meet at least to
a satisfactory degree, but to what end, actually? Hegel
once said that “contradiction in nature is the root of all
movement and vitality”. The bough moved by the wind
in this fragment is, however, something more than just
a root, or a source – an allegorical source of knowledge
or life – and at the same time more than just a symbol or
an allegory. The bough is a part of a larger system; add
to this its motion and we enter a space which is rather
remote from the abstract which is offered to us at the
onset. Through its motion this particular bough indicates a reality beyond the poem, a life which is always
something greater.

It appears that at stake here, except this disinterested form of pleasure, is a direct relation with life,
or with nature. The poem “wishes” to demonstrate this
state as precisely as possible, making it palpable in the
form of a particular brush-stroking bough in Marchand. Interestingly, the very name of town, offered
merely by way of example, has its meaning and anchors
our imagination to the geographical address indicated.
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Let us have a look at the subsequent part:
Ostatecznie kontrast życia i śmierci, uroczy,
Dowodzi, że przeciwne rzeczy, jeden sens,
Przynajmniej w teorii, kiedy książki biskupów
Rozwiązywały świat.
Regrettably, this fragment as translated by
Miłosz, to the detriment of the original, loses the verb,
which in the original clearly indicates that the above
contradictions partake in some kind of unity:
After all the pretty contrast of life and death
Proves that these opposite things partake of one,
At least that was the theory, when bishops’
books
Resolved the world.11
The word partake of the original implies participation – partake of one – a participation in unity, pre-
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cisely in the sense that Plato’s discourse refers to the
participation of an idea in a phenomenon and of a phenomenon in a general idea (Greek methexis). This participatory relation is ontological, which has its bearing
on the further part of the poem, following the rejection
of the “metaphysical mortgage” of bishops’ books.

an injunction or denial that prevent us from returning
to some earlier theology, but a certain impossibility,
a lack of relation to a theoretical bishops’ world. The
“pretty contrast” of contradictions is confirmed here
within the law introduced earlier, since the mind remains clearly separated from reality, as the following
verse demonstrates:

Slightly rectified, a translation of this fragment
should read as follows:
Ostatecznie uroczy kontrast życia i śmierci
Dowodzi, że przeciwieństwa uczestniczą
w jedności,
Przynajmniej tak było w teorii, kiedy
książki biskupów
Rozwiązywały świat.
Here, again, we encounter another difference
between the original and the translation by our Nobel
prize winner. In Miłosz’s translation the next part of
the line reads: “do tego nie wrócimy” (we will not go
back to that), while the original reads: “we cannot go
back to that”. The translation, then, seems more definitive and stringent in the nearly doctrinal manner of
someone who makes a radical cut between the old order
of things and the present day. Stevens, in turn, seems
to indicate a certain unique self-consciousness: it is not
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Zręczniej wiją się fakty niż umysł w zbrojach z łuski
The squirming facts exceed the squamous mind
Facts are squirming, the mind is squamous (in
the Polish version the suits of armour, or “zbroje” are
a bonus we get from the translator), which illustrates
a lack of access to an objective order of things; reality
resists cognition like a phantom snake. Slowly, however, another idea germinates here: an idea of a relation, as
yet in a shadowy form, something not quite stable, like
a shadow of a cloud, some “small union”. What is the
union? Is this a relation between the mind and nature,
or some higher intelligible order, indicated by small,
inconspicuous traces strewn at the end of this stanza?
However, resisting the temptation to decipher some
potential symbolism, it seems that here we deal simply
with a transition from an earlier concept of “partaking
of one” towards a new kind of discreet epistemology of
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dispersal. Shade in itself is something flimsy and insignificant and besides here it is a shade of something as
capricious as a cloud, whose outline falls on sand, the
only tangible ground available to us, not excessively
hard, yet palpable enough to capture its revealing presence. This fragile allegory may say more about the relation of life and death than a parody of doctrinal scholasticism from the preceding verses, even though this
is not certain, either. Incidentally, the translation once
more surprises us with an element that cannot be found
in the original: “kształt w trawach pagórka” (a shape on
a grassy hill) was based on the verse referring only to
“a shape on the side of a hill” (we can imagine here a hill
where the famous jar from the poem Anecdote of a Jar
from the Harmonium volume12).
Ultimately it seems that all difference is a form of
unity, at the end of it life and death become aesthetically palpably (“pretty contrast”) equal. The old order was
an apparent one, based on theology to which, in line
with the reversed logic of the poem, we cannot go back
– not by virtue of the parentheses but in light of a reasonable doubt. The theological bankruptcy of the vision
of the world which makes the order of being contingent on religious illusion was one of Stevens’s recurrent
topics. The idea of a new, appropriately fictitious order
supplanting this initial illusion with the notion of supreme fiction, emerged in later works, reaching its ap-

