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SPRING

Wojciech Stamm

What if the dog does not eat the bone but will be willing to hear the song?

Boom stomp boom
Boom stomp boom
crowds overflowing
Monte Cassino's tomb.

Like a dragon with many heads marching feet  marching legs and first of all eyes in the heads, ears walking behind, capturing sounds, capturing moments, some are in joy, some are in doubt, trunks are euphoric and trunks regret.
Walking dogs and walking gods, marching hands and marching legs, walking, walking to let their lungs feel the wind and eyes see the sea ahead, these lungs would be enormous, if spread, and the beach is spotted with amber and bottles.
Running, kids, the crowd is picking seashells.
Life in its diversity is so colourful and vivid that it's hard to think what it is like in living.

Flowing in that river of events there was he, Wojciech Spring.
He too went over Monte Cassino to meet his friends, his kindred souls.
He walked to meet Kolibriado and Dogcat. He rolled the ball of his fate like a melon, like a huge bulky weight. Like a beetle rolling a ball of dung which is heavy, not hula-hoop light. A lead ball of worries he was faced to fight.
People don't know, massively accepting the weight of it all, that the fate's ball is having a ball, just like Muenchhausen's on film fired ball.
And he's off, lumbering up the Wilhelmian staircase, he's off suffering, rolling the ball.
He's off, and in for a warm welcome, a bottle of Blossom Hill will be opened for him in the refectory. He's off, climbing the floors, his back still at the door, as he sends a smile to Kolibriado's face, on the second floor already.

The aerial palace of the attic like a kingdom of the wind, here you can see the sea, face its under-surface, maybe a shark you'll see.
Too Wintry Warmthless when it's Winter, or too warm, the archaic radiator,
the broken hypocaust wont do, on the balcony a statue of satyr with horns sawn-off.
The greeting ceremony has now begun, names are being called along with their emotional meanings,
Wojciech Spring's whistles sound like horns, steamers.
Tunes playing in the distance: boogie, Charlstone, italo disco,
playing all the music: noise, ambient  quite a mixture.
At that Wojciech Spring felt like a horse at the spring and would be keen to drink from the rosette of the spring but Dogcat came springing in.
His voice deep and heroic greeted Wojciech Spring, armour of striated muscles on his skeleton shining bright, gleaming in the light, though his drawers were rather worn out.
Smiling in knightly glory with smiles and laughter like bass strings provided for great lungs, the bellows of Michał's smiles.
He spared no praise to Spring,
but in his heart he knew that unflattering opinions of Spring had been circulating.
He did not speak of this, as in the courtly greeting it would be a useless thing.
And it seemed to Wojciech as if this was the beginning of a pornographic movie and he was to play the leading role, he enters, they say hello. He hands over his clothes to Michał and off dancing with Kolibriado he goes... and this night is just beginning.
But how was it all a projection, and who knows if it was?
Probably only the omniscient narrator.
The protagonist presents the popular belief that he is the centre of the universe.
They entered and wine they began to drink.
Kolibriado, your marriage has broken up  and with whom, with Lion.
Lion was Kolibriado's husband.
Now Dogcat took his place in front of the TV of your body like a flight simulator  he's allowed to turn all the knobs though he is smaller than Lion.Yet how can rhubarb pie be compared to Viennese cheesecake. Matrimonies and stability  a trip to Venus together.
Isn't it an illusion? A pleasant thing it is, it is, but notforever as strawberry fields.
But it's not what they wanted to talk about. Because it was Zen Buddhism that interested them.
And not about the frail thread of marriage, even if it was a hawser, a plait.

But

how to kill the Ego!
How to kill the ego
My dear amigo!
The teachings of Jesus, the songs of Lennon
The teachings of Levinas and Lenin
Pelevin's novels
Trotsky's warnings and Freud
Who depths of the unconscious discovered
And wrote
Gestapo kann ich jedem empfehlen
how to kill the Ego!
How to kill the ego?
My dear amigo!
So let me say it again before I explain
Gestapo kann ich jedem empfehlen
Geheim  secret, Sta  state
Po  police
Polis, Police, Polis
Kolibriado clitoris
Gestapo kann ich jedem empfehlen
It must be noted
the Ego has had us
chained down like prisoners for ages
So don't you repeat Good God Forbid!
for the ego's whim
comes straight from him
Gestapo kann ich jedem empfehlen
Is God a state without the ego?
or is it something else, amigo?
So let's look at the ego like Deleuze
So let's look at the ego, the bone, like dog does
So let's look at the ego, the penis, like Spring.
So let's look at the ego, though it's a tiring thing.

Excerpt from the novel Roady

translated by Michał Czarniecki




Audio interpretation by Sean Palmer
Music by MC Marazm
Produced by A. Slodownik



Street Art: an Urban Perception Shift

Agnieszka Słodownik

“Art is anything you can get away with” – thus spoke Warhol, quoting Marshall McLuhan. Yet street art? It breaks the rules of the city user’s manual. Walls, bridges, and sidewalks become a carrier of meaning, waking up from inertia creeping, or just gluing passers-by to a slightly different kind of TV.

The alarm-clock goes off. Get innocuous by LCD Soundsystem wins over the dream. It’s 1 AM and it’s time to poster.

1. THE NIGHT

I go to the kitchen, where I meet Jadzia, who’s already got the coffee started. “Is there any glue left from last time?”, I ask her. The response is negative. We need to whip up a batch. Wallpaper powder glue plus water. Mix, leave until it thickens. Next, pour it into two 1.5 liter it-used-to-be-milk-bottles with holes in their caps. I collect all the posters prepared earlier. They dried just in time. I put some old jeans on, and a worn out XXL men’s hoodie. I fill my bag with glue, a brush, cigarettes, posters organized slogan-accordingly. No cell-phones, money, no ID.

The map of the city gains a specific legend. The streets popular amongst policemen. Well exposed facades. Spots with other posters. Paths explored by drunk guys on their way back from a bar. Dark corners, where utensils can be freely laid out. Smooth and uneven walls, glass, abandoned phone booths. Passing by a university library is a good way to drop a note to the students. What message should be thrown in the faces of officials leaving the ministerial building after work? What should be said to people after mass? 

“People sit here in front of the café during the day, so they have a view at this wall from around 100cm above the pavement.” – Jadzia says. We want to catch their eyes. Our heads project movies filmed with the memory during the day. We turn left, we turn right, quickly dabble the paper with glue and  spread it on the rough bricks with our bare hands. So this is what they feel like. You don’t USUALLY touch walls, do you. The manicure enhanced by the spray-paint harmonizes perfectly with the skin growing darker and darker with every poster glued.

This is physical. It begins with the tedious work of cutting-out, carefully pressing the stencil knife against cardboard or X-ray foil following the shapes of the letters. This activity cannot be done thoughtlessly. Otherwise the risk of BPS sabotage might occur. The Belly Protection System keeps you from cutting through the barbs. Letters like “B”, “A”, “R”, “D” require special attention. Fingertips and joints will be painful for at least two days. Next up is gluing. Descending. Stretching. The nightly aerobics heighten the temperature. Jadzia slides into the narrow space between a post and an electrical box. I jump up five times in a row and slap my hand against the poster located 2.5 m above the ground. Until it sticks. Then this piece of wall just above the steps. I squat down. For a moment there I detach and raise my head to see the surrounding trees and buildings. They look strange. I never consciously looked at them from a child’s perspective.

We go to the main street. Under the big sliding entrance doors of H&M, Mr. Wendal lies wrapped in tattered hobo clothes, slightly changes the brand’s identity. “Finally, an advertisement I’m the target of” I think to myself. The church nearby is closed. Four homeless people sleep at ground zero.





Street art

Any kind of art that uses streets as its galleries. Not necessarely with a blessing from the State. Walls, plaster peeling off like old skin, sidewalks, posts, bridges, steps, handrails, train rails; anything city-like becomes canvas for pre-prepared stencils, becomes a bill-post for posters, a material available for creative redefinition.





Apart from the posters’ content, the nightly gluing rit must be praised. The sacrum of the closed shops. It’s finally quiet. The rhythm is slow, lazy. Subtle desaturation of the CMYK scale. Different angle of artificial light’s incidence. Apparent lack of stimuli, concealing the exciting mysteriousness of dark corners and a pleasant anxiety evoked by the few present individuals wandering at night.