ogee in the poem Notes Toward a Supreme Fiction from
the volume Transport To Summer (1947).
In the last but one part of the poem we arrive at
a state of cheerful resignation arising possibly from the
recognition of a situation where it is stated that “an old
order is a violent one”. Regrettably, it turns out quickly
that “This proves nothing”. Naturally, this sounds as if
generally we may expect a burden of some proof, but
instead almost immediately receive a ready truth about
multiplicity, i.e. another disorder of truths. The exactness of the second initial stipulation (B) suddenly
shifts to a cadence of a weary subject who reflects on
the month of year, the weather and early harbingers of
an imminent summer13. Beyond that, a reflection appears in case this disorder of truths be transformed into
a new form of a sustainable, political and historical order, represented here by the mention of the Plantagenet
family (“Justifiably or otherwise, we feel that the fat of
society is tied with the ordered disorder of the present”14). Naturally, the perspective of order is possible
solely from a distance of passing centuries and then is
not perceptible from an individual’s perspective. It is
also something to which a remark on suddenly objectified A and B refers, where A and B are n o t “statues
posed for a vista at the Loeuvre”? Did we ever think
of them in such terms earlier? What, then, is A and B?
Figments of the imagination of the meandering subject,
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the eponymous connoisseur who plays some complex
speculative charade solely within the confines of his or
her mind? It seems that like in a statement developed in
one of his later essays (The Noble Rider and the Sound of
Words15), Stevens thinks here about a history of a certain metaphor which he figuratively tied with the history of the imagination.
The material figuration of the relation between
imagination and reality assumes the form of a monument, a certain artefact illustrating the idea of the noble.
It is a rather difficult relation and the author’s multiple
digressions no doubt do not facilitate the comprehension of the text’s central idea. Still, let us venture a hypothesis that this nobility is conveyed by the words of
the poet, as they “refer to things which never existed
without these words”. Words, like monuments, have
their separate lives. Unlike monuments, however, the
material aspect of words are sounds. On the basis of
this form, however, it is hard to invoke the elusive idea
of the noble without indicating its concrete manifestations. The relation between imagination and reality is
assessed here due to participation of a particular illustration (i.e. a monument) in the idea of the noble: “We
may ignore a monument, but we may not say again that
it is a thing that helps us realise what we have been, or
even still are. In this respect a monument helps us get to
know ourselves”.16 Formally, the subject of nobility as

an idea that combines in itself an appropriate quantity
of imagination and reality, is illustrated by a third element, a material, tangible substitute which is to correspond to the noble power of words. It seems, then, that
the implicit reason for this essay is something resembling Horace’s Exegi monumentum..., where the architectural properties of one of the sturdiest materials of
the time is likened to the power of words of an immortal poet. Monuments and words of a poem have survived in tradition as immortal artefacts as well as, if not
first of all, unique figurations of indestructible knowledge. Sculptures from the Louvre are no monuments,
though, but images born not in one’s imagination but
in fantasy, and fantasy, or pure imagination, does not
aspire to relate to reality. A and B express some statements on the world offered to us. Therefore, as readers
of this very poem we cannot avoid references to reality,
albeit convoluted and incomprehensible.
At the end, all is brought down to earth a g a i n
(because we recall the “sand” and “side of a hill”). Here
we see the chalk-marked outlines of A and B as figures
on the sidewalk. This brings to mind outlines of bodies left by policemen at the scene of the crime, which
a pensive man stumbles upon by chance. All of a sudden it turns our that we are probably dealing here with
the mysterious connoisseur; it is really him? This question will not be answered since in a while the perspec-
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tive changes and the gaze of the pensive observer shifts
from the ground, with its chalk outlines of A and B, to
the skies, where an eagle floats.
The poem concludes with a sophisticated ornament in the form of a meandering Alpine labyrinth
which proves to be a single nest. Again, we deal here
with an image of multiplicity in unity but translated
into slightly different terms, also in the spatial sense.
The poem’s conclusion is surprising, to say the least.
The effect of surprise is achieved first and foremost by
the fast perspective shortening of the last two verses,
which refer us somewhat rapidly to the level of an eagle hovering high above, spreading its wings against
the backdrop of a ... European sky. We’re not in Kansas
anymore. It is possible that the air of the poem reflects
some special premonitions of the time, which Stevens
saw as full of many complicated tensions, both as a citizen who followed closely international events (incidentally, Connoisseur of Chaos was written in 1938) and as
a poet who tried to capture the proper relation between
imagination and reality. However, all in all we do not
learn too much about either subject.
As indicated before, a poem in Stevens is a separate aesthetic object and as such it does not convey information and does not communicate anything. This is
fiction at its supreme, one that is fully satisfied with its
fictitious nature. What, then, do we actually see in the