As Marcin Świetlicki wrote “One day this city will be mine.” We spray the territory like dogs. Each poster is adrenaline. We are a. two women b. going round at night with c. not a very legal kind of self-expression. An intimate bond builds up between the non-obvious, forsaken street spaces and us. We’re not indifferent. Each subsequent night action results in less fear. The city indeed becomes ours. One time, we’re on our way home, and we suddenly realize, that we’re walking in the middle of the street, instead of taking precautions like before. We reclaim the city from the banks. In the morning, I feel like I have the right to walk around. Professor Bauman, I’m not a tourist anymore! 
 
2. DAYLIGHT

Crossing a few boroughs in foot means returning home at 5 AM. We vacuum the penne we’d prepared before leaving, and have a glass of wine, lulling the still strong excitement. We have to wake up in a few hours to digitize the posters in daylight.

In the semi-awoken state of the morning the night escapade seems an infantile excess.  I take my camera to commit the crime of repetition. I retrace my trail. Almost everything is still in place. A few posters have been taken down by the city cleaning crews, the rest of it has been decorated by strangers and the everyday turmoil. The traveling poster is my favorite category. White and red plastic barriers, which we altered, took our posters to a different place. The workers started another stage of road work, taking them along. Jadzia believes workers don’t tear them off, because they like them. I stick to my belief in humanity’s laziness and I’m just glad they didn’t care.  
 
For a moment the official communication line of the city space has been impaired. The peremptory BUY, EAT, TRY, HAVE is undermined by the questioning IS IT SO, or the confusing IT’S NOT YOUR FAULT/IT’S ALL YOUR FAULT. American anthropologist Edward T. Hall, the creator of theory of proxemics has distinguished four types of interpersonal distances: intimate space, personal space, social space, and public space. The slogan WHERE DID ALL YOUR DREAMS GO? placed in the public space seems to yell out to the people rather then vanish in the artificial scenery of galleries, internet virtuality, or staying in the intimate space, from whence it originally came. The slogans that relate to the personal level thrown in the public one knock you out of the comfort zone much more effectively.

The messages intertwine. We placed one of our posters like a comic strip bubble next to a piece by Monsieur Qui. This, together with the accompanying road signs, creates a collage of meanings. I pass by Invader‘s pixel tiles and a traffic light post dressed in a woolen leg warmer (guerilla knitting). Is it there so that the city doesn’t feel the cold? So much tenderness. There’s also a street post converted into a large cigarette. Pure filtered attributes of the city. A structure un-warped by preconceptions. 

Some of the posters have been anonymously commented on with a pen. Is it possible that in spite of the infamous urban insensitivity someone had enough will to reach for the pen in their bag and stand up to the provocation? It’s hard to comprehend, but a slight dialogue has been triggered.  

Street art brings to my mind Stephane from Michel Gondry’s The science of sleep [La Science des rêves, 2006], and the way he dealt with unaccepted reality by living in his dreams. The art of the street is also a redefinition of the status quo. It calls for an attentive look, and so it creates. A poster, or any other urban arrangement, can point the inhabitant-audience to a place usually ignored. Just like with cycling, which makes one aware of every curb, every edge, evoking an intimate connection with the urban physicality. 

3. IN THE MEANTIME





Parkour

Created by two Frenchmen: David Belle and Sébastien Foucan. It’s the art of movement in the city, which takes a variety of techniques as its tool for overcoming obstacles: jumping, rolling, vaulting, landing, balancing. It’s a metaphor for overcoming difficulties that we come across in life. Parkour puts an emphasis on the concept of self-development, learning to transgress one’s own limitations. Self-knowledge obtained by physical training. It’s not supposed to be competitive.





In the meantime let’s look at Castro by Alejo Moguillansky. It is an Argentinean film adaptation of Beckett’s Murphy. Surreal image of people running at random. “Walk before you run, sit down before you lie down.” The protagonist’s words leave one with concern. City slickers flow through their space at a speed that exceeds the cognitive capabilities of the brain. If one does not overestimate the power of subliminal perception, it means that the city is a ghost city. It’s abandoned, not assimilated, since to keep focus on urban nuances, one would have to notice it first. Walk instead of running, stand instead of walking. Or even hide in the closet, like Castro does.

On the other hand running can take one closer to the essence, as is the case with Parkour AKA l'art du déplacement. The Traceur or traceuse runs, surmounting urban obstacles to reach something more than the finish line. It’s about crossing physical barriers, but, most of all, the limitations of one’s own mind and body. Perfecting particular moves, a form of expression. A sense of freedom achieved through the city’s shape. Regaining humanity. Meditation for an ADHD society? Modern embodiment of the mindfulness concept so essential to the philosophy of Buddhism? Parkour might be the source of hope’s leftovers, so to speak. As long as it’s not the MTV version, The Ultimate Challenge, which turns the art into shallow competition, a single-season trend. Assuming that slowing down is no longer an option for us, perhaps Parkour is the answer. Yet street art seems to have one substantive advantage. While running on the rooftops is supposed to bring enlightenment to the subject only (although that’s a lot already), the art on the street has the potential of awaking all those who simply want to notice it.



THE ABC OF NEW CULTURE: B as in Blog

Mirek Filiciak / Alek Tarkowski

A little over 10 years after its birth, the blog has ceased to be a distinct media form. It still functions, however, as a powerful collective notion in which our dreams about fully democratic, egalitarian communication are focused.

The blog is hard to define – it has long ceased to be just an “online diary”, something it was originally intended to be, anyway. In 1992, the pioneer of the internet and  creator of the World Wide Web, Tim Berners-Lee, began posting a list of links to sites he found interesting on his blog. In the common perception, though, the blog remains an exhibitionist diary for teenage girls, connected by a network of links to similar productions by her friends. This is only part of the truth, because today everyone writes blogs – from politicians through journalists, and businessmen to scientists. It’s estimated that there are about 3 million blogs in Poland! The only thing they all share is the technology behind them – relatively simple scripts allowing the user to create web pages without knowing any programming language – and a simple publishing convention in the form of chronologically arranged entries. But blogs can be written using many different technologies (hackers often whip up their own blogging engines) and the conventional blog format has thousands of variations.

It’s usually assumed that, as a whole, blogs form what is known as the blogosphere – William Quick, who coined the term, regarded blogs as “intellectual cyberspace”. The neologism meant that the blogging space and its participants created a new, online home for Reason. The “blogosphere” fits well with messianic hopes inspired by the arrival of the digital media, large-scale bi-directional information exchange, and an improvement of the public sphere that they are supposed to bring about. Rational individuals have finally received a tool for exchanging views and negotiating consensus, without the pressure of audience ratings present in the commercial media.

That’s it as far as theory goes.

In practice, however, instead of turning the media world upside down, blogs have adapted to it, adopting most of its governing principles and to a large extent becoming professionalized, if we look at the visibility and significance of the publications rather than their number. And the blogosphere hasn’t shaken up the media market as hard as it was expected –  bloggers usually either describe private stories or comment on mainstream media reports, contributing their own perspective to the public debate rather than reporting on new facts.

Another key to understanding blogs, an alternative to reason, are individuality and uniqueness. In this case, the term “blog” in its strict sense should be reserved for forms that are genuine and individualistic, extremely subjective, and often eccentric. The rest – the number of authors, subject matter, frequency of entries, institutional ties – aren’t really important. In other words, a good blogger writes primarily for himself, while internet users read over his shoulder, in a sense (leaving the occasional comment, on their own blogs as well). Such blogs follow the convention of a list of dated entries, one that favors forms that are short, closely related to the given moment, ephemeral, and non-definitive. Blogs are thus a reincarnation of silvae rerum, the multi-generational chronicles kept by many Polish noble families between the 16th and 18th centuries. Just like with blogs, the sole unifying principle of the inherently eclectic silva rerum was the person of its author.

translated by Marcin Wawrzyńczak



HALF A PAGE: Our Guys on Radio Islam*

Joanna Tokarska-Bakir

“No hate. No violence. Races? Only one Human race.”

Like it so far? Keep reading:

“Know Your enemy! No time to waste. Act now! Tomorrow it will be too late.”

Flags line the top of the page, linking to twenty two language versions.

Before selecting the Polish one (if you're Polish - ed.), you read it in English. You can read it in Indonesian as well, if you want.

“LIST OF NAME CHANGES FOR POLAND'S MOST POWERFUL/INFLUENTIAL PEOPLE IN OUR MODERN ERA. […] Authentic names of the folks listed below are based upon: (A) Secret catalog data of the people of Poland, according to the Central Bureau’s MSW addresses [Archival numbers are as listed in the Pol. Language]; and (B) Data given by historians in their many publications.”