poem and what gives us such a distinct pleasure? Illustrations, which could possibly explain something for
us, were relegated to parentheses early on, in the third
verse. While opposites and contradictions rule further
on, it seems that what directs our attention to pleasure
is precisely the particular, brush strokes of a bough towards the town of Marchand and port wine: two images
that arbitrarily exemplify the “law of inherent opposites”.
If logic or its opposite remains an abstraction
whose aesthetic quality cannot be represented, then
allegory appears in the poem; both the “brush-stroking” dialectic bough fuelling the image of life in this
poem and a glass (possibly even a whole bottle) of port
wine are used here as allegorical representations of an
abstract law. Allegory does not explain anything; the
structure of its representation is troublesome, too. Still,
it offers this “inherent unity” an appropriate expression of a sensory image. Two incongruous elements:
port wine, perhaps its taste and inebriating capacities,
and the movement of the bough are the essence of the
pleasure on which the entire structure of the poem is
built; it is the poem’s material engine and in his imagination Stevens could expect that we would start this
engine.
It is immaterial indeed if Stevens borrowed the
above images from reality. This need not be an image of
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an actual bough or a reference to the layout of the town
of Marchand. Stevens could have visited this town, but
did not need to do it and was still able to use the name in
his poem. As Karl May, who successfully described life
in the Wild West before he even arrived in America, or
John Ashbery, who constructed one of his lengthy poems, Into the Dusk-Charged Air, out of descriptions and
names of rivers he had never seen himself. In each case
the power of poetic figuration conjures up a reality via
an image and is precisely the unique power which allows us to experience pleasure through words that represent things which we otherwise would never be able
to experience. In this key sense, the language of poetry
is not a language of solace but of possibilities, which
incessantly expand the zone of life of poetry readers,
moving their consciousness beyond the limits of their
own time and space.
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his journal of 20 June 1899, family home in Reading, Pennsylvania: “There is one advantage of being here. Instead of the bad
photographs of Tintoret and Reynolds or the reproductions of
Hermes and Venus you have the real thing: green fields, woods,
etc.” – Letters of Wallace Stevens, ed. H. Stevens, University of
California Press 1996, p. 27.
14 W. Stevens, “Szlachetny jeździec i brzmienie słów”, transl. J.
Gutorow, Literatura na Świecie 12/2000, p. cit., p. 31.
15 Ibidem, p. 17-43.
16 W. Stevens, Szlachetny jeździec i brzmienie słów, op. cit., p. 23.
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La fidèlitè des images

An elaborate depiction of a theme
including relations to power structures,
formalism etc. Trying to open up
a conceptual universe which seems to
accesible only with difficulty.
Jesper Fabricius
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Standardised Taste
On Soviet Dietetics. An Interview
with Irina Glushchenko
by Magdalena Jawor

translated by Marcin Turski
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Magdalena Jawor: You are an author of the book
Food and Drinks. Mikoyan and Soviet Cuisine. As
a scholar of the history of the everyday life of
homo sovieticus, how would you define Soviet
cuisine?
Irina Glushchenko: We must remember that we
can speak about Soviet cuisine much in the same
way as about the Soviet man or the Soviet Union,
the only difference being that Soviet cuisine outgrew its time context. For me this notion comprises
not only a repertory of recipes or a set of different
unique foodstuffs or dishes. Soviet cuisine is first of
all, as culture scholars like to call it, a “household
practice”.
The most interesting aspect of the Soviet food industry was that one and the same process merged
production and consumption, individual eating
taste and collective, mass action. Public and private
space overlapped in unexpected ways. The same
recipes, recommended as the official standard, were
used for meals in a factory canteen and in a household kitchen. Within a short time people in the entire huge country began to each alike. The unified
cuisine became a social integration factor. The Soviet Union managed to create a cuisine which was
neither class-specific, nor national, nor regional.
This was a unique experiment.
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M.J.: Anastas Mikoyan, the patron of the largest meat concern in Russia, is said to have been
a vegetarian at one point of his life.
I.G.: According to his daughter-in-law, for a short
spell he was indeed a vegetarian in his youth. This
information is not substantiated, though. We do
know that Mikoyan ate little, yet was extremely sophisticated in his many culinary habits. First of all,
however, he knew what taste was and appreciated it
a lot. He tried to educated in this respect Soviet society. He would say that “Taste needs to be cultivated”.
For instance, when he was in America, he was greatly
intrigued by Henry Ford’s opinion about the benefits
of eating and cultivating soy beans. Still, he told him
bluntly at once that people in our culture had grown
used to eating meat and were loath to replace it with
plant products …
M.J.: Mikoyan did not like vodka; he preferred
wine. During meetings with Stalin, who used
vodka to loosen his subordinates’ tongues, he
deftly emptied his glass, thus avoiding destructive intoxication. He seems to have been doing the
same when involved in the food industry. As one
of few “Stalin’s comrades” he held his position
for over 50 years. What did the uniqueness of his
activity consist in?
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I.G.: Anastas Mikoyan was no doubt “politically immortal”. He was the only representative of the party’s
top brass from 1930 to begin his career under Lenin
and conclude it under Brezhnev. He luckily escaped
death in 1937, later in the 1950s, when many people
from Stalin’s inner circle were removed from political life. He moreover survived Khrushchev, retaining his position also when the party’s upper echelons
decided to get rid of the unpredictable reformer. Unlike many of his colleagues, who either died in office or, on the contrary, were deposed and defamed,
Mikoyan concluded his long career and took a welldeserved retirement.
That in 1930 he was made the head of the food industry may have really been a wise and deliberate decision. Because of that, the Soviets have predominantly
favourable memories of him. However, if Mikoyan
had not known how to meander and strike compromise, it is very unlikely he would have managed to
stay in politics so long solely by virtue of his position.
M.J.: Pursuit of “tasteful and useful” was an overriding political goal. Mikoyan was a preacher of
taste and the first taster of the people. How did he
introduce his dietary principles on a mass scale?
I.G.: Initially, the one and only goal of Soviet culinary policy was to properly feed the working force.
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Calorific content and proteins were more important than the taste of food. As early as 1930, however, Mikoyan stressed also the taste aspect of food.
A renowned dietician Manuel Pevsner reasoned persuasively: taste is subjective. Exactly: the triumph
of taste in a centralised system? How to create taste
quality in line with principles of a balanced diet? The
party responded to the above questions. The food
patterns of the political leaders became the criterion of taste. Mikoyan personally tested samples of
multiple foodstuffs to be mass produced. As a result,
the culinary taste of one person was instrumental for
what was to be tasty in the entire country.
M.J.: We know he was fascinated by American
technologies. Can you say anything else about his
trip to the United States?
I.G.: Mikoyan patterned himself on American industrialisation. American hamburgers, for instance,
were a true revelation for him. He saw in them exactly what the Soviet man needed in a park or a stadium. A hot piece of meat inserted into a bun was
tasty, cheap and filling… Mikoyan went as far as buying equipment to run tests. However, Soviet hamburgers were never made as the implementation of
the American idea in the Soviet Union was curtailed
by the war.
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However, the idea of ready-made, standardised meat
chops was deeply implanted in Anastas Ivanovich’s
head as their mass production took off finally. These
were not hamburgers but famous six-kopeck chops
known as “Mikoyan’s”. So our chops are in fact
would-be hamburgers.
Many technologies observed in America were implanted in the Soviet Union, sometimes with unexpected results. Apart from hamburgers it was, e.g. ice cream.

I.G.: Well, this is the main assumption of my book.
It is true, indeed, that Soviet cuisine shows many
affinities with or at least similarities to some Jewish dishes. Wiliam Pokhlebkin, a renowned historian of cuisine, wrote about it. Generally speaking,
however, Soviet cuisine was an international one.
Many national dishes were no longer seen as unique
and exotic and transformed into other standardised
Soviet meals. And so, naturally, “Jewish flummery”
(forshmak) was transformed into a herring paste,
“latkas” became potato pates, while “cymes” carrot salad with dried plums. Cheesecake, for instance,
originally a product of Galicia, although not a purely
Jewish dessert, was brought to Russia with Jewish
housewives, who later on served them in their own
small eateries. Today each Russian café offers cheesecake on their standard menu. It cannot be otherwise.