Then goes a good old “list of Jews”, with Leszek Balcerowicz, Zbigniew Bujak, both Kaczyński brothers, Jan Karski, and Lech Wałęsa.

Now select the Polish version. You still have a choice. You can choose between:

The Protocols of the Elders of Zion. Authentic text from 1920. A HORRIBLE BOOK. An international Jewish conspiracy against Christian nations and Christian civilisation – Literal translation of secret Jewish documents with explanations – Authentic text from 1920

and Mein Kampf by Adolf Hitler, a PDF file in Polish.

For those still undecided, there’s Henry Ford’s The International Jew.

*http://www.radioislam.org/thetruth/polishnames.htm


translated by Marcin Wawrzyńczak

Tekst dostępny na licencji Creative Commons BY-NC-ND 3.0 PL.




13th New Tradition festival

Agata Diduszko-Zyglewska

Kuba Borysiak: “The Kalevala tells the story of the first kantele, which Väinämöinen built out of fishbone. It is also said that a kantele was once found with a bow – is this the jouhikko?” Pekko Käppi: “Yes, in a way…. There was a serious debate between ethnomusicologists in Finland whether Väinämöinen originally played the jouhikko or the kantele. Well, for me this is a bit funny because if Väinämöinen was the greatest and most powerful man in the world, he surely played both!”

This fragment of a conversation with one of the special guests of the 13th edition of the New Tradition festival – a virtuoso of the ancient Karelian lyre, the jouhikko – aptly reflects its spirit. The event brings together musicians from various milieus (from academics, through country musicians and urban enthusiasts, to high school students), every one of them  a “fanatic” of a narrow field – a particular instrument (be it the hurdy-gurdy, the Biłgoraj suka, the Płock fiddle, the Sieradz bass, the gajda or the gęśle), a specific vocal style (from imitating the performance of country babushkas to sophisticated actor etudes) or region (such as Mazowsze, a region nowadays generally considered devoid  of any musical mysteries).


At this festival, even the master of ceremonies, Krzysztof Trebunia-Tutka, is a master of several charmingly named archaic instruments and his announcements, delivered in highlander dialect, encrusted with canonical little songs, are truly gems of the Podhale style.

In the Roots Music section, the main theme of this year’s New Tradition was precisely Podhale. The festival program quoted a nostalgic text by Józef Tischner (Nuta o Ślebodzie [Note on freedom], 1993) about a special relationship between folk culture and folk artists’ experience of participation in the “stream of life”. Tischner attributed the crisis of folk culture to the decline of certain modes of man’s participation in life, which necessarily leads to a “decomposition of some important truth about man”. He also wrote, “It is in culture that freedom manifests its creative potential. Folk culture was and still is a living testimony to the freedom of the people…. Art makes you free. When [folk] culture speaks about the demon, it means man is no longer in the demon’s power.” Though these observations seem obvious, they still raise topical questions: what kind of art would be able to tame the contemporary rural demons that are no longer disarmed by traditional songs that refer to the pre-mass-media and pre-Radio-Maryja reality? Does the inhabitant of a present-day “global” village in Podhale have a chance to maintain the autonomy of creative thinking in the face of the concentrated scale of global disasters that pour on him daily from the TV screen? What should his stance be towards a reality in which the everyday points of reference of his small, familiar world are situated in virtual space, thousands of kilometers away?



13th New Tradition Festival awards:

Verdict of the Jury of the 13th New Tradition Polish Radio Folk Music Competition (the Jury: Marcin Pospieszalski – president, Małgorzata Małaszko-Stasiewicz, Maria Baliszewska, Tomasz Janas, Krzysztof Trebunia-Tutka):  

- Grand Prix and the Czesław Niemen Special Award: Wołosi & Lasoniowie;  
- two equal 2nd prizes: Otako, Chłopcy kontra Basia;  
- two equal 3rd prizes: Słowianoczki, Kapela Wnuki;  
- honorary mention: Pchełki;  
- the Golden Gęśle Award: Krzysztof Lasoń;  
- the Audience Award: Wołosi & Lasoniowe;  
- the Folk Phonogram of the Year Award: Kapela ze Wsi Warszawa for Infinity.  

Festival Special Guests: Pekko Käppi (Finland), Mathias Loibner (Austria), Mara Aranda & Solatge (Spain), Czessband, Maćko Korba, Folkroll.





A partial answer to these questions is offered by the work of the winners of this year’s main prize and of the audience award. Wołosi & Lasoniowie are two classic  and three folk musicians (two violins, viola, cello, double bass) who oppose “segregation of their respective musical worlds” on principle and eagerly use open doors to various musical spaces while avoiding excessive, meaning-diluting eclecticism. It’s not without reason that they refer in this to Bach’s gavottes, Chopin’s mazurkas, and Wieniawski’s oberkas and kujawiaks. Though not rooted in any single locality, their music is cohesive, very energetic and, as a result, hypnotizing. Folk motifs are sublimated into sophisticated constructions and the scenic expression of the musicians, who remain in special state of mutual tension, accounts for the intensity of this musical entity. Freeing this kind of energy is usually the domain of Balkan musicians and yet Wołosi & Lasoniowie prove that similar energies can also be released north of the Danube.


The strength of the creators of New Tradition resides in the fact that they have consistently pursued two separate approaches to folk music. In the Roots Music section, they demonstrate the power of traditional, rootsy, archaic performances, whereas in the competition section they welcome far-reaching artistic experiments and searching for new meanings.



They neither impose their own preferences nor any “correct” approach to the art. As a result, the Polish Radio’s Lutosławski Studio becomes a meeting place for worlds normally incompatible, and the excited listener, traveling in the course of the several evenings through the remote parts of this musical cosmos, experiences a wide range of extreme emotions. Let’s hope that the Radio Centre for Folk Culture survives the current political turbulence, since one can hardly think of a better or more modern fulfillment of the public media’s cultural mission.

13th New Tradition Festival recordings courtesy of the Polish Radio. Thank you!



WHO'S WHO AND WHY: Kobas Laksa

John Biweekly

Kobas Laksa (born 1971 in Białystok) — photographer, graphic and video artist, graduated from the Academy of Fine Arts in Poznan. In 2003 he began composing large-scale collages, the first series of which — Urban Project: Warsaw (2003–2005) — featured a vision of the urban future assembled from distorted elements of existing architecture and cityscapes.  Winner of the Golden Lion at the Venice Biennale of Architecture in 2008. Author of short films and music videos (for example for Abradab and Plastic). His latest project Spycifestum took place in Spycimierz. There, together with the town's habitants, Laksa piled up a carpet out of flowers with the inscription: “Save Us Lord! We are dying!”



Selected projects include: 
- short film User's Note [Sceny z użycia, 1997] created with Cezariusz Andrejczuk about a drug dealer disappointed with the hedonistic life he leads. The film was awarded with a Grand Prix at the OFFCINEMA festival in Poznań in 2001;
- short film I was at the pilgrimage with my mom [Pojechałem z mamą na pielgrzymkę, 2000] about a trip to Licheń Sanctuary, the largest church in Poland;
- contribution to the short film Fikcyjne Pulpety from 1996 (which could be translated as “Fictitious meat balls”) by Wojtek Koronkiewicz. The piece was a parody of Pulp Fiction shot in the scenery of Białystok;
- short film Could I take a bath or sleep over at your place? [Czy mógłbym się u Pani wykąpać albo przespać?];

QUOTES:
“I much more prefer cheap, seemingly uninteresting  objects, because you can create a new quality out of them.”
“I feel  like an explorer and a tracker of the expanding urban tissue.”


KEYWORDS: collage, photography, redefinition, grotesque, gloomy, short film, music video, urban, cityscapes, co-participation

EXTERNAL:
www.kbx.pl
www.kbx.blog.pl
www.picasaweb.google.com/kobaslaksa
www.youtube.com/user/kobaslaksa

WHY ARE YOU HERE?
Kobas Laksa interprets the above question in regards to his latest project in Spycimierz.



Co-participation in the life of a local community works in favour of
individual development, as long as it has something to do with
exploring places, meeting people and processing space by the means of being active. It's perfect when places and people differ, so that it's harder to
generalise in research and observations, hence it's less probable to
fall into routine. The experiences collected give me more freedom in
consecutive projects.