M.J.: Ice cream?
I.G.: Right, ice cream, which had not been commonly accessible before. This was a dessert for aristocrats, eaten on special occasions, during wedding
receptions and banquets. It was a unique and solemn
dessert which thanks to Mikoyan became literally
a mass product of everyday consumption, popular
across the Soviet Union and everyone’s favourite. Ice
cream production technology was taken from America and later developed and adjusted to the new needs.
Ice cream was produced “in summer, winter, south
and north”. In the Soviet Union ice cream became
a sweet “snack” to be eaten on the street and also an
object of national pride and social achievement.
M.J.: Right from the start, kosher cuisine was also
a major source of Soviet cuisine.
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M.J.: What was “war with the kitchen”? Why did
the Soviet authorities combat homemade food
production?
I.G.: Initially the Soviet regime, trying to liberate
women, combated “kitchen slavery”. Homes were
built without kitchens to imply that workers should
eat in canteens, which were kind of industrial enterprises in themselves. This policy failed. In 1930 the
stress was no longer put on the “kitchen-factory”

321

Standardised Taste

An Interview with Irina Glushchenko by Magdalena Jawor

but on the mass production of semi-finished products, which helped working women save time and
use industrial appliances at home.
M.J.: A woman turned from a housewife to a worker. Semi-finished food products and canned food
filled grocery store shelves and reigned in cookery books. Did frozen foods defeat homemade
specialties?
I.G.: Soviet women lived in a country of industrialisation. They were to be, and really were, actively involved in the economy and production. Earlier
patterns and habits of home life no longer applied.
Therefore semi-finished food products and canned
food were a relief. Naturally, there were also homemade foods, especially during holidays. However,
even holiday recipes were simplified and unified.
M.J.: I am reminded of an illustration from The
Book of Tasty and Healthy Food. A fast three-course
lunch – cream of pea soup, buckwheat with butter and pudding in a glass cup. A package is placed
next to each of the above dishes. One, two, three
– fast and tasty. Was it healthy, too?
I.G.: When I worked in the archives I came across
a letter written to Mikoyan by an elderly woman. She
thanks him for a delicious three-meal lunch:
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“Comrade Mikoyan, please accept heartfelt thanks
from an 80-year-old woman for the production of
such delicious cheese spread, jelly and cornflakes;
the tree nutritious meals are for me the most tasty
lunch and when I eat them I am always thankful to
you deep in my heart and wish you all the best”.

M.J.: You have mentioned illustrations. Can you
say something more about them?
I.G.: Book illustrations are retouched and painted
photographs. This unique technology gives a special,
bizarre emotional effect. On the one hand it shows
the truth and on the other it does not. The same can
be said of the entire book and, more generally, of Soviet ideology.
Illustrations to The Book of Tasty and Healthy Food
are a separate big topic. They are very pretty and
many people recall how avidly they looked at them in
their childhood or youth. The illustrations have become part of the cultural and aesthetic experience of
many generations.

M.J.: Mikoyan’s book, first published in 1939,
was transformed a number of times, showing ever
new ideas of what “tasty” and “healthy” meant.
Can you say something about these transformations?
I.G.: The first edition of 1939 reflects the results of
industrialisation. Its stilted air is linked to a precise
moment of a shift to an urban lifestyle under the
aegis of emerging socialism. It contains recipes but
also clarifies the fundamental principles of running
a household. It is still rather austere. The 1952 edition, in turn, features famous colourful illustrations
and more attention is paid to luxury and “abundance”. After all Stalin had promised that the revolution would result in a “good life” which he saw
precisely as an abundant life. The 1952 book reflects
the mood of a society which came victorious out of
the war and came to terms with atrocities and traumas. It is therefore more optimistic and solemn.
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M.J.: The cover of the Russian version of your
book features an illustration of The Book of Tasty
and Healthy Food. I wonder why you chose a dessert?
I.G.: This was the idea of the graphic designer who
designed the book. I follow his choice. An image of
tea and cake breaks the barrier between the book and
the reader. On the one hand, it calls to mind a number of intimate moments of a cosy coffee shop and
on the other hand reminds us of what a typical Soviet
table is.
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M.J.: Was Anastas Mikoyan’s cookbook that you
pay so much attention to, used in your home? Is it
still used today?
The cookbook (the 1952 edition) belonged to my
grandmother, its first user. I have followed its recipes too, at different times of my life. Now the book
is so frayed by constant use that I try not to open it
so as not to damage it more. Let it remain with me as
a kind of relic.
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Culinary Séances
www.flickr.com/photos/sludgeulper/4053558987/
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Polish “nostalgia food” means bread with cream
and sugar or with a skin of milk. This delicacy from the
time of crisis appears in most memories from that time
which recall – through the affectionate, pink mist – the
joys of life under communism. Circulating as memes,
letters depicting the past in colourful hues as a happygo-lucky and reasonable (as opposed to today’s aseptic
and comfortable reality) paradise for scamps appreciative of simple pleasures; simple as bread with sugar and
pasta with ketchup.
The way taste may trigger the work of memory
was described a long time ago by Marcel Proust. When
remembering with nostalgia the coarse cuisine of communist times, today’s thirty-year-olds and their older
friends try to conjure up spirits. Their confessions are
most often expressive of the fact that, as in the Finland
song by Świetliki, “Never again will we have such sausage and such coca cola / Such mustard and such milk”.
What is at stake here is THE bread and THE cream,
evocative not only of blissful childhood but also of alleged health benefits, strength and naturalness which
were to be irretrievably lost in 1989. The capitalist
freedom of choice of goods offered Poles the ominous
spectre of “chemistry”. Turbo chewing gum sold in
the early 1990s, almost inedible in itself yet a collectible item because of the cards with cars, gained in its
popular reception nearly demonic features, first of all

because of its alleged carcinogenic character. One of
the most famous urban legends of the early post-communist period was the “E list”, or the Polish translation
of a French list warning against hazardous components
(in reality as innocuous as citric acid). The language of
advertisement, new on Polish soil, quickly entered into
a dialogue with this phenomenon. A séance into the
world of TV spots demonstrates such curios as a family exhilarated about margarine in an affected dialogue,
when a grandfather joyfully comments: “and no preservatives!”.
Preservatives, dyes, extended expiry dates are
all elements of the repository of the future, of the brave
new world of the 1950s and 1960s, where the science
of the atom era eradicates hazardous bacteria and offers vitamins and freshness for an unnaturally long
time. Advertising brochures and cookbooks from a half
century ago, gathered today on the Internet, repulsive
due to their excessive technicolour, promote canned
food, powdered food, instant food, and in the American version also the benefits of the microwave oven. A
future which has arrived has unexpectedly revealed its
dangerous face. The consumer en masse has decided to
return to mother. Today, too, we can observe the consequences: the urban legends in their many and varied mutations have a long life-span and nostalgia can
be addictive. It is for this reason that Polish shops are
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filled with names appealing to the sense of nostalgia: we
have “homemade” pasta, “grandma’s” cookies, beer
“brewed as in the olden days”, or even “sausage like that
under the Gierek regime”. The last product here is very
much telling as far as the selective and self-censoring
nature of memory is concerned: when the culture.pl
published an article familiarising English-speaking
readers with the culinary aspects of the communist era,
most authors of the comments under the text were outraged because someone dared disturb their nostalgic
state of bliss by focusing on the deficient and bungled
products. Culinary memories play the role of mental
“comfort food” fostering a state of elation (and as warm,
milky and sweet as “comfort” eating).
Real come-backs to old flavours and tastes are
rarely successful. Producers sometimes try to take advantage of the nostalgia and recreate snacks and drinks
from the past. This is how Polo-Cocta, a drink featuring
in Machulski’s movie Kingsize returned on the market.
This is how, after an encouragement published online,
Frugo, a drink symbolic of the optimism of the 1990s,
was restored to stores. It turns out, however, that the
nostalgic taste separated from its original context and
childlike state of mind, sometimes loses its magic properties. Instead of Proust’s Madeleine, it is but an ordinary soda drink or wafer, which “tasted better once”.
The nostalgic idealisation of the product cannot com-