Constellations of connections

Bogusław Deptuła

Although formally Stanisław Dróżdż (1939-2009) had a degree in Polish language studies, he was also a member of the artists association (a fact eagerly emphasized by all those associated with the visual  arts), as the writers’ union did not accept him. In the beginning of his artistic work, he was more interested in derivatives of words, but over time his principal creations, the “Concept-Shapes” and “Concrete Poetry”, shifted to completely inconcrete works and totally shapeless shapes.

His thoroughly indiscernible, unrecordable and unpresentable experiments climaxed with the installation “Concrete Poetry” (Foksal Gallery, 2002). It was arranged within the same small space which had hosted his most famous project “Between” in 1977, and in some way it was its antithesis.

The essence of the installation “Between” which was made with letters, but not words, was to take possession of the entire space of the Foksal Gallery. The “between” from the installation’s title filled up every space and became a metaphor with an infinite interpretative potential, although the word “between” as a whole was not written anywhere in that space. The installation leaned more towards poetry and the word, thus favoring concrete reality.

“Concrete Poetry” of 2002 filled the same gallery space with something completely inconcrete, unknowable, unrecognizable, and yet something much more, it seems, poetic: a tangle of lines. Lines stretched between all the walls of the gallery physically filled its space, making it impossible to enter. The white diffused light seemingly made it easier to look at, while in fact making the space even more inaccessible.

The exhibition “Beginningend” at the Warsaw Centre for Contemporary Art (21 December 2009 – 21 February 2010, curator: Elżbieta Łubowicz) reconstructed these projects, offering real and literal contact with the entire artistic output of Stanisław Dróżdż, an artist so concrete and so elusive at the same time. Dróżdż, a thoroughly religious man, recognised himself as a tool in the hands of the Almighty, leaving the executive power to him. His artistic work, or so the artist felt, was the fulfillment of divine ideas, a kind of divine concrete reality. If we accept that “in the beginning was the Word,” it is easy to imagine a hegemony of concrete words written in any language.

Dróżdż also used some other concrete things derived from the world of objects. His projects, besides letters and numbers, included watches, doorknobs, checkers, chess and dice. There were also geometric figures, peculiar charts and logic games that mixed up textual and mathematical orders. The artist's works evoke associations with the work of Arman, yet remain in such a great and subtle distance from his concrete reality that such juxtapositions seem to be too belittling to Dróżdż.

The whole exhibition employs black and white. We may actually miss this fact, as the aesthetics of words are largely a consequence of print (and print clearly puts us in the world of opposition between black and white), but if we do, the basic chromatic and aesthetic characteristic of this work will escape our notice. Dróżdż had a very deep understanding of the verbal-linguistic structure of our world. He said in an interview: “Words don't lie, but sentences do. A word cannot lie. But put three words together and distortion begins.”

To Dróżdż the word is an image, an extremely complex image. If we quote one of his most famous verbal concrete works, we will find all of his uncovering and constructing intellectual strategies:

ZAPOMINANIE [1]
ZAPOMINANI
ZAPOMINAN
ZAPOMINA
ZAPOMIN
ZAPOMI
ZAPOM
ZAPO
ZAP
ZA
Z
.

A unique figure. Analyzing it evokes a mental draft with a great refreshing power. Concepts like these opens one’s head. Before Dróżdż came up with this type of graphic, verbal, and intellectual game, he wrote poetry that still deserves to be promoted. In fact, it lies at the beginning of his road and is certainly less known to both writers and artists. But one example:

***
not
that
which is
but
that
which is not
is more
than
that
which is

So, speaking extremely briefly: give everyone what they want least.

Dróżdż once said in an interview, very categorically: “An art historian might make a mistake. Please indicate clearly in your text that Dróżdż says he has nothing to do with art, but rather with poetry.” But it is impossible to agree with this self-commentary. Dróżdż combined the experiments of many fields and in this sense he remains a patron of many phenomena in the art of the second half of the 20th and early 21st century. The exhibition prepared as a retrospective has become posthumous.

[1] The word “forgetting” written a number of times one below the other. In each consecutive line the word is reduced by a single letter [translator’s note].

translated by Michał Czarniecki
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Gdynia Film Festival. After the Verdict

Michał Walkiewicz

The truth about the Gdynia film festival can be found in its promotional posters. This year’s shows a kind of face or mug, a red (drunkard’s?) nose, eyebrows and eyeballs like from a puppeteer’s prop room, and a stretch of film tape for the tongue. Chaotic and uninspired, plus the tongue. Out of breath when rushing to see the next screening? No, it’s rather a tongue stuck out by the filmmakers at the audience. One might hope to either nod their head in approval or at least yell out “Scandal!” after the Golden Lion award ceremony. Nothing of the sort. The lukewarm Gdynia film festival was nothing more than a praise of mediocrity.



Female Doings and Male Deeds
The main award went to Jan Kidawa-Błoński’s Różyczka (Rosie), a movie about a primitive political cop, a sophisticated writer, and a woman who, working for the former, denounces the latter. A movie done the straight and narrow way, trying to show that, in all fairness, “nothing was as it seemed.” So bent on explaining that everyone had their reasons (the cop loves the girl but has his job to look after; the girl loves the writer but has no choice but to rat him out; the good writer loves the girl, but also the Latin language, French wine, and Miłosz) that it exempts the author from the need to take any stand.  The acting award for Magdalena Boczarska, who alone saved several subplots in Różyczka, was bulls-eye. During the literary meeting scene, she and Andrzej Seweryn start an acting duel that quickly turns into a contest of two aesthetics. He mentions Mickiewicz and, virtually standing at attention, twitters about artist values while she takes down his words on a typewriter and signals with delicate glances that his impressive persona arouses not lofty patriotic feelings in her but simple lust.

The Silver Lions went to Marcin Wrona for Chrzest (Christening), another story, after the debut Moja krew (My blood), about why it’s a man’s life that’s tough and why the male cause is the only right cause. Wojciech Zieliński and Tomasz Schuchardt, jointly awarded for their roles, play old friends. One wants to baptize his child but is running out of time (because there’s a mob contract out on him). The other has just completed his military service and is to be the godfather. The girl, meanwhile, has been robbed of her own language, her own emotions, and although the two protagonists try to convince the viewers that it’s all about hetero love, in reality it’s only them being pals that matters. A storyline motif from Wrona’s previous film is repeated here: the men decide what will be best for the woman, who are treated as a mere gadget, while she’s tending the barbecue. Plus some Polish-style gangster stuff: urban slums, white T-shirts, worn leather jackets, brutes in expensive suits going philosophical, and cheap whores. In the foreground: male stuff and the archetypal Polish Mother, taken from behind by the sink or on the bathroom floor in front of a crying baby.

Uneven Debuts
Marek Lechki’s Erratum welcomes us with the sight of crashing waves that resemble blue flames (symbolizing the initial coolness and final ardor of the main character’s feelings). Then we meet Michał, a guy who left for Warsaw in his young days and let himself get trapped in the cage of a corporate job. Of course he played in a rock band before. Of course he wanted to study music but ended up studying accounting. Of course fate will send him back to his home town where his abandoned father and an equally abandoned band-mate are waiting. Will coming to terms with the past bring an acceptance of the future? Lechki, winner of the debut and the press awards, ends the film abruptly and leaves the question unanswered. Ultimately, this saves the straightforward, though formally sophisticated and ascetic, story. And although the other debutants (e.g. Sławomir Pstrong with Cisza [Silence] or Tadeusz Paradowicz with Fenomen [Phenomenon]) showed films that could serve as basis for a theory about the devaluation of the main competition, the jury ignored Paweł Sala’s fantastic Matka Teresa of kotów (Mother Teresa of the cats) when awarding the debut prize.

Although Sala’s film was inspired by a crime blotter, it is far from tabloid generalisations. Telling the story of a crime committed by two brothers in non-chronological order, he opened the way for stylish psychological narration. The ellipsis becomes the key means of expression in this drama. Restricting the story to crucial moments during the final thirteen months before the killing, the director dilutes facts and divides responsibility between many factors, engaging the viewer in a demanding game, at stake in which is one of the many fragments of the truth (it’s another matter that the protagonists spend too much time in electronic game parlours and stare too tellingly into the pixels, which suggests that the “new-media” reality has turned them into monsters).