pete against today’s experience. As long as a spectral
taste remains, as long as the memory harbours an elusive element of some nebulous complex, full of flickers and epiphanies (a canteen in a holiday resort, wall
mosaics, the cold light of incandescent lights, and very
weak tea with lots of sugar in it drunk in a metal mug;
the signature tune of Dziennik Telewizyjny newsreel in
the evening, the flickering of a wheezing neon from behind the window, a plate with over-salted tomatoes), is
safe and protected against disenchantment. Vagueness
saves the charm of a memory and leaves both a margin
of fascination and room for a pursuit of a ghost.
It is therefore safer to plunge into an imaginary
past, a phenomenon which Arjun Appadurai called
“armchair nostalgia” observing contemporary cosmetic ads with visual overtones of the colonial period;
this can also be applied to the field of taste. This type of
concocted nostalgia is a yearning for the reality one has
not experienced first-hand but whose myth or cultural picture remains persuasive enough to make it seem
familiar. The spirit of the times favours such solutions.
Ultimately, retromania, to use a powerful and fitting
term of Simon Reynolds, is the dominant cultural current of the past two decades, and the past is gracefully
exposed to remixes: sentimental, ironic, taking advantage of the need for safety and familiarity or, conversely
– promising adventure.
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The popularity of snack bars is a perfect illustration of this phenomenon. A few years back
the famous Warsaw-based bar “Przekąski Zakąski”
(Snacks&Appetisers) began a triumphant march of
eateries serving vodka and herring and offering a deliberately modest menu (a few types of alcohol, herring
salad, tartar meat, meat in jelly, awanturka, or paste of
fish and cottage cheese), and a trip down memory lane.
The premises usually chose one of two attractive décors:
either the pre-war chic and daredevil streak or communist clumsiness. The former version is a reference to
actual restaurants known as “na widelcu” (on the fork)
but at the same time caters to the romantic myth of the
Poland between the world wars, deeply ingrained in
mass imagination, as an elegant and laid-back time, an
era of banquets, Luxtorpeda and General WieniawaDługoszowski’s exploits. In turn, eateries applying the
communist-era décor, far more hygienic than their
models, demonstrate some historical randomness of
furnishings: the walls are covered with propaganda
posters from the socialist realism era, the staff behind
the counter wear nylon aprons, but the interior is tidy
and the alcohols of good quality. This is a world without eggs with salmonella and without fish fillets full of
deadly bones; this is mass eating under communism
without deficiencies and unwholesome mould. The
clientele are often people born already after the fall of

communism, who know the cuisine of that time from
the movies, at best. Compulsory culinary resourcefulness, a result of scarcity in the past, is aesthetised and
put in parentheses here. The trip into the past is safe,
especially that once leaving the restaurant, the client is
faced with a whole array of alternatives. Similar sentiments lie at the foundation of the popularity of old Polish restaurants, offering heart-warming romanticism
of manors and a cuisine that hardly resembles that of
Polish nobility, or that of peasants’ inns, embarrassing
any ethnographer with their made-believe folk-mania.
Finally, a memory exercise. Running the “Duchologia” website where I collect all sorts of spectres of
the end of the communist era and the beginning of the
post-communist period, I have repeatedly wondered
about the gustatory dimension of that time. Culinary
séances are free from nostalgia and are supposed to conjure up vaguely remembered meals, but this is not necessarily a sentimental mist. Actually we can encounter
here fragments known by hearsay, seen yet never tasted
– hence the idea of hauntology, as it is closely linked to
a memory transmitted by the media. Here we can find
the mysterious word “salmonella” and a soluble pneumonia medication; the packaging of Tylżycki cheese
spread and a minimalist cow on the only yoghurt available on the market. The flavours which appeared in Poland for a moment only and vanished without a trace:
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asperula ice cream (Waldmeister – sweets and drinks
of this flavour are very popular in Germany) and Finnish or Estonian liquorice and mint ice cream, which
Poles somehow found unpalatable. A large logo of “San”
cookies in a Supersam market in Katowice. Illustrations for cookbooks, excessively and unnaturally green
cabbage and peas and images superimposed in print.
Finally, an element which flavours nearly all ghost-like
memories, including ones related to gastronomy and
groceries: chessboard floors with heavy and sheer curtains hanging above it, and the dust, dust, dust everywhere, swirling in the light of day.
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The dog’s best friend
Masaccio i Drowilal
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Masaccio i Drowilal, I Can't Make You Love Me
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Masaccio i Drowilal, I Knew I loved You
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Masaccio i Drowilal, She's Out Of My Life
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Masaccio i Drowilal, The Way You Make Me Feel
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Masaccio i Drowilal, Everything Reminds Me Of Her
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Masaccio i Drowilal, One More Chance

376

377