No Risks Taken
Equally interesting films were few and far between. The safe and tested reigned supreme. Dorota Kędzierzawska played on the run-of-the-mill theme of sad and dirty children (Jutro będzie lepiej [Tomorrow it’ll be better]), Ryszard Brylski came to Gdynia with an epigone of magical realism (Cudowne lato [A wonderful summer]), and Feliks Falk proposed a predictable and lengthy novella from WWII-era Warsaw, awarded, for no apparent reason, for  screenplay and direction. The best entry in this company came from Jan Jakub Kolski, whose collaboration with writer Włodzimierz Odojewski had produced a satisfactory result. And although Wenecja (Venice) remains an uneven work, it performs nicely as a low-key drama about the power of the childish imagination, freed by boredom, anger and frustration.

One thing is obvious: the films shown in Gdynia this year were incomplete. They gave the impression of having been released too early, written and directed hastily. Interesting concepts weren’t developed, the authors stopped halfway – the scathing and uncompromising soon became polite, shy and timid. In his quite funny Święty interes (Holy business), Maciej Wojtyszko had a chance to intelligently mock the Polish religiousness and the God-Honor-Homeland rhetoric. His two protagonists – wheeler-dealer brothers – are played by Adam “Father Popiełuszko” Woronowicz and Piotr “A Man Who Became Pope” Adamczyk. Their object of desire, and the story’s trigger, is an old Warszawa car believed to have once belonged to Karol Wojtyła, the later John Paul II. The movie verges on the banal time and again and although it never actually crosses the line, it still leaves the viewer unsatisfied – the sting of this satire proves particularly blunt.

In Skrzydlate świnie (Winged pigs), Anna Kazejak infiltrates the world of third-division football fans. The camera pushes its way through the crowd, stopping at the sweaty, red faces, recording every grimace of anger and satisfaction, surrendering to the dynamism of the action taking place at the stadium (though not in the actual field). The director embroils her protagonist, the diehard Oskar, in several interesting dilemmas. There’s a newborn baby at home, the football club gets sold, his buddies drag him down, put shortly – it’s time to finally start living. But how? The solution, in family-cinema style, is the author’s deft sidestep. In her poster-like world, an “inner transformation” is as easy as gestures of forgiveness, sacrifice or love.

The reverse of these innocent and basically successful movies that had fallen victim to a strategy of half-measures is Trzy minuty. 21.37 (Three minutes. 21.37). The director, Maciej Ślesicki, went all the way. The first scene where we watch Earth from outer space to off-screen narration about a spiritual energy enchanted in the Polish people (and released by the Pope’s death) is already the ultimate in bad taste. Then, although this may be hard to believe, it gets even worse. You’ll find virtually everything here: a burnt-out filmmaker and a boy who can’t afford to buy a pair of shoes; a lone avenger in a trench coat and Bogusław Linda doing the Great Improvisation (“You’ve tried me, God, tried me hard. Like you did our Pope”); The Diving Bell and the Butterfly and Maria Konopnicka’s Our Jade. And, for dessert, a scene from the viewpoint of a drunken horse. To use a metaphor suggested by a friend of mine: Ślesicki threw many balls in the air and caught none.

*

What else? Polish children still play unevenly (for the one boy in Wenecja there was one robot-girl in Joanna). In the ranking of musical instruments, the trombone, accordion, and anemic piano still reign supreme. Crude off-screen narration remains popular. Each screening was preceded by a Polish Film Institute commercial made by Paweł Borowski (Zero). A hefty budget, big names, a paean to the Institute that fights for a better tomorrow for all filmmakers. Ironically, the festival’s most interesting event had nothing to do with either the PISF or Polish cinema in general. Far from all the glitz, the sequins and the camera flashes, in a special screening, a Polish woman filmmaker from Hollywood, Agnieszka Wojtowicz-Vosloo, got her ninety minutes. Her thriller, After Life, had both a concept and its perfect execution; introduction, development, conclusion; awareness of content, sense of form.

And for the very end, a genre scene. A hallway of the Silver Screen cinema. At the entrance to the screening room, an elderly gentleman, in a peaked cap, stooped, his eyes fixed on the doorknob. “Entering?” I ask him, cause I’m slightly late myself, anxious and not sure which way to pass him from. “Well, I’m a bit afraid, you know?” he says. Unfortunately, I do.

translated by Marcin Wawrzyńczak
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An Empty Bed

Rafał Marszałek

Piotr Dumała’s feature-length debut is a manifestation of great courage. In the opening decade of a new century, the director follows in the footsteps of the early 20th-century pioneers, resorting to black-and-white film and the silent movie convention. Walking with the two main characters through The Forest confirms us in the conviction that what we’re dealing with is neither the author’s extravagance nor an accident. It’s possible that this story couldn’t have actually been told otherwise. Words would have been superficial here and color would naturalize the supernatural. The story told by Dumała and his cinematographer, Adam Sikora, is about a rite of passage in which the paroxysm of life coincides first with the effort, and then the peace of dying.



This surprising unity is built in dramatic silence, within the rectangle of a small country cottage room (similar to that in Nostalghia, where “under the wall stood a stove, a table, stools of various sizes, and a cot with crumpled sheets”), in the grays of semi-darkness, in the solitude and weariness of two travelers, and thus in a horizon capped by the treetops. It culminates between fire and water: in a high flame that gradually becomes smaller, shrinks and eventually dies away at the bottom of the screen, only to return, like a palimpsest, in the underwater flow of the secret, incredible finale.

This is beautiful but by no means easy. Dumała abandons traditional narration, especially in the forest sequences, opting instead for pictorial suggestion and musical rhythm. Both of these dominants, though organically connected, require our consent to non-conceptuality. Like an anti-naturalistic painting, a musical piece is the opposite of discourse.

Inner logic supplants the conventional notion of cause and effect. Associations replace syntax-based disquisitions. The concrete remains intact but peculiarly transformed. Entering The Forest – so sensual and biological – assumes the ability to abstract. This is no place for the tone-deaf.

The author demands the audience’s absolute concentration. A moment of inattention would deal a deadly blow to the viewer’s perception of The Forest. And, to a certain extent, to the ambition of Dumała himself. There exists, after all, feedback between the two. He could have encapsulated this anti-narration in a half-hour etude. Yet, convinced he wouldn’t  be able (or have time) to say it all, he made it a full feature. Dilemmas like this are characteristic of such projects: how does one summarize that which by definition resists summarization?


Within classic film narration, few authors gave precedence to the inner  state rather than cinema’s distinctive, narrative, element. They faced all kinds of temptations and encountered all kinds of obstacles. Robert Bresson found the spiritual in the simplest gestures and ordinary objects. There was impressive consistency in that but also an underlying concern over the comprehensibility of the story. Hence the paradox in the ascetic work of off-screen verbal commentary. Hiroshi Teshigahara in Woman in the Dunes went even further than Dumała in reducing space. The protagonists of the Polish film live in the illusion that the path will finally lead them somewhere, although the forest is a labyrinth. Teshigahara reduced the existence of two people to neverending imprisonment in a sandy cage; the viewer shared their sense of claustrophobia. Jean Cocteau, hailed a poet of the screen by his contemporaries, transformed reality with means of expression that only seemed magical in his times. In the process, he manifested his ego, making it a partial  subject of his work. Andrei Tarkovsky  closest approach to the mysterious essence of things was probably in Stalker, rather than in the beautiful but unintentionally egocentric landscapes of Sacrifice or Nostalghia. Cinematic searches for the philosopher’s stone are usually fraught with self-admiration.

Dumała, no less subtle than the other ones, remains unique in his peregrinations, shunning any exhibitionism, any displays of his artistic ego. The Forest stands out precisely because of its  emanation of empathy. Filial love is a basic figure of empathy. Family roots are a prefiguration of one’s relationships with the Other. We don’t know the history of the son’s relations with his father. There are signs of patriarchy in them: in the initial setup of the roles, in the lofty and at once hermetic metaphor of filicide or – in contrast – the wonderful, discreetly amusing scene of the supper by the fire. What is more important  than those biographical tropes, however, is the turning point: the moment when the young man really notices the old one, the healthy one notices the sick one, the needy one finds a tender helping hand.

The most important things in The Forest take place around the seat to which the paramedic lashes the numb, dying old man. Both then fight for their lives. Seemingly, it’s the father’s survival that’s at stake. Perhaps the son’s life is at stake, too. One day the desperate loving struggles come to an end. No longer must they struggle through the woods, tiptoeing around carefully, nervously checking the compass. The cords become redundant, a useless stool stands opposite an empty bed. The sudden idleness makes you choke. A terrible silence sets in.

As time passes, the importance of The Forest will be increasingly evident. I don’t think there is a point in arguing whether this film is an absolute masterpiece or rather an intriguing experiment. It’s hard to interpret an utterly personal statement in aesthetic terms. The Forest was born as a necessary confession and is a niche work in the literal sense. Dumała confessed: “Facing the impending death of my parents … was a discovery of a new sphere of communion, a fundamental one. It’s incredible when you realize that the body has its beginning and end, you can feel it when you feed someone and see their excretions. It’s like with a child. A person exists for a certain period of time and reaches his physical end, like a machine.”

I’ve never talked to the author of that confession, but his words are  the reason for the  profound and non-verbal bond that exists between us. So there are two of us? Even if there are several thousand more, it’s not millions of sympathizers. For many, “mother”, “father”, “brother” or “daughter” are just designates of concepts. Making it easier to put one’s relations with the Other in order but not identical with actual experiences.  Putting things in order but  never hurting. It’s only a personal experience that lets them into your bloodstream.

The uniqueness of the situation described in The Forest is inextricably intertwined with an intimate tone. Two different, not always identical, perceptions of our experience overlap here: the existential and the artistic. It’s as if the author, intuitively, almost groping in the dark, was touching a liminal point beyond which nothing can be seen. I doubt whether Piotr Dumała will ever want or be able to tell a similar story in film. Such things happen only once. An iron bed, stripped and bare, the traces of bedsores fading away, the warmth evaporating; tomorrow, in a stranger’s eyes, it will become but an anonymous piece of furniture. The time defined by The Forest’s motto, the time invalidated by the father laid in his grave, disperses slowly and delicately, like light in clear water.
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Lupa Closely Examined

Alicja Rosé

Beckett would have been unhappy. Hamm’s feet sticking out from under the blanket, and in white slippers at that; Nagg and Nell don’t live in trashcans close to each other but in transparent coffins, like in the mortuary; and Clov doesn’t hobble, doesn’t walk rhythmically precisely six steps from window to window, but rocks nonchalantly on his feet and isn’t even a man to begin with!

Beckett is first of all a bridge between two traditions, English and French. He thought and wrote in both languages. He also felt close to the German literary tradition, especially Goethe. From the Spanish-speaking one, he chose Borges and Paz, although they don’t come from the Iberian Peninsula itself. Thus it could seem he never had too much in common with either Poland or Spain. There was however a certain intimacy, a sense of empathy. The fate of the two countries was something he cared about. The 20th century left them scarred. They suffered a great deal of injustice. Like Job. And Beckett always extended a helping hand towards the wronged.



Whence the punishments? The question intrigued him and he asks it in Endgame. What’s interesting is how he goes about finding the answer. This search doesn’t take place in the text itself but outside of it, between words. Though we could also think that Beckett has designed the play so as not to leave us room for breath or movement. He’s planned every gesture, every step. He hated opposition. He personally transferred the whole vision to the stage, rehearsing with the actors until they delivered the lines in a tone he heard in his own head. And that’s the Endgame in his adaptation. Like a tailor-made suit that perfectly fits the body. The acting is melodious, rhythmical. Beckett treated his plays like musical pieces. Thus, in his staging, Hamm and Clov rhythmically exchange lines of dialogue. Clov’s steps are even. There are no unnecessary gestures. The whole makes an incredible impression and keeps the viewer in a state of constant suspense. Hamm appears as a bitter, aggressive and hateful figure. Clov is like a victim that is unable to leave his tormentor.

Beckett was a master of dialogue and it’s simply impossible to spoil this text. But what can be done with it? What could Krystian Lupa have done with it? Contrary to what it might seem, limitations can lead you to new territories. By imposing certain limits on yourself you can obtain new qualities, searching for yourself within the self-imposed boundaries. And that’s precisely what happened with Lupa in Madrid. There’s not a single redundant word in his staging and all are in their proper places, yet what happens between them is surprising.

Instead of a curtain, the stage is surrounded by a phosphorescent painted line that glows red three times during the show. The Lupa-designed set came all the way from Valencia. It resembles a bunker, but don’t be deceived by appearances, for under the ceiling hangs a beautiful chandelier with prisms that, nevertheless, don’t decompose light, since no sunlight ever enters here. Beckett dissociated himself from the interpretation that the play was about the experience of war. And such is the picture we receive from Lupa. Everything is so contrastive – a chandelier in a bunker, Clov as a woman in trendy clothes and sneakers, Nagg and Nell in sarcophagi sliding out from the wall – that it actually becomes unbelievable. It is thus irrelevant whether this is France or Spain, nor whether this is the 21st century or shortly after WWII and we are looking at the ashes. These slight contradictions elevate the play above time.

In Beckett’s own stagings, the actors move like puppets, with him as the puppet master. He felt closer to Edward Craig’s theory and his über-marionette than to Stanisławski. According to Craig, the actor should abandon himself, his egoism, and use his body and voice as tools to no longer imitate but to indicate.



Lupa also dissociates himself from Stanisławski and Grotowski, but he feels a closer affinity with them than Beckett. The Irish director’s own stagings are thought out from beginning to  end. Lupa’s plays arise from deep emotions, experiences, feelings. The actor isn’t just a puppet in his hands but a separate being that carries his or her own story. Lupa takes advantage of this. The actor gradually discovers the character in themselves. Everyone on stage acts naturally; even more: they behave as if the situation they’ve found themselves in were completely natural. And we believe them. Nell (Lola Cordón), half-naked, with her legs bandaged, sitting in a sarcophagus, from time to time rearranges the white scarf on her neck, examines herself in the mirror, or sips mineral water from a plastic bottle. She behaves like a true lady. They exchange pieces of dialogue with Nagg (Ramón Pons) in a somewhat clown-like fashion. Their faces or certain gags, like when Clov (Susi Sánchez) teases Nagg, as he reaches out for a cookie and she pulls it back, sticking out her tongue, bring to mind Peter Brook’s Beckett. But in Lupa’s version there is something else, something that makes it impossible to equal the two visions.





Start Singing and You’ll Know What You Feel

Read the interview with Krystian Lupa. Tomasz Cyz talks with the director about music.





Watching the Polish director’s staging of Endgame, we can’t help but think of Simone Weil. Hamm (José Luis Gómez) is like Job. He suffers and we sympathize with him. References to Christ on the cross, delicately alluded to in the original play, are in the foreground in Lupa’s adaptation. Simone Weil wrote of affliction which is “something apart, specific, and irreducible. It is quite a different thing from simple suffering…. Affliction is an uprooting from life, a more or less attenuated equivalent of death.” According to Weil, Job is but a figure of Christ. Is this true for Hamm, too? Not necessarily.

Job accepts his affliction as a gift, reconciles himself with it. He sees that it stems from infinite love. Hamm doesn’t see it because affliction “makes God appear to be absent for a while…. During this absence there is nothing to love,” writes Weil. Hamm believes that his suffering is greater than anyone else’s. He is unable to feel compassion. He feels he is being encompassed by a void that can only be filled with words. It’s not death that makes him anxious, but life. Life that perhaps doesn’t make sense and which causes you to suffer. There are moments when José Luis Gómez speaks in a shrill, tearful tone. We don’t really know whether we can trust him. Although he is blind, he looks at his own shadow on the wall or follows Clov with his “gaze” (which resembles the married couple in Bergman’s Hour of the Wolf where he humiliates her and yet she is unable to leave him).

Even if all this is just a game, suffering is undeniable. Suffering can’t be concealed and it has a human face. The picture emerging before our eyes reminds us of another one. That hanging a few blocks away from La Abadía Theatre, at the Prado, with Christ suffering and Simon helping him to carry the cross. Christ is looking in our direction, and there is inexpressive pain in his eyes. “It would have needed another Christ to have pity on Christ in affliction” (Weil). We are unable to shoulder somebody else’s suffering. We stand helpless before them and the only thing left for us is to accept the inevitable. Nagg and Nell, who laugh at their own weaknesses, succeed in this to an extent. “For affliction is ridiculous” – Simone Weil’s words sound familiar. An almost identical line is uttered by Nell: “Nothing is funnier than unhappiness.” So we laugh too when Clov deceives Hamm or when Nagg tells the story of a tailor who made trousers much better than the world created by God. For the world forces us to live. “Do you not think this has gone on long enough?” Hamm asks sadly.

It’s actually unusual that a play that drags on can be so fascinating. Even the silence that falls over the stage several times is full of tension. We are part of this sad game that Clov pulls us into at the very beginning by saying paradoxically that it’s the end (and there’s virtually no reasons for us to sit here). Clov attracts our attention with her gaze several more times. And at the very end Hamm will throw away his dark glasses and scarf to stand up and walk up towards us, as if he were looking for help. His blindness becomes a metaphor for a crippled heart, unable to love or be compassionate.



Characteristically for Lupa, objects and music play an important role here. There are windows that Clov opens and closes, letting in the swoosh of the sea and showing a blue sky for a moment, which causes Clov’s voice to turn nostalgic. There’s an alarm clock that rings to remind us about time which, it would seem, has frozen still. And this can be felt literally in Lupa’s adaptation: time becomes a place. There is also a dog missing one leg and missing the ribbon. Holding it, Hamm for a moment becomes an innocent child again. Objects reveal emotions rooted deeply within us, often primal ones, the first emotions we may have experienced in our life. It’s a kind of collective sphere. During this brief moment, every one of us feels what Hamm may be feeling. An immense need for love, a feeling of unsatisfied love. Lupa shows us how we communicate this lack of love to each other.

translated by Marcin Wawrzyńczak
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Start Singing and You’ll Know What You Feel

Tomasz Cyz

Tomasz Cyz: What is music?

Krystian Lupa (laughs): Or perhaps better: What is truth? What is art? Theyre a kind of installation of the human mind that can be used in different ways. But, as I understand, were not interested in the encyclopaedic definition of music here, are we?

No. Were not.

Id rather be talking about what purpose music serves in mans spiritual adventure. Or where it comes from. Music is a kind of space-time continuum thanks to which man feels more confident, stronger. Its a better organization of the world because a world devoid of music is chaos.



Music is also an inner song, which means that every emotional state has its rhythm and melody that wants to express itself in some way. Thats why in different situations people tend to make sounds, to fall into rhythm. Rhythm is also something that people often need. In ritual, for instance (another question: what is ritual?), rhythm is a kind of staircase that you use to climb onto a launch pad: for flight or levitation. Music is a striving towards, and a dream about, a better life. Its a peculiar link between the inner and the outer, between the self and the non-self (that is, the world).

You mentioned the inner song. Do you remember your first one?

I always loved it when someone sang or played. I remember it very clearly and vividly. But those were also different times, in the evening, in different parts of towns and villages, people came out in front of their houses and played, made music and sang. Its completely disappeared now, even in the countryside. Perhaps such a move away from music is natural and every generation experiences something similar. Im reminded of a scene in the first act of Chekhovs Seagull where Arkadina sits by the lake, its quiet, the silence almost sounds likes its singing over the lake. And she says, There used to be so many manors here, you heard singing and music all evening.

What I actually meant was the first, primal contact

Hold on. I have one example. I was small, three years old perhaps, or two and a half, and was still carried in a stroller when we went to the bakery, etc. And when I was left in front of the shop, alone, Id start my ritual while waiting. I would pound my feet on the bottom of the stroller, lying there and pounding. No, no, I didnt do it to attract attention. It was a way of spending time, it was very important, mine, not to be ignored, and if I had stopped doing that, something would have gone bad, stunted, Id have been unhappy The pounding, drumming, helped me not to cry, helped me to be alone. So perhaps music is, has to be, connected with human solitude, its thanks to music that you feel a bond with your fellow human being, a space of communication and community opens when music is present.

Im reminded of one more thing. When I was somewhat older, my mother studied mathematics extramurally in Gdańsk, I went there with her and shed always take me to the opera. Today I rebel against this opera kingdom  its utterly anachronistic, out of tune with our imagination, our mimetic needs But back then I was dazed. And when I came back home, to Jastrzębie, where there was no opera-house of course, for a long time I wouldnt do anything but create it for myself. I walked around the garden, inventing all kinds of plots, characters who met each other for some reason, which gave rise to passions, conflicts, loves and deaths

Did you sing?

Of course! I became lost in it, I howled to high heaven, as if I was being skinned alive. The kids from the neighborhood laughed at me, saying that Krysiek (which is what they called me in those days) has lost his mind and is running around the garden with a stick in his hand and singing (laughs) Theres this saying: speak and youll know what you think. As well you might say: start singing and not only will you know what you think but also what you feel.

So music is also an emotion?

It sure is, though not in the sentimental, banal sense. Rather, it has to do with the deeper, more mysterious emotional levels  emotional states or energies I prefer to think about music as Beethoven did when he said that music meant events between sounds. And in those events there are tensions, conflicts, clashes that build new structures. Or, as Bach showed in the fugue, most persuasively in Kunst der Fuge, music is a process that at some point, once it has been initiated, becomes a necessary process.

Do you need music?

It depends You could say I need it off and on. I was addicted to music for a very long time. It was like an addiction. And at some point I felt that my contact with music had become pointless, passive, that I no longer creatively reacted and responded to music.

I also understand today that there are people who need music to hear themselves in it. For others, its quite the contrary, meaning that they listen to music to tone down something that is in themselves and can explode at any time and infect them with fear. For them, music is a kind of peculiar continuum, the constant rocking of an orphan. They listen to music in order to keep from, I dont know, running off somewhere or smashing something. You listen to music in to keep from hearing the truth about yourself, that youre actually worthless, or wasting away by the day, or that youre haunted by a terrible fear of something youve failed to do.

I remember the words of Ewa Bieńkowska who once told me that she didnt listen to music in moments of depression

Right, right Im also sometimes afraid of music in moments of depression. I feel that even very good music can break some thin membrane beyond which theres howling, madness, total disintegration, a bunch of demons eager to get inside me. Yes. And not only in moments of depression but also during illness, dont you think? In moments of physical anxiety, physical stuntedness

You feel that youre unable to face up to music, that it wont fill you because the tunnel through which it flows into you is stopped up at the moment, like a congested nose, if youll pardon the expression. Or like a vein plugged with a hematoma. And that itll flow down some other, false channel, down peripheral corridors not meant for that, causing them to burst. And its not that music will corrupt us as much as we who will corrupt music.

I remember  I was in quite a serious depression once  I cant remember now exactly whether I forced myself or was forced by the circumstances to listen to one of my most beloved Schubert quintets. And for a long time afterwards I couldnt listen to that quintet because Id corrupted it in myself with that depression. Id compromised it, smeared, tainted it with myself.

Schubert, Mahler, Bach, and today its Szymański  Do you have a closed music list?

I was once asked this question, perhaps its not the wisest of questions, but Im constantly reminded of it: what music would I take with me to a deserted island? And the answers been the same: Kunst der Fuge by Jordi Savall. Thats right. Every time I listen to it differently, I hear it differently, follow a different path. Thats the philosophy of this fugue, after all. It cant be contemplated fully. It doesnt have this single melody that you hear once, twice, thrice and then you can sing it and then you start masturbating with it ad nauseam.

Whats most beautiful in this fugue is the infinite combinatorial potential present precisely in what happens between the motifs, the voices. Actively listening to a fugue sometimes means identifying with a single melodic line. Then you can say: my self is there, its that line, and the other melodic lines touch it. And thats precisely what happens in Savalls interpretation. When I listen to Kunst der Fuge played on a piano, I can never understand, comprehend it fully.

Of course, my musical disability is that I only listen and dont create, I dont even know how to read sheet music. And it makes my hair curl when I read about how Beethoven receives the manuscript of some Schubert quarter and sheds tears reading it, following the score. I say to myself, Jesus Christ, how is this possible? How can he hear it in this deaf head of his? I simply dont know how its possible for emotion to appear under  or before  the sensual quality that is offered only by the sound, the actual materialization of music.

Listening to Kunst der Fuge, I play in various ways. Im able, for instance, to stick my moods to this piece. And if you let music touch your sadness, its like the touch of the surgeons fingers or that of a blind person reading a mysterious text written in Braille.

Youve touched upon an extremely important aspect of music. You said: Beethoven reads a Schubert manuscript. So a sheet of paper filled with musical notes is, in a way, deaf, mute. The composer writes down something that doesnt exist yet. The question is: what is it?

No, it does exist. The composer, the musician, is of course able to materialize, to embody this kind of invisibility, non-existence. I cant do it. But if I created operas as a child, perhaps I could be a musician Theres this sentence in Thomas Bernhards Extinction, terribly funny, which goes more or less like this: she was very musical and its a pity she didnt play any instrument because she could have been a great pianist (laughs).

Malicious and beautiful.

I could say the same about myself. Of course, theres still the chance of me learning this, developing this ability to see

I love talking to composers. I have an overwhelming sense that they are mysterious beings, a completely unique human condition. I keep asking them: how do you do it? Exactly how? How does it sound to you, how does it arise, shape itself, transform? These are nave questions like those between the genders when a man asks a woman: How do you experience orgasm? Because Ill never know it myself. And vice-versa.

Im fascinated by sub-musical structures, I like ambient, the concreteness of reality that can become music. I also often ask: where is it that music begins? Can we define its exact boundaries? Music is a condition of feeling the world. After all, even whats happening here at this point is music  provided that you enter the condition of the structuralization of this moment.

But I feel that composers like talking to me, too. It used to be, for example, Stanisław Radwan, Jacek Ostaszewski, today its Paweł Szymański. I tell them my theories about music, which they find very bizarre. I listen a lot, hear a lot, in my own way of course. So I belong to the category of listeners who notice for sure whether theyre still playing or not (laughs).

I asked you at the beginning what music is. And now I have the feeling that were talking about music that springs from everywhere. Music that is everywhere.

Music had to come into being. My understanding of Beethovens famous statement: Musik ist hhere Offenbarung als alle Weisheit und Philosophie [music is a higher revelation than all wisdom and philosophy  ed.] is that music is the human spirits path towards illumination. And if there exist other civilizations, other planets or worlds, they surely have their music. Im not sure whether they have theatre, film, poetry or literature. But they surely have music. I only dont know whether its similar to ours.

translated by Marcin Wawrzyńczak
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THE MAGIC MOUNTAIN REVISITED: B as in Bobsled

Małgorzata Łukasiewicz

At the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries, the bobsled was a sporting novelty, a winter season sensation and probably the fastest man-steered vehicle at the time. In Davos, a bobsled run opened at roughly the same time when Hans Castorp stayed there.

But Castorp’s bobsled-related emotions are of a completely different nature. Having just arrived, he learns that in the wintertime, when the roads are impassable, corpses from the highest of the sanatoriums are brought down in bobsleds. And not just brought down but “transported”, a term that introduces an additional accent of technical efficiency. Shocking. There is nothing left of the slow dignity of funeral ceremonies. A rushing sled, recently added to the list of sport disciplines, hardly fits with the seriousness of death. The means of transportation is at odds with the circumstances.

Unconventional means of transportation were often used to achieve an effect of uncanniness: witches’ brooms, flying carpets, the strange chariot in Ezekiel’s vision, Mr Twardowski on a rooster, not to mention the “fifteen men on a dead man’s chest”. In mediaeval representations, the grim reaper was often shown mounted on a fleet steed to make it clear no one would be able to escape him. In Bürger’s Lenora, a dead lover comes for his girl on horseback and we learn from the ballad (which spawned countless replicas, in the Polish language as well) that the “dead can ride apace.”

The Magic Mountain presents a case against what Mann called a “fatal enchantment”, the sources of which he saw in German Romanticism, in Novalis, Schopenhauer, Wagner. In fact, a sled is the perfect choice for the vehicle of the death-as-seductress. After all, death – which promises the ultimate peace and quiet of eternity instead of the chaos of life – is dressed in the novel in the costume of winter. And a beautiful costume at that:

… the panorama beyond the arches of the balcony was magnificent – snow-powdered forests, ravines filled with soft white, a glistening sunlit valley under a radiant blue sky. And of an evening, when the almost circular moon appeared, the world turned magical and wondrous – flickering crystals and glittering diamonds flung far and wide…. Its natural squalor hidden, the world seemed as if under the spell of icy purity, trapped inside a fantastic dream of fatal enchantment.

A regular sled wouldn’t be so out of place. But a bobsled? With its sporty look and amusing name?

On the other hand, there’s nothing as good as comedy to fight off the spells of romanticism. In his essay on Dostoevsky, Mann wrote straight out that fiction was better than journalism in dealing with the demonic because demonism could then speak from within the work in the guise of humour. In another place in the novel, Mann uses the effect in an even more brutal fashion. The following reply is offered to a question about how exactly the human body decomposes:

First of all, your guts burst … there you are, lying on your wood shavings and sawdust, and the gases, you see, swell you up, blow you up until you’re immense, the way frogs look when naughty boys blow air into them, until you’re a regular balloon, and then your abdomen can no longer take the pressure and bursts. Bang!

It’s as if Till Eulenspiegel, ushered secretly onto the stage, has spoken. In reaction to the information about the winter bobsled funerals, Castorp “burst into laughter, a violent, overpowering laugh that shook his chest and twisted his face” – as if he was using the mask of comedy and tragedy at the same time.

translated by Marcin Wawrzyńczak
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SOMETHING OR OTHER: The Prison and Freedom of Language

Irena Grudzińska-Gross

In the last few months, I went to many poetry readings, more than usual. In March, two friend-poets had their readings. April, as every Brooklyn child knows (especially those who go to school), is the month of poetry—everywhere poets read their poems and sell their books. In May, the 70th birthday of Joseph Brodsky was a reason for one evening of poetry tribute. Most of poetry readings I went to, I realized later, were of foreign born poets. Some readings were only in their native languages, but to these I did not go (in my local public library—Brooklyn Central—there is no insistence on translation). Yet in that nation of emigrants a poet wants to be understood not only by his native readers. Many poets read in their native language and in English.

I went to some Polish poetry readings, but also to Ukrainian, Russian, and Romanian ones. And I was struck by the change that comes upon the poets when they switch from their native to English language. It is as if a musician, who mastered his first instrument, moved to a second one in which his touch is less certain, slightly off key. In his native language, the tone, the gesture, the emotion is fully controlled; in English, it is the effort of sounding the words that predominates. The face is slightly contracted; the lips are bent on pronouncing; the hand is rigidly holding the page with the text. The difference in self assurance is striking.

Listening to the poems of Carmen Firan, Vasyl Makhno, Ewa Chruściel, Marina Temkina, I wondered what is best transmitted in the new language: images? feelings? words? ideas? What pushes émigré poets to write or/and to read in the language of their new place of residence? Is it the love of the new language? Or do the émigrés, like adolescents, have to prove to themselves and the world who they are, what they can do? I am a poet, they seem to be saying, I really am, listen to my words.

And yet, I love to listen to that kind of reading. I think I can truly understand the poet, I can feel the essence of the world presented in the poet’s voice, its distilled core. A well-known and loved foreign language is like a filter removing everything that is not essential. That new language precludes any automatisms, any reflective filling of empty spaces. The poet stands with that new language face to face, unprotected, like a child. What happens next is an adventure.

I say adventure and not a calamity, because English is a generous language, an imperial language open to various accents and idiosyncrasies. Unlike centralized imperial French, it does not have a master dictionary and one prescribed pronunciation. Neither does it have one way of seeing poetry. It develops democratically from bottom up, mutating into exotic branches: Australian, Caribbean, American. Yes, American, because it is a relatively new version of English, long ridiculed as a deviation from the British original. A lively, expanding language, it does not bar access to anyone. Not even to foreign born poets, though they are supposed to be the most qualified artisans of words. The citizenship of the English language is open to all who dare to apply.
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It’s all so relative

John Biweekly

It’s all so relative. I  mentioned to someone that spring was quickly drawing to a close. My interlocutor’s face looked as if she was going to scream blue murder. Confused by her reaction, I quickly corrected myself and said “You know, because the summer is almost here.” She looked relieved.

The timing is just right. For example, to start our APPETIZERS series of short conversations with Polish cultural contributors conducted by Bogusław Deptuła, art historian and an active afficionado of the literature&cuisine duo. In this issue we present an Appetizer with Andrzej Leder (born 1960), a philosopher of culture who studied medicine and philosophy. He works at Polish Academy of Science’s Philosophy and Sociology Institute. Bogusław Deptuła asked Andrzej Leder about the taboo.





This issue is sponsored by the letter B. B as in Biweekly, B as in Blog, B as in Bobsled. Irens Grudzińska-Gross writes about Brooklyn poetry readings.

Listen and watch the recordings from the stunning performances of the 13th New Tradition festival, like this one:




We dedicate two pages to Krystian Lupa, whose staging of Beckett's Endgame was shown in Madrid’s Teatro de La Abadía. Michał Walkiewicz summarizes the Gdynia Film Festival. And more.

Summer is on its way, so enjoy the rest of the spring. And if you prefer the world of imagination to the outdoors, read and listen to SPRING by Wojciech Stamm.
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